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It has been an honor to have served as the 
co-editors of Khamasin, the Journal of the 
Department of Political Science at the American 
University in Cairo. This edition of the journal 
took as its point of departure and inspiration 
the grassroots feminist burst of activity in the 
past several years in Egypt. Women and girls 
have taken to social media to highlight issues 
ranging from street harassment and assault 
to domestic violence, marital rape, and gang 
rape, seeking legal and public action. The 
visibility of these stories has forced a national 
conversation that has long been denied. 
In this issue of Khamsin authors cover a range 
of topics from colonial legacies and the politics 
of curly hair, to violence against women in 
Algeria and Egypt. But the articles also explore 
those spaces and pockets of resistance and 
change from grassroots movements to online 
spaces of dialogue across the Middle East from 
Egypt to Iran. In particular, Shaimaa Magued 
explores how grassroots feminist movements 
and protest, predating 2011, actively linked 
gender with other forms of domination.

Message from 
the Editors

We were particularly pleased to broaden the 
range of authors in this Issue with contributions 
from scholars from Cairo University, Paris 1 
Panthéon-Sorbonne, Sciences Po and the 
University of Manitoba to our very own students 
at the American University in Cairo. We thank all 
the authors for their hard work and commitment 
to their articles. We are also sincerely grateful 
to all our colleagues who reviewed the papers 
for their insightful comments and suggestions 
and to Rana Magdy for all her assistance.
During the process of this issue’s publication 
we lost one of our students, Ali Al-Batati. Ali 
presented a paper on Fatima al-Mernissi and 
Islamic feminism during our Political Science 
Annual Conference that formed the basis 
for this issue of Khamasin. Ali had a deep 
commitment to scholarly work, gender equality, 
social justice, and emancipation more broadly. 
We dedicate this issue to his memory.

Sincerely,
Dr Heba Taha and Dr Sophie Haspeslagh
Co-Editors, June 2022
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Women’s rights have always been a legiti-
mizing tool for authoritarian regimes in the 
Middle East. In spite of the state’s mount-
ing repression against opponents and civil 
society, women’s rights remained the least 
threatening sphere of action that witnessed a 
state-sponsored activism through the adoption 
of legal and constitutional packages in sup-
port for women’s rights. In Egypt, after former 
President Hosni Mubarak introduced consti-
tutional amendments in 2005, the First Lady, 
Suzan Mubarak, spearheaded a nation-wide 
campaign toward the enactment of a series of 
laws in support for women’s rights regarding 
divorce, child custody, and the conclusion of 
marriage contracts. Yet, the state capitalized 
on women’s sociocultural vulnerabilities and 
mobilized sexual harassment as a means of 
political intimidation targeting female activism 
against Mubarak. 

Following the overthrow of Mubarak in 

Framing Sexual 
Harassment 
in Egyptian Grassroots Feminism from 
2005 until 2021
By: Shaimaa Magued
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2011, the state used sexual harassment as a 
tool of domination over the public. One objec-
tive was to intimidate women participating in 
protests calling for the end of state repression. 
In March 2011, security forces raided sit-ins in 
Tahrir Square, arrested female protestors, and 
performed forced virginity tests on women. 
Similarly, during the 2012 Mohamed Mahmoud 
protests, women were lynched in the streets of 
Cairo by police and military officers, dragged 
and stripped.1 In response, feminist cyber-
advocates coined the slogan of ‘at’ ‘idak,’ your 
hands to be cut off. Their electronic campaign 
against state repression relied on two iconic 
figures of two female victims of state brutality, 
Samira Ibrahim and Set el-Banat.2 Women’s 
solidarity groups sustained this campaign 
after the acquittal of predators, and the state’s 
continuous disregard for, and violation of, the 
victims’ mental and physical wellbeing. These 
Facebook and Twitter campaigns defied the 
state’s manipulation of women’s rights: they 
highlighted that sexual harassment was a tool 
to restrict women’s political and public en-
gagement. 

Scholarly work addressing women’s 
rights in authoritarian countries has failed 
to capture grassroots feminism’s strategies 
of action vis-à-vis the state’s manipulation 

1 Dina Wahba, “Gendering the Egyptian Revolution.” In: Women’s Movements in 
Post-“Arab Spring” North Africa, 61-76, (LA.: Springer, 2016); Maya Morsy, 
“Egyptian women and the 25th of January Revolution: presence and absence,” 
Journal of North African Studies 19: (2014): 211-229; Sara Hafez, “The 
revolution shall not pass through women’s bodies: Egypt, uprising and gender 
politics,” The Journal of North African Studies 19 (2014): 172–185.
2 Both women were politically active following the 2011 uprising and were 
subjects of state repression. Samira Ibrahim was a victim of the army’s virginity 
checks during the violent dispersal of the 9 March 2011 sit-in in Tahrir Square 
while Set el-Banat was beaten and lynched by the armed forces during the 
Ministry Council Protests in 2011.

of women’s rights.3 Dating back to the 1919 
revolution, female writers underscored the 
intersection of the political and the personal in 
defining means of collective activism against 
state repression, which similarly to the 2011 
revolution, has witnessed women’s contribu-
tion as bearers of the nation, side-by-side with 
men.4 Focusing on the state’s structural mobi-
lization in support for women’s rights as a tool 
of legitimization, the literature overlooks this 
grassroots feminist counter-activism that relied 
on norms, symbols, emotions, and identity in 
defying authoritarian regimes’ discriminatory 
and repressive practices.  

This article explores how grassroots 
feminist cyberadvocacy operates in an au-
thoritarian context. In answering this question, 
the study relies on cause framing in examining 
grassroots feminist cyber-advocacy from 2005 
until 2021, focusing on ideas, identities, and 
symbols.5 I argue that this movement trans-
gressed the state’s domination over women’s 
rights by developing an alternative discourse 
articulating women’s suffering around shared 
grievances, associated with the state’s viola-
tion of human rights.6 Activists centered their 
3 Sylvia Walby. Feminism in a global era, Economy and Society, 31:4 (2002): 
533-557; Camille Paglia. “Feminism Past and Present: Ideology, Action, and 
Reform.” Arion: A Journal of Humanities and the Classics Third Series, 16:1 
(2008): 1-18.
4 Mona Prince, My Name is Revolution (Cairo: Amun, 2012); Ahdaf Soueif, 
Cairo: My City, our Revolution (London: Bloomsbury, 2012); Hala Kamal, 
“A Century of Egyptian Women’s Demands: The Four Waves of the Egyptian 
Feminist Movement.” In: Gender and Race Matter: Global Perspectives on 
Being a Woman, 3-22 (London: Emerald Publishing, 2012).
5 Rita Noonan. “Women against the state: Political opportunities and collective 
action frames in Chile’s transition to democracy,” Sociological Forum, 19 
(1995) 81-111; Robert Benford and David Snow. Framing processes and 
social movements: An overview and assessment. Annual Review Sociology, 26 
(2000)611-639, Donatella Della Porta. Where did the revolution go? contentious 
politics and the quality of democracy. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2016).
6 Sidney Tarrow. Power in movements: Social movements and contentious 
politics. (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998); Doug McAdam, 
Sidney Tarrow, and Charles Tilly. Dynamics of contention. (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2001); Charles Tilly and Sidney Tarrow. 

Magued



6Spring 2022

Journal of the Department of Political Science
The American University in Cairo

advocacy around the condemnation of the 
state’s perpetuation of sexual harassment 
as a form of political violence against female 
protestors. The research is based on a quali-
tative method, using open-ended and semi-
structured interviews conducted by the author 
with activists, in addition to a close analysis 
of online campaigns on Facebook and Twitter 
from March 2011 until August 2021. 

The article is divided into four parts. 
The first sheds light on the literature address-
ing the state’s structural support for women’s 
rights as a tool for legitimization and domi-
nation. The second and third parts examine 
cause framing and its interactionist approach 
and the cultural opportunity structure in grass-
roots feminism’s counter-advocacy. The fourth 
part highlights grassroots feminism’s adoption 
of a rights frame as a survival tactic and mobi-
lization of cultural resources in the formulation 
of women’s rights on the basis of common 
concerns and shared grievances.  

Resource mobilization theory and women’s 
rights

As mentioned, scholarly work has focused 
on the state’s sponsorship of women’s rights 
through structural domination and discursive 
manipulation as a tool for political legitimi-
zation.7 Authoritarian regimes conceived 
women’s rights as an unthreatening means 
Contentious politics. (Boulder: Paradigm, 2007).
7 Ben Agger. Critical Social Theories: An Introduction. (Boulder: Westview 
Press, 1998); Brian Klocke. “Roles of Men with Feminism and Feminist 
Theory.” National Organization for Men Against Sexism, 2013; Amelia 
Valcarcel. Collective memory and challenge of feminism (Santiago: UN Women 
and Development Unit, 2002); Sara Motta, Cristina Fominaya, Catherine Eschle, 
Laurence Cox. “Feminism. Feminism, women’s movements and women in 
movement.” Interface: a journal for and about social movements 3:2(2011): 
1 – 32.

for self-branding vis-à-vis Western allies. They 
generally upheld discriminatory norms and 
practices against women. In light of the state 
perception of women’s rights as a double-
edged means for warding off sociopolitical 
demands and external pressure for democra-
tization, this study borrowed the Social Move-
ment Theories (SMT) interactive approach in 
examining grassroots feminism’s cyberadvo-
cacy vis-à-vis the state-sponsored feminism.8 

Academic scholarship has underlined 
states’ sponsorship for women’s rights advo-
cacy globally.9 Researchers have emphasized 
the state’s extensive resources in providing 
material, legal, and structural support through 
media, funding, and constitutional reform 
packages. While state-sponsored feminism 
has been a tool for women’s empowerment in 
response to grassroots advocacies in demo-
cratic contexts, it manifested various limita-
tions in authoritarian settings.10

The state’s domination over women’s 
rights has entailed the subordination of the 
latter to the former.11 Autocratic rulers’ enthu-
siasm toward women’s rights was essential in 

8 Jeff Goodwin, James Jasper, and Francesca Polletta. “Emotional dimensions of 
social movements.” In The Blackwell companion to social movements, edited by 
David Snow, Sarah Soule, and Hanspeter Kriesi. (MA: Blackwell Publishing, 
2010); Francesca Polletta. “Culture and movements.” Annals of the American 
Academy of Political and Social Science,  619(2008): 78-96.
9 Amelia Valcárcel, The Collective Memory and Challenges of Feminism 
(Santiago: UN/ECLAC, 2002); Karen Offnen, “Defining feminism: A 
comparative historical approach.” Signs 14: 1 (1988): 119-157; Kevin Harrison 
and Tony Boyd, Understanding political ideas and movements (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2018).
10 Amy Mazur and Dorothy McBride. State feminism. Research Network on 
Gender Politics and the State. 2018; Nermin Allam. “Smoke and mirrors: State 
sponsored feminism in post-uprising Egypt.” Social Research:  An International 
Quarterly 86:1(2019); Celia Valienta. “State-feminism and gender equality 
policies: The case of Spain (1983-1995).” In: Sex equality policies in Western 
Europe. (London: Routledge, 1997).
11 Shanella Gardner. “Marriage and citizenship in the US.” Psi Sigma Siren 
8:1(2014); Penni Mitchell. About Canada: Women’s rights. (Nova Scotia: 
Fernwood Publishing, 2015).

Magued
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developing a friendly legal-institutional arsenal 
that satisfies international donors’ condition-
alities, in terms of democratic transition and 
political openness without actually disrupting 
repressive practices. In light of the double-
edged nature of state-sponsored feminism, 
this study relies on SMT’s cultural approach in 
examining grassroots’ feminism and its sur-
vival tactics in authoritarian settings. Identity-
based movements in the US mobilizing cul-
tural resources against repression emphasize 
the significance of culture in recruitment, 
motivation, and advocacy.12 By underlining the 
role of agency and micro-level interactions in 
activism, not only does the cultural approach 
take into consideration context specificities but 
it is also a reliable tool for survival in repres-
sive settings.13 It can be useful for understand-
ing how grassroots feminism has survived and 
the tactics of resistance it has employed in 
authoritarian countries.14

Breaking with repressive state’s struc-
tural and material support for women’s rights 
as a friendly cause, this study mobilizes the 
cultural approach in order to depict grassroots 
feminism’s cyberadvocacy vis-à-vis the state-
sponsored feminism in Egypt from 2005 until 
2021. It does so by emphasizing how grass-
12 Jeff Goodwin, James Jasper, and Francesca Polletta. “Emotional dimensions 
of social movements.” In The Blackwell companion to social movements, edited 
by David Snow, Sarah Soule, and Hanspeter Kriesi. (MA: Blackwell Publishing, 
2010).
13 James Jasper and Jan Duyvendak (Eds.). Players and arenas: The interactive 
dynamics of protest. (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2015); Paul 
Almeide and Allen Ulate. Handbook of social movements across Latin America. 
(L.A.: Springer, 2015).
14 Volpi F and Clark J (2019) Activism in the Middle East and North Africa in 
times of upheaval: Social networks’ actions and interactions. Social Movement 
Studies 18(1): 1–16.; Beinin, Joel and Frédéric Vairel (Eds.). 2011. Social 
movements, mobilization, and contestation in the Middle East and North 
Africa. Stanford: Stanford University Press; Clarke, Kilian. 2014. Unexpected 
brokers of mobilization: Contingency and networks in the 2011 Egyptian 
uprising. Comparative Politics, 46(4), 379–397.  

roots feminism used ideational norms and 
symbols in developing an effective cyberad-
vocacy that defied state-sponsored feminism 
and manipulation of women’s rights as a 
means for authoritarian consolidation. 

Cause Framing in an Authoritarian Context 

Acting as a ‘schemata of interpretation,’ cause 
framing depicts issues of contention, defines 
problems, and determines solutions through 
effective means and tools that resonate 
among the public.15 Its effectiveness lies in its 
ability to identify the culprit behind the group’s 
grievance and incites others to act based on a 
shared rationale and a common understand-
ing in order to induce change. Relying on 
SMT’s cultural opportunity structures,  ‘cause 
framing’ develops collective action and ef-
fective advocacies in authoritarian contexts. 
Instead of relying on the state’s material and 
structural resources in promoting their cause, 
activists develop a subaltern counter-advo-
cacy vis-à-vis the dominant narrative. Be-
ing a tool of social movements’ mobilization, 
‘cause framing’ is inspired by the psychology 
of collective action as a flexible and strategic 
medium in defying state repression and dis-
criminatory structures and practices. Relying 
on cultural resources, it transforms existing 
sufferings and grievances into public claims 
against the oppressor in order to diffuse the 
group’s negative emotions of injustice and 
pain.16 Focusing on common concerns, fram-
15 Robert Benford and David Snow. 2000. Framing processes and social 
movements: An overview and assessment. Annual Review Sociology, 26: 611-
639. 
16 William Gamson. “The social psychology of collective action.” In Frontiers 
in Social Movement Theory edited by Aldon Morris and Carol Mueller. (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1992), 53–76.

Magued
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ing turns collective anger into effective ac-
tions based on a calculated strategy in order 
to solve the group’s problems. Scholars shed 
light on the evolution of negative individual 
feelings into a collective grievance that consti-
tutes an issue of public interest.17 Dwelling on 
a common identity of belonging to the disad-
vantaged group, negative feelings of depriva-
tion, injustice, and oppression incites activists 
to develop tools displaying cultural features 
such as symbols, slogans, and stories to end 
injustice and introduce change.18 These cultur-
ally inspired tools usually revolve around an 
ideological and cognitive frame that conveys 
the group’s grievance, suggests solutions, and 
formulates the goals for advocacy.19 In addi-
tion to its effectiveness in expressing public 
grievance, a study by McGarty and Thomas 
(2009) and another by Polletta (2008) assert-
ed the role of cultural resources in attracting 
supporters, highlighting issues of contention, 
emphasizing the group’s common identity, 
and asserting its attachment to the advocacy 
cause.  

 Unlike the state’s structural and mate-
rial resources, cultural tools enable activists 
to flexibly adapt to existing restrictions. While 
the effectiveness of structural and materialre-

Ervin Goffman. Frame Analyses: An Essay on the Organization of Experience. 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Pres, 1974).
17 Jacqueline Van Stekelenburg and Bert Klandermans. “The social psychology 
of protest.” Current Sociology 61(5–6): 886–905.; Hank Johnston. States and 
Social Movements. (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2011)
18 Martjin Van Zomeren and Aarti Iyer. Toward integrative understanding of the 
social and psychological dynamics of collective action. Journal of Social Issues 
65 (2009): 645–660.
19 Martjin Van Zomeren and Russel Spears. “Metaphors of protest: A 
classification of motivations for collective action.” Journal of Social Issues 65: 
4(2009): 661–679 and “The crowd as a psychological cue to in-group support
for collective action against collective disadvantage.” Contemporary Social 
Science 6:3(2011):
325–341.

sources depends on existing political opportu-
nity structure, cultural opportunities are direct-
ly related to activists’ adaptability to contextual 
limitations.20 Political opportunity relies on 
individuals’ ability to act collectively in support 
of their claims whenever there is a receptive 
environment whereas cultural resources equip 
activists with flexible resources that they can 
mobilize regardless of existing restrictions or 
possibilities.21 In light of their public attrac-
tiveness and effectiveness in articulating the 
group’s shared grievance into a consistent 
and concrete claim, cultural resources enable 
activists to create their own environment and 
medium of action.22 

 In a restrictive environment, framing’s 
cultural resources supplemented feminists 
with the necessary means to develop an 
effective cyber-advocacy against the state-
sponsored feminism.23 By coating their cause 
into a rights frame, feminists innovated and 
created an attractive claim against the state’s 
manipulation of and domination over women’s 
rights. They relied on credible and legitimate 
meanings in the formulation of their cause in 
compliance to the needs of their operational 
context. 

20 Bert Klandermans, Mauro Sabuccedo and José Rodriguez, “Identities 
processes in collective action participation: Farmers’ identity and farmers’ 
protest in the Netherlands and Spain.” Political
Psychology 23(2002): 235–251.
21Martijn Van Zomeren, Russell Spears and Agneta Fischer. “Put your money 
where your mouth is: Explaining collective action tendencies through group-
based anger and group efficacy.” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 
87:5(2004): 649–664.
22 Ervin Goffman. Frame Analyses: An Essay on the Organization of Experience. 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1974); Jeff Goodwin and James 
Jasper (eds). Rethinking Social Movements: Structure, Meaning, and Emotion. 
(Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2004).
23 Cecila Ridgeway, Framed by Gender: How Gender Inequality Persists in 
the Modern World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011); Lyndi Hewitt, 
“Framing across differences, building solidarities: lessons from women’s rights 
activism in transnational spaces” Interface 3: 2 (2011): 65-99. 

Magued
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Methodology

This study examines grassroots feminism’s 
cyber-advocacy by conducting one-on-one 
in-depth, semi-structured, and open-ended 
interviews with 15 young feminists from 
March 2011 until August 2014. Interviews 
collected activists’ biographical accounts 
based on questions about personal encoun-
ters that sparked their interest into feminism 
and incited them to sustain their advocacy. I 
relied on the snow-ball technique in select-
ing informants from different age groups and 
various socioeconomic, religious, and political 
backgrounds. Extensive hours of written and 
oral accounts about grassroots feminism’s 
cyber-advocacy presented a rich data about 
respondents’ public engagement, feelings re-
sulting from encounters with state repression, 
reasons behind the use of the rights frame in 
formulating their cyberadvocacy, and strate-
gies toward state repression.

 Also, I conducted a close examination 
of activists’ comments, posts, hashtags, and 
campaigns on Facebook, Twitter, and You-
Tube in support for women’s rights in Egypt 
from 2005 until 2021. Relying on a variety of 
methods, I decoded respondents’ data related 
to stories, testimonies, and online engage-
ment through the use of the content, narrative, 
and discourse analysis approaches. The con-
tent analysis approach examined the frequen-
cy of words, symbols, images, and slogans 
in participants’ accounts, while the narrative 
analysis focused on the underlying meanings 
behind their stories and personal encounters. 

In addition, the discourse analysis addressed 
their perception of women’s rights and means 
of advocacy within a politically restrictive con-
text.  

 Based on the collected data, I designed 
the study around two main categories: (i) ac-
tivists’ recourse to social media as an efficient 
and secure means to bypass state repression, 
and (ii) grassroots feminism’s criminaliza-
tion of the state’s recourse to sexual harass-
ment as a tool of domination. Each of these 
categories encompassed two themes. The 
first theme referred to authoritarian regimes’ 
manipulation of women’s rights as a double-
edged tool for legitimization and domination, 
while the second one addressed the meta-
morphosis of grassroots feminism through the 
adoption of a rights frame in its advocacy for 
women’s rights. 

 In light of the tight security measures at 
the time of the fieldwork study, I made sure to 
preserve informants’ identity and keep their 
information and related data confidential. Re-
spondents were approached through common 
friends who informed them about the study 
details and reassured them that the author will 
delete all their data records and grant them 
the right to withdraw and abstain from answer-
ing questions in case of discomfort. 

State-Sponsored Feminism, 2005-2021

Based on personal observations and in-depth 
interviews conducted with female activists, I 
found that state cooptation of women’s rights 
has limited women’s public and political en-

Magued
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gagement. Like his predecessors, Mubarak 
(1981-2011) mobilized feminism as a tool for 
national and international legitimization. In line 
with the slogan of Egypt’s right to develop-
ment, Mubarak, under the auspices of Suzan 
Mubarak, the First Lady’s initiative of women 
for development, boosted feminist NGOs 
and increased their number up to 30,000 by 
2008. Yet, Mubarak inherited – and preserved 
– the restrictive legacy over civil society put 
in place by former Presidents Gamal Abd 
al-Nasser (1954-1970) and Anwar al-Sadat 
(1971-1980).24 Doing so, Mubarak maintained 
the state-centered approach toward women’s 
rights and organizations through frequent in-
tervention, close supervision, and legal intimi-
dation, which prevented NGOs from develop-
ing grassroots activities that can challenge 
discrimination against women. According to 
an activist: “Women’s organizations were not 
able to thrive into full-fledged and independent 
feminist movements due to the state’s security 
restrictions.”

State feminism has always been the 
expression of conciliatory attempts between 
public opinion’s standards and the global 
project of development. Building on a religious 
legitimacy and a narrow interpretation of the 
shari‘a, Mubarak complied to public reserva-
tions by prioritizing women’s traditional re-
sponsibilities as enshrined in Article 11 of the 
1971 constitution that emphasizes the role of 
women in the household, mentioning a recon-

24 Nadine Sika and Yasmin Khodary. “One step forward, two steps back? 
Egyptian women within the confines of authoritarianism.” Journal of 
international women's studies, 13:5 (2012):91-100.

ciliation between domestic and outdoor duties. 
On the other hand, the state developed a pro-
feminist legal-institutional façade that aligned 
with international pressures for democratiza-
tion and the promotion of civil rights and free-
dom. It did so by initiating presidential decrees 
for the creation of the Egyptian Center for 
Women’s Rights and the National Council for 
Women in 2000. Encompassing upper-middle 
class personnel, these institutions were dis-
sociated from the average Egyptian women’s 
basic needs and concerns and focused on 
harmonizing the state’s legal dispositions with 
the recommendations of global institutions 
without participating in real change regarding 
discrimination and injustice. Trapped between 
two extremes, state feminism became the 
expression of change based on legal discrimi-
natory dispositions without the provision of a 
solid institutional and sociocultural support. 
By appropriating recommendations of national 
and international NGOs, the state ultimately 
granted women the right to divorce, pass 
citizenship to children from foreign fathers, to 
have custody over children, while also in-
creasing political representation.25 

State-sponsored feminism did not only 
consolidate Mubarak’s national legitimacy but 
also constituted a tool of domination vis-à-vis 
female opponents. The state’s legal-institu-
tional façade did not coincide with a visible 
improvement in women’s socio-political status. 
Instead, it illustrated an official will to capitalize 

25 Sherifa Zuhur. “The mixed effects of women struggles in Egypt during 1990s.” 
Middle East Review of International Affairs 5:1(2011) and Lama Abu-Odeh. 
Egyptian feminism: Trapped in identity debate. Georgetown Law Faculty 
Publications and Other Works. 2004. 1632.

Magued
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on women’s legal and social vulnerabilities as 
a means of repression against female political 
activists. According to an activist:

Women were constantly victims 
of sexual harassment, rape, 
violence, and unemployment 
that were not addressed by the 
government. State-sponsored 
feminism acted as a liberal 
façade for the Mubarak regime 
without addressing the real 
sociopolitical challenges.

The state mobilized sexual harassment as a 
tool of intimidation against women’s political 
engagement. In 25 May 2005, in response to 
calls for protests against Mubarak, his sup-
porters and high-ranking members at the Na-
tional Democratic Party hired thugs to sexually 
assault women who participated in sit-ins in 
front of the Journalists’ Syndicate. In her on-
line testimonies, Nawal Ali, a victim of sexual 
assault, mentioned that thugs had physically 
attacked, stripped, harassed, and raped her.26 
In addition to police officers’ inertia toward 
the attacks, the state denied the victim’s ac-
cusations in official newspapers, launching 
defamation campaigns against Nawal and ac-
cusing her of fabricating allegations of sexual 
assault in order to stigmatize the ruling re-
gime. The state-led campaigns against Nawal 
when the court refused to criminalize these 
assaults despite witnesses’ testimonies and 
medical reports. According to a respondent:

26 EIPR. ‘Egypt held account failing protect women demonstrators sexual 
assault. 2013. https://eipr.org/en/press/2013/03/egypt-held-account-failing-
protect-women-demonstrators-sexual-assault

This incident turned into a massive 
state campaign against protestors 
in newspapers that depicted them 
as paid conspirators in order to 
instigate public disorder and shake 
the regime’s legitimacy.

Based on informants’ accounts, offi-
cers have physically abused women, stripped 
female protestors, and raped them in order 
to intimidate them from participating in anti-
government protests throughout the 2000s. In 
addition to these incidents of sexual assault, 
harassment was an effective weapon against 
protestors, notably during the 2006 al-Mahala 
strike. Female workers were active in calling 
for a strike after the state refused to increase 
workers’ annual bonuses, and as a result, 
police officers sexually harassed women on 
strike and threatened to rape them if they con-
tinue with the strike. 

      As soon as the Supreme Council of Armed 
Forces (SCAF) took power for an interim 
period, it deemphasized women’s rights and 
engaged in clampdown campaigns on civil 
rights and freedom. In reaction to the mount-
ing feminist movement during the uprising, 
SCAF adopted a series of measures that 
limited women’s public presence. It excluded 
women from transitional ruling bodies such as 
the constitutional, legislative, and governing 
bodies, canceled  women’s quota in the parlia-
ment, and dissolved the National Council for 
Women.27 Not only did SCAF appear to align 
27 Hind Zaki. “El-Sissi’s Women? Shifting gender discourses and the limits of 
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itself with the familiar manipulation of women’s 
rights pursued in the Mubarak era, but it also 
adopted positions that constituted setbacks 
to legal reforms in support for women. The 
military rule impinged on Mubarak’s laws 
criminalizing child marriage, female genital 
mutilation, and others that guaranteed more 
rights for women. It mobilized sexual harass-
ment against female protestors as a means for 
intimidating women from public engagement, 
a measure that was justified on the grounds 
of purifying the country from ‘prostitutes’.28 On 
9 March 2011, 17 female activists in Tahrir 
Square were forcibly detained, stripped, and 
physically assaulted by undergoing forced 
virginity tests that were ordained by the mili-
tary regime against ‘deviant’ female activists 
because of their ‘derogatory behavior’ and 
participation in sit-ins with male protestors.29 

Following former President Mohamed 
Morsi’s ascension to power (2012-2013), the 
Muslim Brothers similarly mobilized state-
sponsored feminism as a double-edged tool 
for legitimization among their supporters 
and repression against opponents. Morsi 
embraced a conservative and stigmatizing 
discourse against women’s rights under the 
pretext of their ‘non-Egyptian’ and ‘non-Islamic 
character’ while supporters within the Broth-
ers’ Freedom and Justice Party (FJP) called 
for women’s exclusion from the public sphere. 
The 2012 constitution vaguely referred to gen-

state feminism.” Egypte/Monde Arabe, 13(2015):39-53.
28 Dalia Mostafa, “Introduction: Egyptian women, revolution, and protest 
culture,” Journal for Cultural Research 19:2 (2015): 118-129. 
29 Egyptians protest over virginity tests Tahrir Square protests. The Guardian, 
2011. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2011/may/31/egypt-online-protest-
virginity-tests

der equality, maintained Article 11 of the 1971 
constitution, and emphasized the shari‘a dis-
positions as an ideal reference for legislation 
with regard to women’s rights. Female FJP 
members in parliament argued against the 
Convention Against all Forms of Discrimina-
tion against Women, depicted as a manifesta-
tion of atheism that should be abolished from 
Egyptian legislation.30 Following this rationale, 
they lobbied against women’s legal victories 
during the Mubarak regime, notably the crimi-
nalization of sexual harassment, the prohibi-
tion of female genital mutilation and children 
marriage, women’s right to divorce, travel 
without a relative male consent, and custody 
over children, as part of the Muslim Brothers’ 
campaign for the elimination of all symbols of 
the dictatorship. According to an activist:

The Brothers rejected men 
and women’s partnership 
that was substituted with 
men’s guardianship over 
women. The 2011 par-
liamentary elections wit-
nessed less than 2 percent 
representation of women.

Echoing their predecessors, the Muslim Broth-
ers justified the violation of women’s rights as 
a tool for intimidating female protestors who 
opposed a pious president. During clashes in 
2012 at the Presidential Palace, female activ-
ists were subjugated to violence and sexual 
harassment by the Brothers’ supporters as 
30 Blanka Rogowska. “Did Egyptian Women Win or Lose by Overthrowing the 
Regime of Hosni Mubarak?” International Studies. Interdisciplinary Political 
and Cultural Journal 21:1(2018):113-125
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punishment for their opposition to rulers who 
want to apply shari‘a. 

During the commemoration of the 
second anniversary of the Revolution in 2013, 
the FJP deputies were not only reluctant to 
condemn and prosecute state officers who 
committed crimes against female protestors 
but also blamed the victims for the violence 
they incurred.31 Following the gang rape of 
19 women in the Tahrir Square, victims were 
advised not to go protest and were mistreated 
during medical examinations, while the Egyp-
tian authorities remained silent about viola-
tions. In its meeting on 11 February 2013, the 
Human Rights Committee of the Egyptian 
Shura Council blamed women for not taking 
precautionary measures against sexual at-
tacks, being in an indecent place, and practic-
ing debauchery in demonstrators’ tents.32  

Following Abdelfattah al-Sisi’s in-
auguration as President in 2014, his rule 
re-mobilized women’s empowerment as an 
official slogan for consolidation of power and 
boosting its international profile without legally 
condoning women’s rights. Although a 2022 
presidential decree allowed women’s appoint-
ment as judges at the State Council, the gov-
ernment did not keep its promises on wom-
en’s rights during the drafting of the personal 
status law, ultimately depriving women of their 
right to custody and conclusion of marriage 
contracts without guardianship. While state-
31 Mariz Tadros. “Invisible Targets of Hatred: Socioeconomically Excluded 
Women from Religious Minority Backgrounds,” CREID Working Paper 2, 
Coalition for Religious Equality and Inclusive Development, Brighton: Institute 
of Development Studies, 2020.
32  Zaki, 2015

sponsored women institutions such as the 
National Council for Women remained, it was 
reluctant to provide legal and administrative 
support for feminist organizations and female 
victims of domestic violence, arbitrary arrest, 
harassment, and torture. The state restricted 
political engagement by women’s rights orga-
nizations. It limited support for female activists 
by freezing the assets of Nazra for Feminist 
Studies and the Center for Egyptian Women’s 
Legal Assistance (CEWLA) assets and ban-
ning their leaders, Mozn Hassan and Azza 
Soliman, from travelling.33 Female activists 
were also subjected to legal prosecution and 
arbitrary arrests. In 2018, the Human Rights 
activist, Amal Fathy, was arrested for post-
ing a video criticizing the authorities’ inaction 
toward women’s sexual harassment. Mean-
while, young women were sentenced to jail for 
posting dancing videos on Tik-Tok in 2020 un-
der the charges of violating family values and 
publishing provocative videos.34 In the same 
vein, Mona Prince was dismissed from her 
position as a university professor for posting a 
dancing video on Facebook in 2018.35 In 2021, 
Solafa Magdy, a human rights activist, was 
arrested, sexually harassed, and assaulted by 
police officers who still remain unpunished.36 

Grassroots Feminism’s Cyberadvocacy 
From 2005 until 2021
33 Euromedrights, 2021. https://euromedrights.org/country/countries-we-work-
on/egypt-2/ 
34  “Egyptian women sentenced to 3 years in TikTok video case.” The Associated 
Press, 2022. https://abcnews.go.com/International/wireStory/egyptian-woman-
sentenced-years-tiktok-video-case-84166203
35 Khaled, Ashraf. “Lecturer fired for video dancing vows to sue university.” 
University World News. 2018. https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.
php?story=20180607065628838
36 Imprisoned journalist Solafa Magdy subjected to grave violations in prison. 
IFEX, 2021. https://ifex.org/egypt-imprisoned-journalist-solafa-magdy-
subjected-to-grave-violations-in-prison/
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Women grassroots activism bourgeoned in the 
2000s following Mubarak’s political openness 
and constitutional amendments that pushed 
the country closer towards neoliberalism. 
Using the rights frame, respondents success-
fully tied their cause of supporting women’s 
rights to the end of repression. Activists relied 
on social media as an alternative platform 
for advocacy, as opposed to state-sponsored 
institutions, in the development of a grassroots 
activism calling for human rights, freedom, 
and the end of repression. Acting as a secure 
venue for public expression, cyber-advocacy 
enabled grassroots feminism to mobilize un-
conventional tools to obtain public support in 
its call for a real change and the end of dis-
criminatory practices and structures. Activists 
tied women’s concerns and sufferings to the 
state’s systematic repression of female protes-
tors and restriction of their right to participation 
in public demonstrations. They had recourse 
to the rights’ frame in the formulation of their 
cause vis-à-vis the state-sponsored femi-
nism’s superficial legal changes. Respondents 
mentioned that, despite the state’s adoption 
of progressive legislations, sexual harass-
ment has since 2005 been used as a means 
for intimidating female opponents who joined 
protests that threatened the state. As a re-
spondent argued:

The state’s narrow framing 
of women’s rights incited 
women to develop an inde-
pendent activism against 
the state’s double manipu-

lation of women’s rights.

National feminist NGOs broke with state-
sponsored feminist institutions and formulated 
women’s rights cause independently. CE-
WLA and Nazra acted as alternative venues 
for documenting violations against women 
and calling for gender equality and the end 
of violence. They criticized the state’s inertia 
in reconsidering power structures underly-
ing gender inequalities and injustice toward 
women. Female activists defended women’s 
rights as a common cause based on shared 
feelings of solidarity and injustice. According 
to activists, repression constituted an immedi-
ate threat to women’s wellbeing and presence 
in the public sphere.

 Based on a close examination of femi-
nist groups, one can discern that the rise of 
gender inequalities led more women to join 
anti-government protests in the early 2000s. 
By framing women’s socio-political struggles 
as a direct outcome of repression, women 
encouraged public mobilization against the re-
gime. In this perspective, women were solicit-
ed to take part in protests alongside Islamists, 
leftists, and liberals in contesting the state’s 
brutality under the slogan of ‘women for de-
mocracy’ – as opposed to Suzan Mubarak’s 
slogan ‘women and development.’ Conceiv-
ing women’s rights as an inherent right and 
ineluctable step toward democratization, 
informants mentioned that grassroots femi-
nism transformed into collective action against 
state repression and formulated demands 
around the end of the Mubarak rule. Women 
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have been active in social movements oppos-
ing state authoritarianism, notably Kifaya since 
2004, where they joined anti-government 
demonstrations and chanted anti-Mubarak 
slogans. In 2005, in response to Kifaya’s call 
for a public protest in Downtown Cairo, 500 
female activists gathered and joined demon-
strations calling for the end of Mubarak’s role.

 After the state’s sexual harassment, and 
threats of rape, towards female workers who 
took part in the strike of Ghazl al-Mahala’s 
textile plant in 2006, women’s organizations 
intervened for support. Emphasizing their right 
to protest, activists indicated that organiza-
tions provided legal advising, training, and 
psychological assistance to 3,000 female 
workers. In response to the police indifference 
towards thugs hired by the National Demo-
cratic Party, female respondents launched an 
electronic campaign entitled ‘the street is ours’ 
against the state and organized mass demon-
strations calling for the end of Mubarak’s rule. 
According to informants, the call for protests 
went viral on social media and mobile phones, 
increasing political mobilization by women.

 Building on the legacy of the workers’ 
strike, a female activist, Esraa Abdelfattah 
created a Facebook event calling for a gen-
eral strike in solidarity with al-Mahala workers 
in 2008, which inspired activists to start the 
6 April Movement that called for the end of 
Mubarak’s rule:

Feminists spoke up against 
repression, coalesced 

with leftist and indepen-
dent women groups, and 
launched campaigns 
against the state violation 
of women’s rights during 
protests.

During the 25 January Revolution, the rights 
frame paved the way for the appropriation of 
new tools in fulfillment of activists’ demands. 
Baheya ya Masr and ‘women for democracy’ 
movements supported the uprising against 
Mubarak’s government, as well as its institu-
tions and symbols, and introduced feminist 
grassroots advocacy based on a coalition that 
acted as an independent, transparent, and 
democratic platform vis-à-vis the state-spon-
sored women organizations’ inaction despite 
violence against female protestors. Nazra 
for Feminist Studies documented 500 cases 
of sexual assault, including harassment and 
forced virginity tests inflicted by the state se-
curity forces from 2012 until 2014. It initiated 
a coalition of independent women’s organiza-
tions that encompassed online anti-sexual 
harassment support groups, such as Opera-
tion Anti-Sexual Harassment/Assault and Tah-
rir Bodyguard, in addition to initiatives like the 
Daughters of Egypt are a Red Line, Harass-
map, and Shoft Taharosh, I Saw Harass-
ment.37 According to the Twitter and Facebook 
accounts associated with these initiatives, the 
coalition provided medical and psychologi-
cal support for victims and launched work-
37 Shereen Abul-Naga. Women in revolutionary Egypt: Gender and the news 
geographics of identity. (Cairo: AUC, 2019); Tahrir bodyguard, for example, 
speaks of ‘sexual terrorism’. For more information on some of these initiatives, 
see https://twitter.com/tahrirbodyguard; https://harassmap.org/en/; http://
interactions.eldis.org/profile/shoft-taharosh-harassment-seen. 
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shops and sensitization campaigns such as 
the women’s graffiti campaign that depicted 
famous Egyptian women on the walls of down-
town Cairo in order to raise public awareness 
about the state’s violation of human rights. 
Female advocates initiated online campaigns, 
such as Mosireen ‘We are Determined,’ Kazi-
boon, ‘liars,’ No to Military Trials for Civilians, 
Freedom for the Brave, Bossi ‘Look’, and the 
short documentaries of ‘Words of Women 
from the Egyptian Revolution’.38      

Borrowing the cultural idioms of the 
rights frame, activists built online campaigns 
that resonated with public concerns related 
to shared grievances resulting from sexual 
harassment and common feelings of fear, 
injustice, and despair. Informants contested 
women’s rights violations, called for public 
solidarity, and pushed for state intervention. 
Campaigns like matsanafnish ‘don’t catego-
rize me’ (see image on p.5) and at’ ‘idak ‘Your 
hands to be cut off’ exposed incidents of 
sexual harassment, rallied viewers, received 
supportive messages, and marked increas-
ing shares of posts calling for the end of state 
indifference and victims’ shaming. Online cam-
paigns pleaded for equality, justice, and free-
dom by using a rights-based lexicon, which 
enabled the expression of public concerns into 
simple idioms that reflected common needs. 
They introduced symbols of human rights, 
individual freedom, and respect and dignity 
that challenged the dominant rhetoric about 

38 Dalia Mostafa. 2015. Introduction: Egyptian women, revolution, and protest 
culture. Journal for Cultural Research, 19:2, 118-129; Edwin Lane. 2012. 
Egypt’s activists use film to move beyond Tahrir Square. BBC news. https://
www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-17277156 

public decency, piety, and cultural conformism. 
These new symbols positioned women’s rights 
as public concerns. 

The rights frame increased the vis-
ibility of women’s cyberadvocacy. Informants 
underscored the development of solidarity net-
works among independent women NGOs that 
coordinated efforts, resources, and means of 
communication. In light of mounting cases of 
arrest, forced disappearances, sexual harass-
ment, and rape, Oxfam connected women 
from different group ages and backgrounds 
with an emphasis on gender justice as a 
prerequisite for democratization.39 In a similar 
vein, a coalition of 16 feminist Egyptian orga-
nizations was mobilized in support for women 
who experienced mob sexual assault and 
gang rape in Tahrir Square and the forced vir-
ginity tests on female detainees. They called  
for public investigation and the fair trial of fe-
male detainees. Five respondents underlined 
that, under the auspices of 500 NGOs, the 
Egyptian coalition of feminist NGOs rallied the 
support of half a million citizens in the launch 
of the charter of Egyptian women’s sociopoliti-
cal demands for building a democratic Egypt. 
Sharing the Revolution’s focus on dignity, 
freedom, and justice, the coalition called for 
women’s political and social representation, 
the end of discriminatory practices and legisla-
tion against women, and compliance to inter-
national human rights’ conventions. 

 Online feminist solidarity net-

39 Oxfam: Women’s rights in Egypt. 2012. https://oxfamilibrary.openrepository.
com/bitstream/handle/10546/234173/cs-womens-rights-egypt-010712-en.pdf;jse
ssionid=4837C5F1795E8FA3759EFC0D31F56E5D?sequence=1 
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works designed personalized cam-
paigns that focused on individual 
stories. Following the arrest of Yara 
Sallam, Sanaa Abdelfattah, and 
Mahinour al-Masry for joining demon-
strations in defiance of the 2013 anti-
protest law, online campaigns con-
demned their arrest and called for their 
immediate release. Activists launched 
electronic campaigns on YouTube, cre-
ated hashtags on Twitter, and shared 
slogans and symbols condemning 
their legal prosecution, arrest, and 
torture. They shared a briefing on their 
experiences defending women’s rights 
and documenting physical and sexual 
abuses against protestors. In response 
to the state’s travel ban against Azza 
Soliman in 2016 for charges of receiv-
ing foreign funding through CEWLA, 
activists expressed solidarity by 
launching a viral campaign about her 
career in advocacy and her support 
for women’s rights. These relied on 
hashtags calling for justice for Azza.

 Respondents underlined that the 
rights frame diffused cyberadvocacy 
among ordinary young women as a 
medium. The Facebook feminist group 
‘Against sexual harassment’ encour-
aged female members and followers to 
express concerns and feelings related 
to personal encounters of sexual ha-
rassment, in addition to seeking legal 
advice from the group admins. Based 

on informants’ narratives, women 
embraced social media as a means of 
action against oppressive sociocultural 
norms that intimidated victims from 
speaking up against predators. By 
sharing successful personal experienc-
es of reporting sexual harassment and 
receiving supportive legal sentences 
against harassers through decentral-
ized and random campaigns, women’s 
virtual networking rallied further sup-
port against state indifference and 
against the culture of victim-shaming. 
Respondents underlined the success 
of the Facebook online campaigns in 
turning incidents of harassment and 
rape into cases of public interest that 
get media attention: “Women realized 
the importance of speaking up against 
sexual harassment in an attempt to in-
cite the state to criminalize these acts 
and sue harassers.” The public expo-
sure of harassers amplified women’s 
rights as a pressing cause that is lively 
discussed on famous TV shows calling 
for criminals’ prosecution. Online cam-
paigns, finally, attracted support from 
state-sponsored women’s institutions 
that called the General Prosecution 
to punish harassers based on victims’ 
published testimonies: 

Facebook pages played a 
considerable role in inciting 
the state feminist institutions 
to push for the legal pros-
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ecution of predators as was 
the case with the Fairmont 
incident where victims were 
intimidated to report their 
predators and authorities 
were reluctant to hold crimi-
nals accountable.

Conclusion     

Relying on the SMT’s rights frame, Egyptian 
grassroots feminism’s cyber-advocacy un-
derscored the centrality of ideas, identity, and 
symbols in the formulation and the defense 
of women’s rights. Based on open-ended and 
semi-structured interviews conducted with 
Egyptian feminists and a close follow-up of 
activists’ cyberadvocacy on social media, this 
study argues that the rights frame enabled 
online grassroots activism to challenge state-
sponsored feminism, and that it was success-
ful as a means to resist state repression and 
defy discriminatory norms. This success is 
a result of how these online campaigns for-
mulated women’s rights as attractive idioms 
and slogans, reflecting common concerns 
and shared grievances among the public. In 
doing so, feminists challenged – and continue 
to challenge – the state’s recourse to sexual 
harassment as a tool of political repression. 
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Curly Hair, Colonial History, 
Cultural Hegemony, and 
Counter-Publics:
The Politics of Curly Hair in Egypt
By: Jomana Emad Abd El-Rahman

Over the past couple of years, there has been 
an uptick in social media content in Egypt that 
caters to or is aimed towards those who have 
curly hair. This content addresses people of all 
genders, though most of it has been directed 
towards women and girls. This uptick has also 
been accompanied by the birth of the curly 
or natural hair movement in Egypt, which has 
grown steadily since. Considering those new 
trends, there has also been an increase in 
the availability of products on the market that 
cater to natural hair; first, expensive imported 
products appeared then local products were 
also made available. Previously, the market 
customarily catered to those with already 
straight hair or those who aspired and were 
expected to straighten their naturally curly 
hair. This included women who would wear 
the hijab in public as well. 

In this article, I consider the growth 
of the natural hair movement in Egypt within 

the country’s long history, including Roman 
Egypt as well as 19th and 20th century Egypt, 
and how this history intersects with beauty 
standards. I rely on the Gramscian notion of 
cultural hegemony to carry out the analysis. 
This notion allows us to consider the politi-
cization of curly hair within Egyptian society 
in terms of how hair itself can be understood 
as a cultural signifier. I simultaneously situ-
ate this movement within the context of black 
feminist and natural hair movements, arguably 
the only comparison to the growing natural 
hair movement in Egypt and potentially one 
of its sources of inspiration. The article, fur-
thermore, deals with the politicization of curly 
hair through Habermas’ understanding of the 
public and the counter-public. While doing 
so, it follows feminist approaches seeking to 
problematize the public and private spheres. 
Keeping all of this in mind, I demonstrate that 
the historical suppression of curly hair is one 
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that continues well into contemporary times – 
albeit for different reasons. I argue that what 
has allowed for the curly or natural hair move-
ment to arise in Egypt, then, is the rise of new 
technologies, e.g., social media, that allow 
people to connect and share ideas that dis-
rupted the culturally hegemonic discourses. 

Histories of hair

 To begin understanding the politics of 
hair in Egypt, one would have to start by con-
sidering the long history of hair in the country 
– especially given Egypt’s long history. Hair 
politics in Egypt can be traced at least all the 
way back to late Roman Egypt, when Church 
Fathers between the second and fifth centu-
ries CE emphasized the role that hair plays in 
discerning gender.1 This understanding of the 
gender binary within hair and its styling went 
beyond simply women “naturally” having “long 
hair” and men having beards.2 During this 
period, there also seemed to be a number of 
writers and thinkers who were anti-curling as 
a part of a larger “anti-adornment discourse.”3  
Women who were most likely to take part in 
curling their hair were “upper-class women in 
Egypt” who appeared to be following “Roman 
hairstyles.”4 Even during this early period, 
there is already a discernible relationship 
between gender and class when it comes to 
hair. With the discourse and ensuing discus-
sions on the practice of veiling among early 
1 Christina Thérèse (Tineke) Rooijakkers, “The Luscious Locks of Lust: Hair 
and the Construction of Gender in Egypt from Clement to the Fāṭimids.” Al-
Masāq: Journal of the Medieval Mediterranean 30, no. 1 (2018): 28. 
2 Ibid, 27. 
3 Ibid, 28.
4 Ibid, 30.

Christians, veils became more common in 
Roman Egypt as well – especially between the 
third and seventh centuries.5 Despite the pre-
dominance of veils and other head coverings, 
however, a number of depictions remained 
where the popular style of the curly fringe 
continued to be visible.6 As one might expect, 
early Church Fathers were also highly critical 
of women who continued to highlight their so-
called “mane.”7

Mona Russell emphasizes the notion 
of hybrid beauty, which demonstrates that 
beauty standards are not monolithic.8 Rather, 
they can emerge based on cultural encoun-
ters. This notion can allow us to consider 
beauty standards without overlooking the 
interactions that took place throughout Egyp-
tian history. This is important given Egypt’s 
anomalous and shifting position regarding 
colonialism – having been described as both 
colonized and colonizer.9 For example, Egyp-
tians are said to have been subjected to a ra-
cial hierarchy that was created by the British, 
while simultaneously subjecting the Sudanese 
to the “same strategies of racial hierarchy” that 
were employed against them.10 

One telling example of hybridity per-
tains to how hair salons are referred to in 
Egypt, even today. The most common col-
loquial word is the French coiffure, which has 
5 Ibid, 35.
6 Ibid.
7Ibid.
8Mona L. Russell, “Beauty Standards in Egypt: Popular Consumer Cultural and 
the Representation of Women,” Journal of Middle East Women’s Studies 17, no. 
3 (2021): 367. 
9Ibid.
10Ibid, 367.
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been Arabized. Despite French presence in 
Egypt starting in 1798 and ending shortly 
after,11 the word has remained in use sev-
eral centuries later, perhaps an indication of 
French influence over Egyptian hair trends. 
Additionally, this term is used by people 
across different socioeconomic classes within 
Egyptian society, rather than only the elite 
who have historically been most likely to adopt 
French terms.

French rule was followed by that of 
the Muhammad ‘Ali dynasty, during which 
“western cultural models” were introduced, 
affecting education, housing styles, clothing, 
and others.12 Under the rule of Muhammad 
‘Ali and his dynasty, one finds that “the state 
was very centralized and played an active role 
in…shaping culture.”13 This external outlook 
embraced by Muhammad ‘Ali, and his dynasty 
by extension, can be linked to the fact that 
they were of Albanian – and not Egyptian – 
descent.14 Though beauty standards are not 
explicitly mentioned in the imported cultural 
models, it would be surprising if they did not 
feature. 

The most vital time period to consider, 
regarding the history of curly hair in modern 
Egypt, is that of British colonial rule, which 
began in 1882, mainly because it coincided 
with the rise of mass media and advertising.15 

11 William E. Watson, “Three Legacies: Charles Martel, the Crusades, and 
Napoleon,” in Tricolor and Crescent: France and the Islamic World (London: 
Praeger, 2003), 13.
12 Ibid.
13 Ibid.
14 Hassan Hassan, In the House of Muhammad Ali: A Family Album, 1805-1952 
(Cairo: American University in Cairo Press, 2000), 4.
15Russell, “Beauty Standards in Egypt,” 367.

This period of Egyptian history is vital in order 
to truly understand the politics of curly hair in 
Egyptian society, given its importance in shap-
ing beauty standards and given the noted role 
of advertising in colonized societies.16 Films 
and advertisements from this period empha-
sized ‘luxuriant hair’ – depicted as one of the 
“few universal features of beauty.”17 This was 
described as “thick, wavy, dark hair.”18 Given 
Egypt’s aforementioned position as colonized 
and colonizer, as well as the spread of adver-
tising and its techniques from West to East, 
beauty standards during this period reflect the 
notion of hybrid beauty. For example, Egyp-
tian advertisements for a diet pill featured a 
model with “shoulder-length light brown hair.”19 
This specific advertisement is an indication 
of such hybridity, as it did not align with what 
was understood to be the Egyptian notion of 
luxuriant hair. Though the cultural models had 
been introduced about a century earlier, it was 
mass media technology that allowed for their 
amplification and subsequent normalization 
within Egyptian society. In order to compre-
hend the influence of culture, then, one must 
first examine the extent of centralization or de-
centralization of the state – especially as the 
state’s institutions and elites may play a role in 
the creation of culture, which will be discussed 
more later.20 

Hegemony and hair

 Whether it was Roman Egypt, nine-
16Ibid, 366-367. 
17Ibid, 368.
18Ibid, 370.
19Ibid, 373-374.
20 Ibid.
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teenth or twentieth-century Egypt, it is clear 
that what it means to be beautiful was dictated 
by those who had a certain amount of socio-
cultural clout and power. In many instances, 
this sociocultural clout can translate either 
roughly or directly to political power. In the 
case of Roman Egypt, those with sociocultural 
and political power were the Church Fathers. 
In the case of nineteenth-century Egypt, it was 
in fact those who had political and dynastic 
power that were able to control the generation 
of culture, while in twentieth-century Egypt, 
it was in fact those who owned mass media 
sources or were responsible for advertise-
ments that can be described as having so-
ciocultural and political power. In all of these 
cases, however, a particular notion of what 
was acceptable or desired was pushed upon 
the people who might not have possessed 
either form of power. This is reminiscent of the 
Gramscian notion of cultural hegemony with 
its core concept of “cultural leadership” and its 
relation to the Marxist idea of the superstruc-
ture.21

Gramsci’s theoretical developments 
concerning hegemony came about due to 
“three fundamental developments,” with Marx-
ism and Marxist thought seemingly being 
crucial to all of them.22 In particular, Grams-
cian cultural hegemony is premised on the 
breaking of the Marxian superstructure “into 
two great “floors”” – those being “civil society” 
and “political society.”23 Those who belong 
21Thomas R. Bates, “Gramsci and the Theory of Hegemony,” Journal of the 
History of Ideas 36, no. 2 (1975): 353. 
22 Ibid.
23 Bates, “Gramsci and the Theory of Hegemony,” 353.

to the civil society category are said to be 
private institutions that independently con-
tribute to “the formation of social and political 
consciousness.”24 Civil society institutions 
include “schools, churches, clubs, journals, 
and parties,”25 but also can include magazines 
and other forms of mass media – as previ-
ously demonstrated in relation to advertising. 
Those who belong to political society, on the 
other hand, are public institutions that possess 
“the right” to legitimate violence and “exercise 
“direct dominion.””26 In other words, institutions 
that belong to political society are institutions 
of the state at large, and may include “the gov-
ernment, courts, police, and army.”27 It should 
also be noted that both of these so-called 
floors are argued to be connected through 
“intellectuals” that allow for “both vertical and 
horizontal mediation” which allows for “recip-
rocal communication” to take place.28 For the 
purposes of understanding cultural hegemony 
and its relation to hair, civil society is more 
relevant than political society – though both 
enable the ruling class to exert “its power over 
society.”29 The relationship between civil soci-
ety and political society can perhaps also be 
understood along the lines of sociocultural and 
political power – especially as both are cru-
cial for the formation of ideas and very much 
related to one another.

Furthermore, it is argued that civil 
society allows for the flourishing of “the mar-
24 Ibid.
25Ibid.
26 Ibid.
27 Ibid.
28Fontana, “Hegemony and Power in Gramsci,” 86.
29Bates, “Gramsci and the Theory of Hegemony,” 353.
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ketplace of ideas,” where the people who 
constitute the masses end up having their 
consent being secured by the “salesman” rul-
ing class.30 In other words, cultural hegemony 
entails that the culturally or socially oppressed 
group succumbs to and accepts the “social 
norms of a dominant group” – often to its own 
detriment.31 This group that is described as 
succumbing to the forces of the socio-cultural 
elite can also be understood as being subor-
dinate to the dominant group, and therefore 
the Gramscian notion aids in understanding 
the creation of “a new form of state and a new 
order”32 – hence the deep political roots of 
the notion of cultural hegemony. Furthermore, 
Gramsci also notes that “every social group 
has its own intellectuals”33 – and in the case of 
curly hair, the intellectuals were those who dic-
tated beauty standards within a specific set of 
space and time contexts. In Roman Egypt, the 
Church Fathers were influential in this regard. 
In nineteenth-century Egypt, the sovereign 
was directly contributing to the creation of 
culture and was therefore the influential actor, 
while in twentieth-century Egypt, those with 
control over mass media exercised that influ-
ence. When it comes to twenty-first century 
Egypt, however, the dictation of beauty stan-
dards can be argued to be at least a bit more 
democratic due to the influence of social me-
dia. Other concerns surrounding the centrality 
of social media should also be kept in mind, 

30Ibid.
31Rhonda Baynes Jeffries and Devair Jeffries, “Reclaiming Our Roots: The 
Influences of Media Curriculum on the Natural Hair Movement,” Multicultural 
Perspectives 16, no. 3 (2014): 160. 
32Fontana, “Hegemony and Power in Gramsci,” 84.
33Jeffries and Jeffries, “Reclaiming our Roots,” 160. 

however, including the fact that many social 
media websites nowadays are reflective of 
commercial interests. This is especially true as 
social media platforms, such as Facebook and 
Instagram, now also double as shopping sites.

 In all cases, it is clear that hair has 
political implications – whether in the way it is 
styled, covered, or neither.34 It is interesting, 
however, how hair is perhaps one of the “body 
parts” that is most easily fragmented and com-
modified.35 Fragmentation and deconstruction 
of the body, as well as its commodification, 
can either be literal or metaphorical.36 Com-
modification is also related to an expanding 
market that caters to a specific fragment of 
the body, in this case, the expanding market-
place for curly or natural hair products fits this 
description. 

Disrupting cultural hegemony

It also appears that the bodies that 
seem to be subjected to processes of com-
modification are female, black, and Muslim 
bodies – at least within the context of the 
US.37 Though this article’s focus is on Egypt, 
the American context remains crucial for this 
analysis due to two main reasons: the contin-
ued importance of Hollywood and American 
social media platforms, and the work of Black 
feminists when it comes to our current collec-
tive understanding of curly or natural hair and 

34Connie Koppelman, “The Politics of Hair,” Frontiers: A Journal of Women 
Studies 17, no. 2 (1996): 88. 
35Lesley A. Sharp, “The Commodification of the Body and Its Parts,” Annual 
Review of Anthropology 29, no. 1 (2000): 287–288. 
36Ibid, 289.
37D. Wendy. Greene, “A Multidimensional Analysis of What Not to Wear in the 
Workplace: Hijabs and Natural Hair,” FIU Law Review 8, no. 2 (2013): 333. 
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its politicization. Not only that, but the experi-
ences of black women and Muslim women 
– who belong to the majority religious group in 
Egypt – appear to have (or are at least argued 
to have) similar experiences when it comes to 
the “policing” of their hair in professional and 
employment contexts in the US.38 This policing 
and discrimination appear to persist despite 
the passing of laws that expressly prohibit 
them, including Title VII of the 1964 Civil 
Rights Act.39 This persistence also has allowed 
scholars and legal professionals to create a 
distinction between intentional and uninten-
tional discrimination, with the main argument 
being that only intentional discrimination is 
prohibited.40 In the case of Egypt, the Egyptian 
Labor Law – that being no. 12 of 2003, only 
prohibits “discrimination in wages” and not in 
access to jobs and professional opportunities 
in themselves.41 This is also relevant to female 
news hosts on Egyptian television channels, 
especially channels that are owned by the 
state, as it has been noted that they frequently 
are not allowed to present their shows if they 
do wear a hijab or if they keep their hair natu-
ral or un-straightened. In a sense, then, it can 
be argued that the state itself at least some-
what participates in the cultural hegemony of 
beauty and vanity – even in relation to race 
and religion.

 Additionally, this noted absence of 
hijabi or curly haired news hosts or present-
38 Ibid, 334.
39Ibid, 335.
40 Ibid, 336.
41 HG Legal Resources, “Egyptian Labor Law,” accessed January 10, 2022. 
https://www.hg.org/legal-articles/egyptian-labor-law-31577. 

ers has been a part of a larger discourse on 
social media and social networking sites. The 
growing discourse has mostly been a part of 
the flourishing natural hair movement in Egypt, 
which is perhaps only comparable to the natu-
ral hair movement of African American and 
Black women in the US. Not only did African 
American women also find support and growth 
for the natural hair movement on social media 
websites,42 but it was these websites that also 
allowed for the disruption of the culturally he-
gemonic ideals of beauty. In addition to what 
has been previously mentioned, the findings 
of studies of the African American community 
also mirror the findings within Egypt – includ-
ing how those who participate in the natural 
hair movement usually do not have adequate 
support or resources. They frequently rely on 
social media websites – including Facebook 
and Instagram – for “hair advice.”43 Given the 
many similarities and areas of intersection, 
it would not be that far-fetched to conclude 
that the African American or Black natural hair 
movement was what in fact inspired the Egyp-
tian natural hair movement. This is in spite 
of the fact that the African American or Black 
natural hair movement is much older than the 
Egyptian one, more specifically dating back 
to “the late nineteenth-century.”44 However, 
it is arguably the broader use of the internet 
and social media that has allowed the spread 
of the movement across continents – though 
once again from West to East. This appears to 
42Tameka N. Ellington, “Social Networking Sites: A Support System for African-
American Women Wearing Natural Hair,” International Journal of Fashion 
Design, Technology and Education 8, no. 1 (2015): 21. 
43Ibid.
44 Tiffany M. Gill, “#TeamNatural: Black Hair and the Politics of Community in 
Digital Media,” Nka Journal of Contemporary African Art 37 (2015): 70. 
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be especially the case as the attention cur-
rently given to natural hair has been described 
as a “digital media frenzy.”45 It is described as 
a frenzy by Gill, given the fact that social me-
dia appears to have allowed African American 
women to find support within one another but 
has also provided another platform for what 
can be described as informal “hair policing.” 
This informal hair policing is an issue as it 
points to one of the many potential problems 
that accompany the use of social media web-
sites as loci for the discussion of curly hair.

Habermas and hair

 Furthermore, and given the continued 
cultural hegemony concerning natural hair 
both in Egypt and elsewhere, another question 
that must be considered is that of the public 
and the counter-public. According to Jurgen 
Habermas, the public sphere is the arena 
where “public opinion can be formed.”46 Addi-
tionally, the public sphere also helps in deter-
mining mainstream opinions as well as moral 
consensus. During Habermas’ time, “news-
papers and magazines, radio and television,” 
which are mass media technologies, were the 
technologies of the public sphere – they were 
essentially what allowed for the public sphere 
and public opinion to form.47 In the twenty-first 
century, the technology of the public sphere 
itself can be argued to have shifted from mass 
media to social media. Habermas’ publics 

45 Ibid, 71.
46 Jürgen Habermas, Sara Lennox, and Frank Lennox, “The Public Sphere: An 
Encyclopedia Article (1964),” New German Critique, no. 3 (1974): 49. 
47Ibid.

and counter-publics are also relevant to the 
current frenzied discourse on hair, especially 
in Egypt. If one were to take the hijab as the 
public, then not being veiled could potentially 
be considered as the counter-public. However, 
with the case of natural hair, one can perhaps 
envision a counter-public within the unveiled 
counter-public. This is due to the fact that it 
is mainly expected of women to be veiled in 
many Egyptian cities and towns. If they are 
not indeed veiled, it is expected of them to 
have chemically or physically straightened 
hair and for that hair to be maintained that 
way. For women who have curly or natural 
hair and maintain it that way, they might be 
called terms such as mankoosha – which 
roughly translates to one with unruly hair. The 
term has negative connotations as modern 
Egyptian beauty standards prioritize straight 
and silky hair – which is in itself arguably tied 
to white supremacist beauty standards. It is 
worth noting, however, that the understand-
ing of the public and the counter-public lies at 
the intersection of class and gender. In other 
words, what might be considered the public 
for a woman of an elevated socioeconomic 
class might not be considered the public for 
a working-class woman or even a man of an 
elevated socioeconomic class.
 In addition to the consideration of the 
public and the counter-public, and considering 
how discussions of hair are very often gen-
dered, perhaps the consideration of the public 
and private dichotomy is also helpful. The pri-
vate and public dichotomy is also said to have 
mainly been studied along “Habermasian” 

Abd El-Rahman



29Spring 2022

Journal of the Department of Political Science
The American University in Cairo

lines and are primarily “historically contingent 
categories.”48 In other words, even though the 
Habermasian dichotomies have been mostly 
ignored when it comes to studying Middle 
Eastern women and their choice of whether or 
not to cover their hair, Thompson argues that 
that might have been wise.49 On the one hand, 
deeply European concepts such as the private 
and the public are argued to be loaded with 
“Western imperial hegemony” that scholars of 
the Middle East have perhaps tried to avoid.50 
To add to that, Thompson argues that the no-
tions find difficulty as they travel between the 
various European contexts – and therefore ap-
plying them to non-European contexts would 
be difficult.51 On the other hand, however, 
Thompson also points out that the possible 
“rejection of universal categories,” such as 
public and private, “in favor of localist terminol-
ogy” might have undesirable consequences.52 
Those consequences might in fact include 
“cultural exceptionalism and essentialism,” 
as well as a denial of “transnational historical 
experience”53 which is increasingly relevant 
for political analysis of gendered subjects. A 
transnational historical experience is espe-
cially evident in previously colonized states. 
As mentioned, Western cultural models have 
been imported into Egypt, but also hybrid-
ized, further blurring the required theoretical 
conception. Thompson continues by arguing 
that one should perhaps consider the private 
48Elizabeth Thompson, “Public and Private in Middle Eastern Women’s History,” 
Journal of Women’s History 15, no. 1 (2003): 52. 
49Ibid.
50Ibid.
51 Ibid.
52 Ibid.
53 Ibid.

and the public as lenses through which one 
could carry out historical analysis.54 Yet, these 
different lenses can, and perhaps should 
be, considered ideal lenses. In other words, 
spheres that can be considered solely private 
spheres, public spheres, or the counter-public 
spheres might not necessarily exist and in-
stead a spectrum might embody them when 
they come to manifest. 
 The view of women’s issues – and 
therefore women’s curly hair – as issues that 
solely fall within the private sphere is argu-
ably faulty. Even events that occur within the 
so-called private sphere have genuine effects 
on the public sphere. For example, curly hair 
in twenty-first century Egypt may be consid-
ered a solely or predominantly private domain 
hypothetically, but its effects undoubtedly tran-
scend said domain. Instead, hair discourse 
also affects the economy – and hair has been 
shown to have affected the local economy 
specifically – as more and more people be-
come interested in products that were not 
previously available. In turn, this has the 
potential to increase some forms of employ-
ment – including women’s employment – in 
places such as curly hair salons, which have 
also been appearing in major Egyptian cities 
over the past five years or so. One should also 
note that the point on employment is complex. 
This is because the donning of curly hair also 
has the potential to decrease employment, or 
at least access to employment, if curly hair is 
considered unacceptable in the workplace. 
 Though most of the article so far has 

54 Ibid.
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discussed curly hair and its discourse in rela-
tion to women, it must be noted that men have 
also been a part of this conversation and con-
tinue to be. As previously mentioned, social 
media groups – especially the ones on Face-
book – usually cater to a large array of people. 
These groups that are located in Egypt or 
predominantly have an Egyptian audience fre-
quently also include men who are interested in 
maintaining their curly hair. For this reason, it 
is also crucial to understand men’s positional-
ity when it comes to the expanding discourse 
on curly hair – especially as studying men 
and masculinity has become more relevant for 
gender studies.55 Throughout these studies, 
one also finds that bodies – including men’s 
bodies – are frequently maintained through 
“social forces” on the hand.56 These social 
forces, in essence, are what determine what 
is and is not acceptable depending on one’s 
perceived gender. It is on these bases that 
one finds “live cultural tensions and paradox-
es” that are incorporated into people’s social 
bodies.57 When it comes to the conversation 
of men’s social bodies globally, hair frequently 
is a factor in that discussion as hair itself is 
considered a gender social signifier.58 These 
signifiers would frequently change from one 
culture to another, as well as through time. In 
the case of twenty-first century Egypt, men are 
still expected to keep their hair short – espe-
55 R. W. Connell, Jeff Hearn, and Michael S. Kimmel, “Introduction,” in 
Handbook of Studies on Men & Masculinities, ed. Michael S. Kimmel, Jeff 
Hearn, and R. W. Connell (London: Sage Publications, 2005), 1.
56 Thomas J. Gerschick, “Masculinity and Degrees of Bodily Normativity in 
Western Culture,” in Handbook of Studies on Men & Masculinities, ed. Michael 
S. Kimmel, Jeff Hearn, and R. W. Connell (London: Sage Publications, 2005), 
369.
57 Ibid.
58 Ibid, 370-373.

cially if their hair is curly.  This begins early, as 
schools, both public and private, routinely de-
mand that their male students trim their hair if 
it were longer than what is socially acceptable. 
As alluded to earlier, texture is also frequently 
another point of tension when it comes to 
men’s hair – with curly hair being seen as less 
acceptable due to its association with being 
unkempt. As a result, there are also products 
that are advertised for men to straighten their 
hair. With that in mind, one might imagine 
a public and a counter-public in how men 
choose to wear their hair in public that is 
spatially and temporally distinct. The public, in 
this case, would be short hair for men, and the 
counter-public would include long and curly 
hair.

Conclusion

 All in all, it is clear that the topic of 
curly hair in modern and contemporary Egypt 
is one that is massively understudied – with 
scholars instead focusing on studying hair in 
ancient and classical Egypt.59 This is surpris-
ing given the growing curly or natural hair 
movement on social media, and especially on 
dedicated Facebook groups and pages. The 
number of hair salons (or as they are referred 
to colloquially, coiffures) that cater specifically 
to curly and natural hair has also increased. 
These salons have also offered products that 
are meant for curly hair, essentially expanding 
a previously untapped market that was satu-
rated with imported (and often expensive and 
59 Gay Robins, “Hair and the Construction of Identity in Ancient Egypt, c. 1480-
1350 BC,” Journal of the American Research Center in Egypt 36 (1999): 55-69. 

Abd El-Rahman



31Spring 2022

Journal of the Department of Political Science
The American University in Cairo

inaccessible) products. It is essential, then, to 
examine the rise of these contemporary and 
often very gendered movements in contempo-
rary Egypt along political lines. This article has 
taken one step towards aiming to fill this gap, 
though it is by no means a complete overview 
of the history of curly hair in Egypt or its politi-
cization within contemporary Egypt. Instead, 
the article offered a brief history and a theoret-
ical conception of curly hair, its discourse, and 
political dimensions in Egypt. Further research 
can adopt a more ethnographic approach to 
better understand the emergence and the 
politics of the natural hair movement in Egypt, 
whether in online or offline spaces. 
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The power of truth lies in its ability to dent 
mainstream narratives regardless of the condi-
tions in which they arose; rarely though does it 
lead to a pressing social, political and cultural 
conversation. Yet, in the midst of a global 
pandemic, an anonymous woman’s whisper 
from behind a screen spoke, loud and clear, 
to a silenced female audience. The Egyptian 
#MeToo movement was born, a product of the 
shared, complex, swallowed and painstak-
ingly relatable traumas of sexually assaulted 
women in Egypt. In a collective cry for ac-
countability, Egyptian women put years of 
gendered conditioning on pause to consider 
violated bodies. This movement epitomizes 
the extent to which the personal is but the tip 
of the political. 

This essay explores my experience of the ‘Me 
Too’ movement. I document my admiration for 
the wave of reactions the ‘Me Too’ movement 
provoked among people who have been deep-

On the dangers of silence, 
the political power of 
speaking up, and the 
beauty of relating:
the ‘Me Too’ movement in Egypt

Winner of the AUC International Women’s 
Day 2022 Student Essay Award

By: Malak ElGebely

ly frustrated. In my attempt to denote the key 
factors behind its success, but also its inter-
sectional shortcomings, I hope the paper can 
serve as an homage to the women who par-
ticipated in these campaigns. I hope the paper 
can also serve as a manual on how to inject a 
truth so piercing that even an inaccessible and 
notoriously unresponsive government flinches. 
The essay aims to highlight the importance of 
‘being political’, which can ultimately create 
norms that lead to radical changes and imagi-
nations of a more just society. 

The United Nations Declaration on the Elimi-
nation of Violence Against Women (CEDAW) 
defines gender-based violence as “any act 
of violence that results in, or is likely to result 
in, physical, sexual, or psychological harm, 
or suffering to women, including threats of 
such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of 
liberty, whether occurring in public or in pri-
vate life”. Sexual assault is a type of gendered 
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violence. Before the ‘Me Too’ Movement, my 
understanding of sexual assault had always 
been mediated by ideas and sources pre-
senting it as a unique incident and tragically 
inculpating everyone involved, the perpetrator 
for committing the crime almost as much as 
the victim for provoking it. When I thought of 
sexual assault, I naturally found myself empa-
thizing with the victim, not for what her body 
had suffered, which was inconceivable to me 
at the time, but because I imagined that vic-
tims would continuously face guilt and shame. 

Skalli observed that attacks on women’s bod-
ies are sometimes seen as dishonoring them, 
rather than the male aggressor.1 Unlike her 
rights, a woman’s reputation is indispensable; 
it marks her and thus cannot be disposed of. 
In other words, it was more socially accept-
able to be a harasser than it is to speak up 
about being harassed, at least until the ‘Me 
Too’ movement momentarily interrupted the 
normalization of gendered violence in Egypt 
and dented the mainstream narrative around 
sexual assault amongst an Egyptian elite. 
Brysk describes this as “demystifying sexual 
harassment”.2 

Growing up upper-middle class on the edge 
of el-Korba in Heliopolis, my thoughts were 
as gated as my building, and I was rarely 
exposed to the uglier aspects of the human 
experience. Despite the fact that no amount 

1Loubna Hanna Skalli, "Young women and social media against sexual 
harassment in North Africa." The Journal of North African Studies 19, no. 2 
(2014): 244-258.
2Alison Brysk, The struggle for freedom from fear: Contesting violence against 
women at the frontiers of globalization. Oxford University Press, 2018.

of wealth or privilege seems to immunize 
women from gender-based violence, sexual 
assault was a distant reality to me. Today, I 
recognize that being shocked by local news 
is a privilege, and I remember being appalled 
by a BBC article I’d read which claimed that a 
whopping 83% of the interviewed women in a 
study conducted by ECWR had experienced 
some form of sexual assault.3 Moreover, 
reporting sexual assault proved extremely dif-
ficult provided that “powerful institutions prefer 
to sweep accusations under the rug”. 4 Insti-
tutionalized unresponsiveness, along with the 
83% figure, left me feeling disillusioned. I felt 
impotent to act against sexual assault. A BBC 
article entitled “Egypt’s Sexual Harassment 
Cancer” asserted that there was no known 
treatment to sexual assault in Egypt, deepen-
ing this feelings of powerlessness. By then, 
sexual assault had become rampant, and 
every woman I knew was subject to it. 

It is then that I took up an interest in research-
ing feminist activity in Egypt, especially those 
that were neither state-led nor development-
based. I learned about the Kifaya movement 
which gained traction in the public sphere in 
2006, and about Harassmap which emerged 
as a women’s rights organization in the fight 
against sexual harassment before 2011. I also 
read about the May of 2005 incident in which 
women demonstrators were being assaulted 

3 Magdi Abdelhadi, Egypt’s Sexual Harassment Cancer. BBC (2008). Retrieved 
from http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/7514567.stm
4 Declan Walsh, The 22-year-old force behind Egypt's growing #MeToo 
movement. The New York Times, (2020, October 2).  Retrieved from https://
www.nytimes.com/2020/10/02/world/middleeast/egypt-metoo-sexual-
harassment-ashraf.html
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by “plain-clothed men as the police stood by” 
(Magdy, 2007). It quickly became clear to 
me that sexual harassment is but the tip of 
iceberg. Still, the more I read the more I felt 
withdrawn from politics, and I couldn’t help but 
think that meaningful change had been ham-
pered by decades of misogyny, embedded in 
everyday vocabulary and enforced by Egyp-
tian media outlets under the surveillance of an 
authoritarian patriarchy. Little did I know, we 
were -once again- close to change. 

In July 2020 an AUC student, who was also 
female, privileged, and angry, sparked an 
online movement and challenged established 
norms. She put in motion a new norm: speak-
ing up against sexual assault, trading in our 
socially constructed reputations for our indis-
pensable right to our bodies as women. Her 
anonymous Instagram post not only trans-
formed my understanding of sexual assault 
but also put into question my underestimation 
of an individual’s socio-political impact, the 
power of a single story, and the importance 
of relating to other women in institutionalizing 
change. As noted in a New York Times article, 
Nadeen Ashraf’s post “prompted an outpour-
ing of testimonies”. 5 With that, Egyptian 
women’s heavily filtered traumas were laid 
bare. Sexual assault in Egypt, I increasingly 
recognized, was a recurrent reality whose 
burden had been collectively and quietly car-
ried around by the women in my life. As the 
#MeToo Movement grew in Egypt, hidden 
and long-overdue truths about sexual assault 
were gradually uncovered, and it seemed as 
5 Ibid

though a single woman’s story created a safe 
enough virtual space for other women to share 
theirs. Brysk highlights this power of individual 
stories in providing agency to victims of sexual 
violence by underlining their successful ac-
tivism.6 A layer of internalized misogyny was 
peeled off, paving the way for a collective step 
forward. This reflects the model of a norm life 
cycle: the creation, transmission, and identifi-
cation stages of the norm had been achieved. 
At least online, there was a willingness to call 
out misogyny and rape culture, yet this was 
inherently exclusive. 

The earlier stages of the ‘speaking up’ norm 
evolution in Egypt had showcased the power 
of the truth, and proved that it can prompt 
a domino effect of empathy towards other 
victims and a sense of community in shared 
pain. As a result of the ‘framing’ process, the 
‘Me Too’ movement in Egypt had constructed 
a common meaning to sexual violence, allow-
ing it to rally supporters and challenge op-
ponents.7 Successful framing refers to diag-
nostic, prognostic, and motivational properties 
theorized by Benford and Snow as examining 
individual actors’ reactions and perceptions 
of a certain issue and how this interaction 
enables mobilization.8 Yet, the fourth, and I 
think, most fundamental step in the evolu-
tion of norms - their internalization - remains 
unrealized in Egypt. Internalization refers to 
6 Alison Brysk, The struggle for freedom from fear: Contesting violence against 
women at the frontiers of globalization. Oxford University Press, 2018
7 Amr Marzouk and Gabry Vanderveen. "Fighting sexual violence in Egypt on 
social media: A visual essay on assault police." Global public health (2021): 
1-13. 
8 Robert Benford and David A. Snow. "Framing processes and social 
movements: An overview and assessment." Annual review of sociology 26, no. 
1 (2000): 611-639
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the “self-directed” enforcement of a new norm 
through internal and external mechanisms 
aimed at the natural and continuous adapta-
tion of that norm.9 Simply put, internalization 
occurs when a norm is automatically, often 
legally, engraved into the everyday lives of 
people in such a way that they intuitively pro-
duce and spread it. This cannot be said about 
speaking up against sexual assault in Egypt. 
In fact, a BBC article published after the birth 
of the #endthesilence movement reported that 
women’s rights defenders in Egypt continue to 
have little success in pushing for “a better le-
gal system for sexual crimes”. 10 Among other 
things, sexist institutions impede the internal-
ization stage of the newly found speaking-up 
norm in Egypt. Another intersectional short-
coming is that movement is online. A 2021 
annual report has found that 43.7% of the 
Egyptian population do not have access to the 
internet.11 Almost half of the population, includ-
ing a presumably large number of silenced 
women, were intrinsically excluded by the ‘Me 
Too’ movement in Egypt, which may have cut 
short the new norm’s life cycle before it had 
evolved out of our screens and into the tan-
gible world. This begs the following question: 
What are the offline effects of an online move-
ment? And how inclusive can they be given 
the movement’s blindness to class? 

Situating violence against women within a 
feminist framework is crucial to understanding 
9 Frantz, & Pigozzi. Norm Life Cycle Model. (Christopher K. Frantz, 2018). 
Retrieved from https://christopherfrantz.org/norm-life-cycle/ 
10 BBC. Egypt sex attacks fuel 'Feminist Revolution'. BBC News, (2020, October 
26). Retrieved February 27, 2022, from https://www.bbc.com/news/world-
middle-east-54643463 
11 (Digital 2021: Egypt)

the root causes of sexual assault as well as 
the possible offline implications of this online 
movement. So far, Assault Police has adopted 
a strictly descriptive approach to sexual vio-
lence, one that was too focused on the pres-
ent realities of sexual violence as opposed 
to why it happens or where it comes from. It 
emerged as a reaction to violence and started 
out as an action-based account with the user-
name @reportabz focusing exclusively on de-
nouncing male perpetrators of sexual violence 
while encouraging the female victims to speak 
up.12 This later evolved into calling for legal 
action against sexual assaulters and inform-
ing the victims of their rights, both attempts 
to alleviate the side-effects of sexual assault. 
In her book Feminism, interrupted: Disrupting 
power, Lola Olufemi condemns such carceral 
responses to sexual assault.13 For the most 
part, the ‘Me Too’ movement in Egypt has 
forwarded carceral responses by locating 
“the problem in the body of the ‘bad’ person 
rather than connecting patterns of harm to 
the conditions in which we live”.14 Punish-
ing the perpetrator does not eliminate sexual 
harassment because gendered violence is 
not an independent crime that causes indi-
vidual harm. Indeed, the #MeToo movement in 
Egypt does little to address the root causes of 
sexual assault. It does not suggest preventive 
measures to tackle the core of gender-based 
violence. Gender-based violence is a symp-
tom of a graver underlying political condition. 
12 Amr Marzouk and Gabry Vanderveen, "Fighting sexual violence in Egypt on 
social media: A visual essay on assault    police." Global public health (2021): 
1-13. 
13 Lola Olufemi, Feminism, interrupted: disrupting power. Pluto Press, 2020.
14 Ibid
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Feminist literature proposes several explana-
tions to the patriarchal roots of sexual violence 
against women, some of which can be applied 
to Egypt.15 

Brysk frames sexual violence against women 
as a “gendered form of human rights abuse”.16 
A more nuanced definition, and one that is 
agreed upon by many feminist scholars, rec-
ognizes sexual harassment as a “gendered 
expression of power”.17 Gender-based vio-
lence is ultimately about power. It is a ques-
tion of who can get away with what. Brysk 
argues that in a patrimonial regime, which has 
been historically illiberal, gendered violence 
is “pervasive, disciplinary, and widely legiti-
mized” due to the rigid thoughts people have 
about gender roles.18 How does gendered 
violence become legitimate? And is it possible 
to delegitimize it, at least in theory? Applying 
this gendered lens to sexual assault in Egypt 
allows us to conceptualize it in light of the 
broader patriarchal structures that normalize, 
and as Kantola would argue, reproduce it.19 
Thus, sexual assault can be seen as a product 
of unequal power distribution, perceived en-
titlement, and systemic bias. That being said, 
the new norm of ‘speaking up’ can no longer 
be reserved to an online elite. It can no longer 
depend exclusively on a few victims’ voices 
to dismantle years of state-backed gendered 
15  Loubna Hanna Skalli, "Young women and social media against sexual 
harassment in North Africa." The Journal of North African Studies 19, no. 2 
(2014): 244-258.
16 Alison Brysk, The struggle for freedom from fear: Contesting violence against 
women at the frontiers of globalization. Oxford University Press, 2018
17  Loubna Hanna Skalli, "Young women and social media against sexual 
harassment in North Africa." The Journal of North African Studies 19, no. 2 
(2014): 244-258.
18 Ibid
19 Kantola

conditioning. Put simply, sexual violence does 
not end with locking up the perpetrators. In 
fact, Olufemi notes that a radical feminist vi-
sion is one in which both gendered violence 
and prisons cease to exist.20

Bridging the gap between offline and online 
realities not only requires transcending the 
class-exclusive nature of the #MeToo move-
ment in Egypt, but also requires addressing 
the patriarchal roots of sexual violence. Al-
though Marzouk and Vanderveen have argued 
that Assault Police successfully frames sexual 
assault in Egypt,21 this paper calls for its re-
framing within a broader section of the popula-
tion and into the realms of the offline world. In 
the virtual fight against gendered violence, the 
prevalent rhetoric in Egypt continues to ad-
dress assaulted women by romanticizing the 
female responsibility to speak up, report and 
support other victims, when will it start ad-
dressing the perpetrators, the potential perpe-
trators and the systemic injustices that have 
historically enabled, normalized, and legiti-
mized sexual harassment in Egypt? Olufemi 
suggests practicing community accountability 
and breaking the violence-to-criminalization 
cycle.22 She calls this “transformative justice” 
and recommends that “a group of friends, a 
church, an organization come together and 
design a process” to hold an individual ac-
countable for their actions without incarcerat-
ing them. Her suggestions include but are not 
limited to community service hours, reflective 
20 Lola Olufemi, Feminism, interrupted: disrupting power. Pluto Press, 2020.
21 Amr Marzouk and Gabry Vanderveen, "Fighting sexual violence in Egypt on 
social media: A visual essay on assault police." Global public health (2021): 
1-13.
22 Lola Olufemi, Feminism, interrupted: disrupting power. Pluto Press, 2020.
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practices, mental health support and trauma 
centered programs designed to deal with the 
root causes of destructive behavior. Here, 
I argue that the responsibility to normalize 
Olufemi’s propositions and inject them into the 
mainstream rhetoric around gendered vio-
lence in Egypt falls directly on the newly-polit-
icized online elite that has recently reclaimed 
their proximity to politics and found a voice in 
the Egyptian ‘Me Too’ movement. We need 
to politicize this experience, to link it to other 
justice work, and to work to dismantle the per-
vasive systems of violence around us.  

In sum, despite its shortcomings and exclu-
sive nature, the ‘Me Too’ movement in Egypt, 
has challenged my understanding of sexual 
assault, allowing me to see it as the abundant 
everyday-struggle that it is. Yet, the more 
significant change it has brought into perspec-
tive for me lies in the way that I view my own 
proximity to politics as a young privileged 
woman in a patriarchal society (and world). 
Despite the fact that I have perpetually felt 
isolated from politics, the ‘Me Too’ move-
ment has allowed me to claim my proximity 
to politics as an active contributor to norm 
creation in Egypt, much like Nadeen Ashraf 
has. Hence, applying the norm-life cycle 
model to the Egyptian ‘Me Too’ movement’s 
call for speaking up against sexual assault 
leads me to conclude that despite their well-
known problems, social media platforms can 
make change possible. By closing the gap 
between the personal and the political, the 
‘Me Too’ movement in Egypt has allowed for 

empathetic communication amongst sexual 
assault victims which would have otherwise 
been inconceivable. Simply put, recognizing 
the potential impact one can have on their 
socio-political culture and the extent to which 
they are, as individuals, capable of denting the 
mainstream narrative ultimately paves the way 
for radical change even in a hostile environ-
ment. Addressing the patriarchal roots of 
sexual violence, ‘demystifying’ and ‘reframing’ 
it, paves the way for political mobilization and, 
one day, the creation of a world that leaves no 
room for either gendered violence or criminal-
ization.   
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The eradication of Female Genital Mu-
tilations (FGM) – or female circumcision – was 
added to the Egyptian national agenda fol-
lowing the 1994 International Conference on 
Population and Development (ICPD) in Cairo. 
The eradication of FGM has since continued 
to receive a lot of attention. In 2003, Egypt 
established the National Program, which was 
dedicated to this cause, in collaboration with 
the United Nations (UN). FGM became a 
national public problem, and former First Lady 
Suzanne Mubarak brought decisive support 
to the cause. Following UN and government 
advocacy through the National Program, of-
ficial religious leaders rallied to the cause, 
and in 2008 the Egyptian parliament passed 
a law penalizing FGM.1 Yet, some loopholes 
remained in the legal texts (despite further 
amendments), leading to a policy enforce-
ment on the ground that can be described as 
1 Religious officials include al-Azhar and Dar al-Ifta. In 2007, Dar al-Ifta 
published a fatwa declaring FGM illegal and calling on educational bodies to 
focus their efforts on the issue.

The Fight against Female 
Genital Mutilations in Egypt

By: Mariam Ghafir

Explaining Heterogeneous Policy 
Enforcement through a Multi-Level 
Analysis of Gender Norms

heterogenous. Results were disappointing to 
the government and to the UN. In 2014, 87% 
of Egyptian women aged 15-25 had been 
circumcised.2 Today, above 80% of operations 
are being conducted by medical profession-
als.3 The ban on FGM in Egypt has therefore 
not met its objectives yet, though a 2021 
amendment to the law aims to addressing 
loopholes regarding health professionals and 
has raised hopes.

Successive Egyptian authorities, 
religious institutions, and the international 
community have all sought to deal with FGM 
and to put forth a united message about its 
harm. However, the practice has continued to 
be widespread. This article will examine this 
case and its feeble reception amongst tar-
geted beneficiaries and practitioners through 
an analysis of how international norms enter 
2El Zanaty et al., Egypt Demographic and Health Survey 2014 (Cairo & 
Rockville: Ministry of Health and Population & ICF International, 2015).
3 Ibid.
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national, then subnational communities. I iden-
tify how in the “chain” of public policy, from 
conception to implementation, the multiplicity 
of understandings of gender norms amongst 
different fields of actors can have an impact 
on the anti-FGM policy’s efficiency and devi-
ate from its goal.4

 Scholarly works on policy transfer 
have theorized the idea of a “global con-
vergence” of norms, based on policies that 
promote normative content internationally or 
transnationally.5 Still, policy transfers can-
not be homogeneous: empirical studies have 
questioned the idea of a global normative con-
vergence.6 In particular, sociological analyses 
such as Amin Allal’s challenge the hypothesis 
of convergence. Allal theorizes what he calls 
the “domestication” of international standards 
while examining the transfer of UN develop-
ment programs to Morocco and Tunisia. He 
highlights the “transformations, hybridizations 
and tinkering” that “transferred” objects under-
go when reaching the domestic socio-political 
context.7 One might then specifically ques-
tion the transfer of international standards on 
gender norms, such as international standards 
for the eradication of FGM to Egypt, and their 

4 Pierre Bourdieu, Raisons pratiques: sur la théorie de l’action, Points 331 
(Paris: Éd. du Seuil, 2014).
5 Patrick Hassenteufel and Jacques de Maillard, “Convergence, transferts et 
traduction : Les apports de la comparaison transnationale”, Gouvernement 
et action publique 3:3 (2013): 377; Patrick Hassenteufel, “Convergence”, in 
Dictionnaire des politiques publiques, by Laurie Boussaguet et al., 5e édition 
revue et corrigée (Les Presses de Sciences Po, 2019), 177–95.
6 Stephan Heichel, Jessica Pape, and Thomas Sommerer, “Is There Convergence 
in Convergence Research? An Overview of Empirical Studies on Policy 
Convergence”, Journal of European Public Policy 12: 5 (October 2005): 
817–40.
7 Amin Allal, “Les configurations développementistes internationales au Maroc 
et en Tunisie : des policy tranfers à portée limitée”, Critique internationale n° 
48: 3 (5 October 2010): 97–116.

appropriation within the national context.8 In 
this article, “gender” is an analytical framework 
to discuss public policies that deal with gen-
dered behaviors and sexualities, rather than 
an a priori concept.9

Here, I analyze how adapting dis-
courses regarding FGM and gender in Egypt 
helped reach beneficiaries, but also altered 
the message and thus the outcomes.10 I argue 
that globalized gender policies cannot produce 
homogeneous outcomes on the global level. 
Unexpected outcomes regarding the elimina-
tion of FGM are due to conflicting understand-
ings of the gender-related concepts, between 
the way UN offices, followed by national ad-
ministrations, define these, and the way they 
are appropriated by the targeted populations 
at the local level. International organizations 
generally develop programs based on “gen-
der transformative” perspectives, putting forth 
ideas of ‘bodily autonomy and integrity’ along-
side sexual and general fulfillment for individu-
als.11 In collaboration between UN local offices 
and national authorities, these programs were 
adapted to the widespread national narra-
tives on Egyptian women, which emphasize 
the importance of women being ‘virtuous’. As 
an unexpected result, the rate of medicalized 
8 The standard that promotes elimination of FGM in the world. This standard 
formally refers to several international conferences (such as ICPD, 1994) and 
conventions (such as UNCRC, 1989).
9 Ioana Cîrstocea, Delphine Lacombe, and Elisabeth Marteu, “Le genre : 
catégorie globalisée d’action publique et de production des savoirs”, in La 
globalisation du genre: mobilisations, cadres d’actions, savoirs, Archives du 
féminisme (Rennes: Presses Universitaires de Rennes, 2018), 7–22.
10 Thomas Douniès, “Mobiliser Les Études de Réception Pour l’analyse Multi-
Niveaux de l’action Publique: Le Cas Des Politiques Éducatives”, Réseaux N° 
226-227: 2 (15 April 2021): 237–66.
11 ‘Bodily autonomy and integrity’ meaning in this context: each individual 
“having autonomy to determine their own fate without policing of their body” 
(OHCHR.org). Also see UNFPA, “Bodily autonomy: Busting 7 Myths”, 2021. 
https://www.unfpa.org/news/bodily-autonomy-busting-7-myths-undermine-
individual-rights-and-freedoms
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operations of FGM has increased in Egypt.

There are numerous ways to analyze 
programs on FGM, such as Cristina Bicchieri’s 
norm abandonment studies or Gerry Mackie’s 
convention approach.12 These authors fo-
cus on the local level, and provide evidence 
that grassroots and community-level initia-
tives, such as Saleema (Sudan) and Tostan 
(Senegal), are efficient in eradicating FGM. 
Similarly, my multi-level analysis shows that 
grassroots initiatives may be better oriented 
towards women’s emancipation, as it allows 
them to develop their own narratives. Import-
ing standards on such intimate topics, such as 
this one, means there is a higher probability 
of misunderstandings between policy concep-
tion and implementation. It may also result in 
overlooking the voices of beneficiaries. 

Speaking to previous literature on 
grassroots initiatives, this article contributes to 
the discussion on the problems of top-down 
programs, especially regarding gender is-
sues. The analysis focuses on the local, state, 
and international levels, and it aims to avoid 
culturalist conclusions – that the perpetua-
tion of harmful norms is fundamentally due to 
a specific type of culture. Instead, I highlight 
how institutional processes continue to em-
phasize specific gendered behaviors, which 
can be traced back to historical dynamics. 
Relying on data gathered during qualitative 
fieldworks carried out in Cairo in 2019-2021, 

12 Cristina Bicchieri, Norms in the Wild: How to Diagnose, Measure, and 
Change Social Norms (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2017); Gerry 
Mackie, “Female Genital Cutting: The Beginning of the End”, in Female 
‘Circumcision’ in Africa: Culture, Controversy, and Change, by Bettina Shell-
Duncan and Ylva Hernlund, (Boulder: Rienner Publishers, 2001).

combining ethnographic observations and 23 
interviews, I analyze the diverging perspec-
tives on gender norms, which are at stake 
in anti-FGM policies. I base my analysis on 
the study of the discourses and practices of 
the actors involved at the international level 
(international organizations [IOs] and foreign 
donors), the state level (national administra-
tions) and local level (street-level bureaucrats 
and beneficiaries). To analyze modes of 
adaptation, “translation” or “vernacularization” 
of international standards in national contexts, 
it is methodologically practical and heuristic to 
start with individual actors, through their own 
narration of their socio-political environment.13

Gender mainstreaming and the global

“Gender globalization” is far more het-
erogeneous than the expression implies.14 In-
ternational gender standards are appropriated, 
adapted, and transformed when implemented 
at the national/local level. As Cîrstocea et al. 
write, “Multiple processes of appropriation 
of the concept [of gender] take place in the 
operation of gender mainstreaming.”15 The 
International Conference on Population and 
Development (Cairo, 1994) as well as the 
Fourth World Conference on Women (Beijing, 
1995) pushed forth gender mainstreaming, de-
fined as an incentive to include the principle of 
gender equality in the design, implementation 

13 Hassenteufel and de Maillard, “Convergence, transferts et traduction”; Sally 
Engle Merry, “Transnational Human Rights and Local Activism: Mapping the 
Middle”, American Anthropologist 108:1 (2006): 38–51. 
14 Cîrstocea, Lacombe, and Marteu, “Le genre : catégorie globalisée d’action 
publique et de production des savoirs”.
15 Ibid.
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“street-level bureaucracies”.21 This literature 
demonstrates that definitions of a “modern 
woman” are continuously renegotiated among 
several scales and fields of actions, where 
there are distinct and/or conflicting definitions 
of women’s rights.22

UN programs for the elimination of FGM in 
Egypt

International organizations have driven 
the “transfer” of Egypt’s anti-FGM policy, as 
they put it into the national agenda through 
the 1994 ICPD. The National Program (2003-
2017), now the National Committee for the 
Eradication of FGM (2018-), were crafted in 
close consultation with UN country offices 
to implement policies that follow interna-
tional guidelines, although they subtly adapt 
them to the national context. Since 2018, the 
UNFPA-UNICEF Joint Global Program for 
the elimination of FGM, drawn up in 2008 by 
the UN, has been defining the main frame-
work of Egypt’s policy regarding FGM. Cur-
rent Phase III (2018-2021) of the Program 
sets the objectives of transforming the legal 
and political frameworks for the fight against 
FGM (Outcome 1), raising awareness on the 
rights of girls and women (Outcome 2), pro-
moting access for girls and women to basic 
services (Outcome 3), and generating data 
and assessment tools (Outcome 4).23 This UN 
21 Ibid; Michael Lipsky, Street-Level Bureaucracy: Dilemmas of the Individual 
in Public Services  (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1983).
22 Anne Revillard, “Chapitre 3. Définir la cause des femmes dans l’État”, in La 
cause des femmes dans l’État (Presses universitaires de Grenoble, 2016).
23 UNFPA & UNICEF, Proposal for Phase III of the UNFPA-UNICEF Joint 
Programme. Elimination of Female Genital Mutilation: Accelerating Change 
(2017).

and evaluation of public policies around the 
globe.16 However, there were multiple national 
translations of these conferences’ goals. 

Furthermore, at the international level, 
gender issues are already defined differently 
based on different epistemological frame-
works: WID (Women in Development, early 
1970s), WAD (Women and Development, late 
1970s) and GAD (Gender and Development, 
1980s).17 WID called for attention to women in 
development policy and practice, emphasizing 
their integration into economic development 
processes. WAD then argued that change is 
only possible if international social structures 
change, beyond economic development. 
The current GAD approach suggests that 
development should not only be concerned 
with women as individuals but more holisti-
cally with the gendering of structures and 
institutions.18 Consequently, I understand the 
notion of “gender” as a reference point for 
public action regarding gendered behaviors 
and sexualities, and not as a homogeneous 
theoretical concept.19 Gender policy studies 
and feminist comparative policy have been 
applying sociological and institutional lenses 
to analyze the multiple definitions of gender 
norms by different bodies.20 Examples include 
“women’s policy agencies” within international 
organizations, national institutions, and local 
16 Ibid.
17 Eva M. Rathgeber, “WID, WAD, GAD: Trends in Research and Practice”, The 
Journal of Developing Areas 24:4 (1990): 489–502.
18 Ibid.
19 Cîrstocea, Lacombe, and Marteu, “Le genre : catégorie globalisée d’action 
publique et de production des savoirs”.
20 Amy G. Mazur and Anne Revillard, “Gender Policy Studies: Distinct, but 
Making the Comparative Connection”, in The Oxford Handbook of French 
Politics, by Robert Elgie, Emiliano Grossman, and Amy G. Mazur, 1st ed. 
(Oxford: New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 556–82.
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program is about promoting “women’s integ-
rity” and preserving their right to fully enjoy 
their bodies through a “gender-transformative 
approach” that promotes women’s right to a 
fulfilling intimate life.24 

Yet, concepts of sexual fulfilment were 
judged incompatible to ‘national culture’. 
Therefore, in Egypt, “Sexual and Reproduc-
tive Health and Rights” are reframed by local 
UN programs as “Reproductive Health and 
Rights” where concepts related to sexuality 
are removed. It has also been decided that 
‘Female Genital Mutilation’, the most com-
mon formulation in international development 
circles, shall not be translated as such in of-
ficial documentations in Arabic.25 Instead, it is 
referred to as “khitan al-inath” (circumcision of 
females) to avoid being disrespectful to local 
communities. Thus, already at the level of UN 
country offices, policies are transformed to 
adapt to domestic expectations. This is why 
the concept of “transfer” appears inappropriate 
to describe the ways in which the anti-FGM 
norm is expressed at the Egyptian national 
level. As Amin Allal describes UN policy imple-
mentation in Morocco and Tunisia, one might 
rather use words such as “domestication” and 
“hybridization”.26 “Transfer” conveys the idea 
of a monolithic implementation, whereas in re-
ality policies are necessarily adapted as soon 
as they reach the national scale of action. 
Sally Engle Merry uses the more anthropologi-
cal term, ‘vernacularization’: “When ideas from 
24 An IO consultant.
25 It can still be used in English-language documents.
26 Allal, “Les configurations développementistes internationales au Maroc et en 
Tunisie”.

transnational sources travel to local commu-
nities, they are typically ‘vernacularized’, or 
adapted to local institutions and meanings.”27 
Merry uses this concept to analyze an Indian 
case of adaptation of a norm on Sexual and 
Reproductive Health and Rights.

Speaking in Arabic of “circumcision” 
(khitan) rather than ‘Female Genital Mutilation’ 
(tashwih al a‘da’ al-tanasoliya) in the Egyptian 
case is a form of vernacularization of inter-
national standards. Not speaking of “Sexual 
Rights and Health” but always of “Reproduc-
tive Health” and thus transforming the frame 
of action is also a strong form of vernacular-
ization. Through this change in the semantic 
framework, action is renegotiated, and policy 
is redefined. International organizations and 
national administrations have therefore been 
opting more and more for a “cognitive toolbox” 
that takes into account the national context, 
which in the Egyptian case is deemed unfamil-
iar to concepts like “sexual rights”.28 Egyptian 
national institutions and UN institutions – key 
partners in this endeavor – together seek to 
keep intact these values.

National values of virtue: a strong postco-
lonial nationalist legacy

Official religious administrations have 
supported the fight against FGM since the 
mid-2000s, endorsing 2008 legislation con-

27 Merry, “Transnational Human Rights and Local Activism: Mapping the 
Middle”.
28 Anne Revillard, “Introduction”, in La cause des femmes dans l’État (Presses 
universitaires de Grenoble, 2016), 15–37.
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demning the practice. In 2006, the Grand 
Mufti organized an international symposium 
in al-Azhar on the topic of FGM. A former civil 
servant describes the engagement of the reli-
gious authorities in the fight against FGM: 

 We had worked hard with the 
national religious authority in 
2006 for a big religious meeting 
in Dar el Ifta […]. The National 
Program took part in the meeting 
and shared documents about the 
health and social negative impacts 
on women’s rights and health 
and at that time the results of this 
meeting were fantastic, because 
for the first time a very senior 
Sunni scholar said that FGM is not 
Islamic, it is a custom of tradition.

In 2007, shortly after twelve-year-old Bodour 
Shaker died of complications from an FGM 
operation, an event that created a tremen-
dous shock across the country, Dar el-Ifta 
published a fatwa declaring FGM illegal and 
calling on educational authorities to concen-
trate their efforts on the issue. As a result, the 
amendment (n°126) to the Law on the Rights 
of Children was passed, known as the 2008 
law, at the initiative of the National Council for 
Childhood and Motherhood.29 The amendment 
included the penalization of FGM. Female 
circumcision was defined as “an act of female 
genital mutilation, by amputating an external 
genital organ, in part or in whole, or by inflict-
ing an injury to these organs without medical 
29 UN Women, “Global database on violence against women”. https://evaw-
global-database.unwomen.org/fr/countries/africa/egypt

justification”.30 The conference at al-Azhar, 
as well as the shock generated by the death 
of the circumcised girl, thus opened a wider 
window for FGM to be constituted as a major 
public problem, and religious administrations 
have since then been at the forefront of the 
fight, alongside UN-government public action. 

While promoting the end of FGM, 
religious leaders have simultaneously avoided 
challenging established ideas on sexual-
ity – which are commonly depicted as part of 
Egypt’s national culture. The policy against 
FGM was accordingly adjusted; in contrast to 
the UN Global Program’s statement, it avoids 
being “gender-transformative” in its approach 
to norms. FGM is strictly framed as a harmful 
practice which violates women’s bodily integ-
rity, and the argument around women’s sexual 
and general fulfillment is strongly diminished. 
Therefore, also hoping to be more appeal-
ing to their targeted audience, the national 
campaigns against FGM have been insist-
ing on the “morality” of Egyptian girls who do 
not need to be circumcised to preserve their 
virtue: in other words, not circumcising one’s 
daughter does not equate to renouncing her 
chastity. In a 2020 campaign video, the pro-
tagonist reminds the audience: “[Your daugh-
ter] will learn how to preserve herself without 
female circumcision or violence. Integrity and 
right education ensure their protection. […] 
Protection and chastity’s location is in the 
mind”.31 In this way, the biopower, in the sense 
of the use of socio-political power to police 
30 “Egypt: The Law and FGM”, London: 28 Too Many, 2008.
31By the INGO Plan International for the NCW. https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=hsokDbkH_qY
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bodies, that socially promotes chastity through 
FGM, is reversed.32 The policy reinvests it into 
serving the cause of ending female circumci-
sion, deemed a harmful practice, health-wise, 
separate from systemic gender-based vio-
lence. 

Since Egypt’s independence, the 
conceptual lexicon of virtue has defined its 
national identity. During this period, Egyp-
tian women were presented as honorable, in 
contra-distinction to “Western norms”. As Beth 
Baron writes, “National honor developed in 
Egypt against the backdrop of imperial inter-
vention and occupation, and was used as a 
mobilizing strategy to resist foreign control.”33 
While resisting colonialism, the honor of the 
nation was seen as resting on that of the 
family, which itself rests on the “purity” of its 
daughters. Until today, Egyptian official docu-
ments such as the constitution continue to re-
fer to women as a cornerstone of the Egyptian 
family. Since independence, different constitu-
tions have consistently done so. Today, official 
speeches of those involved in the fight against 
female circumcision still refer to the “daugh-
ters of Egypt” (banat masr) as a concept of 
national interest. There are often discourses in 
the first-person plural, which speak for circum-
cised women as a national collective issue. 
“The conflation of family honor and national 
honor, as well as religious honor, is obviously 
not unique to Egypt,” as Baron reminds us, 

32 Michel Foucault, La volonté de savoir, Histoire de la sexualité 1 (Paris: 
Gallimard, 1997).
33 Beth Baron, Egypt as a Woman: Nationalism, Gender, and Politics, First 
edition (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007), 40.

but “the underlying colonial conditions, politi-
cal arrangements, and family relations [his-
torically] generated a discourse built on […] 
the notion of family honor and strengthened 
ideals of female virginity.”34 This historical 
framework allows us to understand how and 
why efforts aimed at women’s rights on the 
international level are dialectically reframed 
based on national perceptions of Egyptian 
women’s honorability and virtue. Gender roles 
remain fundamentally unchanged; rather, they 
are re-adapted to new specific goals. Policies 
of FGM in Egypt do not intend to question 
national gender norms but try to use them in 
support of the specific cause. 

Overlooking concepts related to women’s 
intimate and general well-being

As a result of the policy to avoid ques-
tioning national gender norms, beneficiaries 
may understand that they should only concern 
themselves with the sanitary conditions of 
FGM. This is one explanation for the growing 
medicalization of the practice over the last 
two decades. In fact, during an interview with 
a female acquaintance who had considered 
circumcising her daughters, she told me that 
radically fighting FGM through questioning 
gender and sexual norms is wrong. To her, it 
would mean promoting sexual pleasure and 
therefore extra-conjugal relationships. She be-
lieved that being circumcised, when “needed”, 
helps people focus on the morality of marriage 
rather than its physical aspects. She decided 

34 Baron, Egypt as a Woman, 56.
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not to circumcise her daughter on the advice 
of her doctor: in her view, it was the role of 
doctors to assess the need for circumcision. 

The issue of FGM is thus persistently 
framed and understood as a medical issue. 
Many beneficiaries, in other words, consider 
the medicalization of FGM to be the answer. 
While public policy aimed to rely on notions 
that are familiar to the targeted beneficia-
ries, namely reproductive health, rather than 
sexual rights, it inadvertently created another 
problem. There is a gap between the policy’s 
design on the international level, the national 
level (where it is adapted), and finally, its 
reception by the targeted populations (benefi-
ciaries and practitioners) that has led to this 
medicalization. In the words of an IO consul-
tant:

There has been a big focus on the 
fact that this is a harmful practice 
because of the infections, bleed-
ing and other health problems 
[and not on social norms them-
selves]. The intention was good, 
but people understood that doing 
it under medical supervision would 
avoid complications. […] But it’s 
more about social norms. It’s 
about something we grew up with, 
our parents and our grandparents.

A 2017 study showed that people involved in 
FGM operations (parents and doctors) never 
mentioned its illegality.35 The authors explain 
35 Marie-Hélène Doucet, Christina Pallitto, and Danielle Groleau, 
“Understanding the Motivations of Health-Care Providers in Performing Female 
Genital Mutilation: An Integrative Review of the Literature”, Reproductive 
Health 14: 1 (December 2017): 46.

that “Some health-care providers are involved 
in the practice despite existing laws […] since 
other motivations are important for them.”36 
Indeed, local doctors are often part of the 
communities of the girls they circumcise. They 
adhere to the same social norms, including 
FGM, suggesting that when done under the 
right medical conditions, it could be an ap-
propriate method to protect a woman’s virtue. 
“This has given place to an equilibrium in 
demand and supply in favor of FGM medical-
ization,” argues another IO consultant.

I met a retired social worker, who on 
the one hand advocated for the eradication of 
FGM, but on the other hand sincerely agreed 
that some girls need some “plastic surgery” on 
their labia minora when “too long”. It should 
be noted that out of all Egyptian practitioners, 
the majority agree the ban should be legal and 
refuse to perform the operation (81%).37 Yet, 
as underlined by experts from international 
organizations, one doctor practicing medical-
ized FGM is enough in one area to perpetuate 
the practice.

The failure to discuss gender and 
sexual norms when talking about FGM result-
ed in these issues becoming secondary to the 
question of health. This locally adapted policy 
framework resulted in diverging outcomes, 
such as the medicalization of the practice or 
even its growing rehabilitation into a com-
monly accepted form of cosmetic surgery, , 

36 Ibid.
37 Doucet, Pallitto, and Groleau, ‘Understanding the Motivations of Health-Care 
Providers in Performing Female Genital Mutilation: An Integrative Review of 
the Literature’.
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contradicting the initial objectives.38      

Conclusion and perspectives

Transfers of norms are never homo-
geneous, especially when it comes to such 
intimate issues pertaining to gendered behav-
iors and sexual life. International policies are 
adapted – vernacularized – to the national 
context. Adapting the policy framework indeed 
helps reach the targeted populations. How-
ever, this can result in outcomes that diverge 
from the initial aims, as the policy is addition-
ally reframed by local actors, who participate 
in further vernacularization of it. The anti-
FGM policy in Egypt, for example, resulted in 
misunderstandings in its main goal. In other 
words, withdrawing the element of sexual 
rights from the policy resulted in the targeted 
population focusing on health and turning to 
medicalized practices. However, there is al-
ways room for further adjustment of the policy: 
the 2021 amendment to the law addressing 
the loopholes regarding health professionals 
is one example. 

This paper thus develops a case study 
of the adaptation of a global gender standard, 
i.e. the UN’s anti-FGM policy. It shows how 
multiple processes of vernacularization chal-
lenge the idea that gender norms are globally 
converging: they are always confronted and 
38 “[In Egypt,] [f]indings demonstrate how the language around FGM/C is being 
reframed by health care providers. As shown in the following quotes, many 
physicians who performed FGM/C denied that they practiced FGM/C, preferring 
to refer to the procedure as ‘a cosmetic operation’ instead”, in Omaima El-
Gibaly, Mirette Aziz, and Salma Abou Hussein, ‘Health Care Providers’ and 
Mothers’ Perceptions about the Medicalization of Female Genital Mutilation 
or Cutting in Egypt: A Cross-Sectional Qualitative Study’, BMC International 
Health and Human Rights 19, no. 1 (December 2019): 26.

changed within national and local socio-
political contexts. More fundamentally, this 
article shows that this problem is specific to 
top-down initiatives, all the more when they 
are initiated at supranational levels – as is 
the case regarding anti-FGM politics in Egypt 
since the 1990s. Local communities in this 
dynamic are only considered recipients of the 
policy, to whom expectations are associated, 
and are not properly involved in the design. 
Involving beneficiaries directly would ensure 
they become actors and stakeholders of their 
own intimate emancipation, directly through 
their own experiences, needs, and concepts. 
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Introduction

Fatima Rahami, 34, Louisa Hama-
dache, 65, and even nine-year old Roufaida 
Bououd figure in the list of thirteen femicides 
that occurred in Algeria since the beginning 
of 2022.1 Thirteen femicides may seem like a 
small number when discussing the rate at a 
national level, but these are only the known 
cases, which advocacy groups managed to 
gather through constant tracking of media 
outlets. Statistics on violence towards women 
in Algeria are scarce: even international 
organizations such as the World Bank have 
not been able to get an accurate estimate of 
the number of women subject to physical or 
sexual violence in Algeria.2 This lack of data 
illustrates that media outlets have been inef-
fective in reporting violence against women. It 
alludes to a bigger problem of disinterest both 
by the media and society at large, despite the 
global rise in rates of gender-based violence 
during the Covid-19 pandemic.3 Women are 

1 “Liste Des Féminicides 2022.” Féminicides DZ. Accessed April 23, 2022. 
2 “Proportion of Women Subjected to Physical and/or Sexual Violence in the 
Last 12 Months (% of Women Age 15-49) - Algeria.” The World Bank. Accessed 
April 21, 2022. 
3 Elisabeth Roesch, Avni Amin, Jhumka Gupta, and Claudia García-Moreno, 
“Violence against Women during Covid-19 Pandemic Restrictions.” BMJ, May 
7, 2020. 

 “We Lost One of Us”
By: Melissa Lakrib

blamed for the failures of Algerian society as 
a whole, and are often seen to be the cause 
of all social problems, such as unemployment, 
with some intellectuals going as far as propos-
ing that women be kicked out of their jobs for 
the sake of the national economy.4

While violence against women and 
girls is a global phenomenon, with 35% of 
women in the world experiencing at least 
one kind of violence by an intimate partner, it 
needs to be contextualized and analyzed, be-
yond macro-level analyses.5 Femicides must 
be placed in a broader framework of power 
dynamics: according to a 2010 UN study, 
31.4% of women aged between 19 and 64 
years were constantly subjected to threats of 
physical or psychological violence.6 We need 
to consider why in Algeria wanting a divorce or 
posting a photo on Facebook has led to such 
extreme violence, which some commentators 
have even defended.7 This article accordingly 
4 S. Sihem, “Quand La Mixité Est Déclarée Première Cause Du Phénomène: 
Violence à L'école : ‘C'est La Faute Aux Femmes’ (!)” Algerie360, September 
9, 2018. 
5 “Gender-Based Violence (Violence against Women and Girls),” World Bank, 
World Bank Group, March 12, 2021. 
6 “Report of the Special Rapporteur on Violence against Women, Its Causes 
and Consequences,” UN Women-Global Database on Violence against Women, 
Accessed April 23, 2022. 
7 “Féminicides DZ,” Feminicides DZ. Accessed April 24, 2022; Flood, Micheal, 

mailto:melissalakrib@aucegypt.edu
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analyzes the social, political, and institutional 
context. It notes positive legal changes re-
garding gender-based violence, while also 
highlighting the significant shortcomings, 
particularly lack of data, resulting in silences 
and absences, which lead to the legitimization 
and perpetuation of violence against women 
in Algerian society. Seeking to fill this gap, the 
article pays special attention to feminist initia-
tives and forms of resistance and protest that 
have actively sought to change the situation. 

The article argues that social, politi-
cal, and legal systems need to all be consid-
ered in tandem to understand the  violence 
against women; neither one of these factors 
alone is sufficient. While Algerian legislature 
was recently expanded to criminalize violence 
against women, domestic abuse, and harass-
ment, the laws are not always implemented.8 
Indeed, many victims of violence do not reach 
out to authorities, and they are often dissuad-
ed by their social circles but also by police 
officers who remind them that they would be 
causing damage to their reputation and that 
of their families.9 The study thus highlights the 
systemic issues resulting in violence against 
women and in perpetuating injustice. 

 Violence against women is defined 
by the United Nations as “any act of gender-
based violence that results in, or is likely to 
result in, physical, sexual, or mental harm 

and Bob Pease. “Factors Influencing Attitudes to Violence Against Women.” 
Trauma, Violence & Abuse 10, no. 2 (2009): 125–42.
8 Dalia Ghannem, “Algeria: War against Women,” Middle East Institute, 
February 8, 2021. 
9 “Violences Contre Les Femmes En Temps De Confinement En Algérie.” 
Department for Middle East and North Africa. The Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, 
May 22, 2020. 

or suffering to women, including threats of 
such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation 
of liberty, whether occurring in public or in 
private life.10 The research adopts a feminist 
paradigm. The study relies on data retrieved 
from Algerian feminist initiatives working on 
fighting violence against women as well as 
international reports and statistics on the situ-
ation of women in Algeria. I also carried out 
an interview with Wassila/Avife network, which 
is a largest network of civil society organiza-
tions that advocates for the rights of women in 
Algeria, to highlight the role of feminist initia-
tives and advocacy organizations in dealing 
with the situation. 

Violence against women in Algeria: the 
legal and political framework

Violence against women, or gender-
based violence, is a public health emergency 
and “one of the most pervasive forms of hu-
man rights violations worldwide”.11 Statistics 
from the World Health Organization estimate 
that approximately a third of all girls are forced 
into their first sexual experience, and that the 
major cause of disability and death is domes-
tic violence.12 This shows that violence against 
women is a global problem that has major 
consequences for societies everywhere. Vio-
lence against women, accordingly, should not 
be seen as a domestic affair, but an expres-
sion of power dynamics. To delineate these 
power dynamics, it is necessary to outline the 
10 “Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women.” In Declaration 
on the Elimination of Violence Against Women. Accessed April 24, 2022. 
11 Susana T. Fried, “Violence against Women,” Health and Human Rights 6, no. 
2 (2003): 88–111. 
12 ibid.
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historical events that have shaped Algeria’s 
present. 

During a mission to Algeria in 2011, the 
UN’s Special Rapporteur on Violence against 
Women argued, “Algerian society is marked 
by deep wounds from the past emanating from 
different sources, including the war of libera-
tion from French colonial domination and the 
‘Black Decade’, which was characterized by 
widespread violence and reflected the exploi-
tation of religion for political ends”.13 Today’s 
violence against women cannot be under-
stood without taking into account the past, and 
Algerian women were actively involved war for 
independence. Women fought both for their 
country and for their liberation from patriarchal 
domination.14 After independence, Algerian 
women found themselves bearing the sequels 
of colonization by taking active part in the edu-
cation of the next generations, but their con-
tribution was soon drowned in the midst of the 
Algerian civil war, from 1991 to 2002, in which 
they had yet to lead another battle.15 The civil 
war, known as the black decade, harmed 
the social status of women; control over their 
bodies became a major point of contestation, 
which resulted in them becoming a target of 
the Islamist group.16

The lack of data available on violence 
against women in Algeria is the most frighten-
ing part of the story. In an article published 
13  “Report of the Special Rapporteur on Violence against Women, Its Causes 
and Consequences,” UN Women-Global Database on Violence against Women, 
accessed April 23, 2022. 
14 ibid.
15  Maria Flood, "Women Resisting Terror: Imaginaries of Violence in Algeria 
(1966-2002)." The Journal of North African Studies 22: 1 (2017): 109-131.
16 ibid.

in July 2006, the Commissioner of the Alge-
rian Police explained to El Watan newspaper 
that in a survey for women who experienced 
gender-based violence, about half of the 9,033 
who answered were married, a large number 
given the fact that married women constitute 
less than the third of the Algerian population.17 
In 2019, there was a total of 7,083 complaints 
of violence against women, with 5133 of 
these being physical in nature.18 These two 
surveys are examples of limited data collec-
tion carried out in Algeria to gauge the extent 
of violence against women – and they are in 
no way inclusive of the entire country’s ter-
ritory. While countries such as South Africa 
and India published the rates of gender-based 
violence since the start of the pandemic, Alge-
rian authorities  have not issued numbers on 
femicides or estimates on the rise in domestic 
abuse occurring during this period.19       

Media outlets in Algeria do very little 
when it comes to raising awareness on the 
problem or even reporting the cases of vio-
lence against women in the country. The few 
articles that date back to 2021, published by 
online news agencies Algerie 360 and Ob-
servAlgerie, give a general overview of the 
rise of femicides in Algeria with no in-depth 
research.20 The articles acknowledge that 
Algerian women undergo such violence, but 

17 “Algeria: Domestic Violence; Protection and Services Available to Victims 
(August 2006),” Refworld. Canada: Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada, 
August 31, 2006. 
18 “Violences Contre Les Femmes En Temps De Confinement En Algérie,” 
Department for Middle East and North Africa. The Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, 
May 22, 2020. 
19ibid.
20 "Féminicides : 2021, Une Année Sanglante Pour Les Femmes Algériennes," 
Algerie360, October 31, 2021; Ali Aomar, “Féminicides En Algérie : 40 Femmes 
Tuées Par Leurs Conjoints En 2021,” ObservAlgérie, March 8, 2022. 

Lakrib



54Spring 2022

Journal of the Department of Political Science
The American University in Cairo

they offer no names or detailed information 
on these cases. The Algerie Presse Service 
article was written in Arabic, in October 2021, 
and it discussed the speech given by a  rep-
resentative of the Algerian ministry of foreign 
affairs who mentions that Algeria was doing its 
best to protect women from violence against 
them.21 Yet, the speech falls short of even 
acknowledging the extent of the situation of 
women in Algeria, and instead focuses on the 
important role of the media in fighting against 
gender-based violence. The article praises the 
Algerian government’s engagement in differ-
ent international conventions for the protection 
of women against violence.22 

When considering the Algerian legal 
system, it is undeniable that the government 
made efforts to combat violence against 
women, both on the international and na-
tional levels. Algeria ratified the “Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimi-
nation Against Women” (CEDAW) in 1996, 
despite reservations on some of its articles.23 
This sought to signal the state’s willingness 
to tackle injustice against women. Algeria’s 
former president Abdelaziz Bouteflika reiter-
ated on numerous occasions the important 
role played by Algerian women in the coun-
try’s battle for independence, along with their 
importance in educating society. He translated 
this support through taking concrete action 
in the early 2000s, pushing through constitu-

21 “Mukafahat al-unf did al-nisaa : et-tanwih b-iiltizam el-djazair (Fighting 
violence against women: acknowledgment of Algeria’s Commitment),” Algeria 
Press Service, October 5, 2021. 
22 Ibid.
23 “Algeria - UN ESCWA.” Accessed January 25, 2022. 

tional changes in favor of more protection and 
empowerment for women.24 Examples include 
laws aimed at the protection of women passed 
in 2015.25 Articles 264 to 276 of the penal code 
criminalize domestic violence, with fines and 
imprisonment going up to 20 years in case of 
injuring a spouse during assault, and for life, if 
the injuries resulted in death; similarly, “in Ar-
ticle 264, there is a penalty of one to five years 
in prison and a fine for violent acts that lead to 
illness or an incapacity to work for more than 
15 days.”26

According to the baseline assess-
ment on Algerian laws and policies related to 
achieving gender equality conducted by an 
array of UN entities, Algeria’s national strategy 
to combat violence against women was not 
introduced until 2007 by the Ministry for the 
Family and Status of Women. This strategy 
established a series of legal mechanisms such 
as a process to register complaints related 
to violence against females, as well as a 
standard protocol to deal with gender-based 
crimes.27 The assessment report also notes 
that Algeria has participated in different inter-
national initiatives beyond CEDAW, such as 
the Maputo Protocol established by the Afri-
can Union on Human Rights and the Rights of 
Women in Africa in 2016, and the agreement 
to establish the Arab Women’s Organization 
that is an intergovernmental organization 

24 “Promotion of Women: President Bouteflika Stresses Algeria's 
Determination,” Algeria Press Service, March 17, 2018. 
25  Daila Ghannem, “Algeria: War against Women,” Middle East Institute, 
February 8, 2021. 
26  Ibid.
27 “Algeria - UN ESCWA.” Accessed January 25, 2022.
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linked to the Arab League of States in 2003.28 

Yet, despite such praise for Algeria’s 
legal framework, there are still numerous 
articles that require revisiting. For example, 
articles tend to focus on married couples and 
do not protect single women in the same situ-
ation, particularly in incidents of extra-marital 
violence.29 Furthermore, marital rape is not 
recognized as a kind of violence, which is 
alarming because according to a national sur-
vey from 2005, 10.9% of married women were 
subjected to marital rape.30 

Feminist resistance and protest

Violence against women is normal-
ized even on TV series and cultural shows; for 
example, an excerpt from ‘Kaadetna Jazaeria’, 
that aims on national cuisine channel Samira 
TV has been the center of an argument 
among Algerian feminists on social media. The 
excerpt shows a group of female artists sitting 
in a fancy setting discussing how conjugal vio-
lence is an act of love. The first woman asks 
the other what she thinks of a man beating his 
wife, to which she answers, “If he beats her 
then comes back to hug her, it is not an act of 
violence but one of love”.31 The video could 
not be found in the official YouTube page of 
the channel but was trending on social media 
accounts criticizing violence against women. 
Shows such as the one mentioned above are 
watched by tens of thousands of people. 
28 ibid.
29 Ghannem, “Algeria: War against Women.”. 
30 “Algeria: Comprehensive Reforms Needed to End Sexual and Gender-Based 
Violence against Women and Girls,” Amnesty International, June 2, 2021. 
31 “Encouraging Violence Against Women by Samira TV.” Instagram. Habib 
Brahmia, April 25, 2022. 

  In reaction to the increase of vio-
lence on a gender basis in Algeria, organi-
zations such as the Wassila/Avife Network 
were created.  The Wassila/Avife Network is 
a feminist association in Algeria that works on 
fighting violence against women.32 Sociologist 
and coordinator Dalila Iamarene stated in an 
interview for this study that the association 
was created to help professionals better raise 
awareness on violence against women, and 
assist women who were victims of abuse and 
their children.33 While there is no exhaustive 
data on the number of femicides and cases of 
violence against women, she notes that the 
Wassila/Avife Network witnessed during field-
work trips a rise of cases of extreme violence 
such as murder attempts, torture, and immola-
tion attempts.34 She noted that the National 
Amnesty, which was put in place after Alge-
ria’s dark decade, may have sent the wrong 
message, that, “you can kill, rape, it is okay 
because thousands repented before and they 
were forgiven for their crimes!”.35 

Women have not been passive, but 
rather, they have linked their position as 
women to the broader political surroundings. 
Thousands of women took part in the Hirak, 
by marching every Friday against Bouteflika. 
Different feminist groups joined together by 
appropriating a space in Algiers that came to 
be called the “Feminist Square”.36 The visibility 
32Dalila Iamarene Djerbal and Fatma Oussedik, “Le Réseau Wassila, Un 
Collectif Algérien Pour Les Droits Des Femmes Et L'égalité,” Nouvelles 
Questions Féministes 33, no. 2 (2014): 136. 
33 Written Interview Conducted with Dalila Iamarene, appendix. 24th, April, 
2022.
34 Ibid. 
35 ibid.
36 Lydia, Haddag, “Hirak and Feminism: An Equation with Two Unknowns.” 
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of feminists resulted in a backlash, a familiar 
reaction, and feminists were accused of weak-
ening the ‘general anti-regime consensus’.37  
Some went as far as inciting violence against 
feminists.38 

Conclusion

Women are in a precarious position: 
half the population is experiencing this contin-
uous harassment as well as different types of 
violence. This is bound to have negative con-
sequences on the future of Algerian society 
as a whole. Yet, there is a constant battle that 
is being led by the different feminist initiatives 
and organizations. The Wassila/Avife network 
is not alone in seeking to tackle this topic; the 
initiative Feminicides-DZ works on data collec-
tion and tracking of femicide cases throughout 
the country in order to humanize the victims 
and share their stories. One of the initiative’s 
most popular campaigns, called ‘We Lost One 
of Us’, aims to report cases of femicides and 
raise awareness on gender-based violence in 
Algeria, a title that is borrowed for this article, 
as it also aims to  participate in this campaign. 
Similarly, Tomorrow is a Better Day Algeria 
is an online platform that works on raising 
awareness about sexual assault and all sorts 
of abuse. These non-government initiatives 
seek to fill an important gap, and they require 
further study and analysis. Giving them the 
space they deserve on media platforms and 
taking into account their expertise in drafting 

Arab Reform Initiative. Arab Reform Initiative, June 22, 2021. 
37 ibid.
38 “Man in the U.K Calls for Acid Attacks on Feminists”. YouTube. Algiers 
Herald, April 3,  2019. 

a new code of the family could have a great 
impact on Algerian society. It is time that we 
listen to what feminists have to say, rather 
than silence them. 
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The film Bar Bahar: In Between, di-
rected by Maysaloun Hamoud, presents the 
story of three Palestinian women living in Tel 
Aviv.1 Layla, Nour, and Salma come to share 
an apartment in the urban metropolis. As their 
lives unfold in distinct ways, these characters 
develop a solid friendship and alliance, thanks 
to which they become stronger in facing ev-
eryday hardships in Tel Aviv.

Since the establishment of the state of 
Israel in 1948, it has irrepressibly and violently 
gobbled up Palestinian lands and inhabitants.2 
The ongoing civil-national crisis has notably 
shaped Palestinian identity as well as gender 
relations.3 Hanna Herzog and Taghreed Yahia-
Younis examined the relationship between 
crisis and changes in gendered subjectivities. 
They argue that disruptions in masculinity 
driven by “the loss of men’s local sources of 
income, their extended absence from home 
(due to the necessity to work elsewhere), 
exposure to the Jewish foreign culture and 
1 Maysaloun Hamoud, Bar Bahar: In Between, Haïfa: En Compagnie Des 
Lamas & DBG Films, 2016.
2 I would like to clarify in this endnote my firm opposition to the colonization 
of the Palestinian territories. This article shows the identity complexities of 
the people living between/within Palestine and Israel, and identifies these 
complexities as inextricable, ultimately seeking to claim this interdependence as 
a path towards the recognition of full equality of Arab and Arab-Israeli citizens 
on both sides of the Green Line.
3 Hanna Herzog and Taghreed Yahia-Younis, “Men's Bargaining with Patriarchy: 
The Case of Primaries within Hamulas in Palestinian Arab Communities in 
Israel,” Gender & Society 21: 4 (2007), 85.

Bar Bahar
Film Review
By: Ruth Morales Cosano

Jewish women whose behavior differed from 
that with which they were familiar, their sub-
ordination to Israeli Jewish institutions, and 
dependency on the Israeli government” have 
translated into the intensification of the social 
control of women.4 This control then “serves 
as a vehicle of cultural continuity and iden-
tity and, in addition, as a response to men’s 
insecurity”.5 

While it has more commonplace to dis-
cuss how the combined burden of occupation 
and patriarchy curtails women’s capacity to 
transform unequal gender structures,6 women 
have actively opened up new spaces of agen-
cy and resistance within social contingencies, 
as the film shows. Nevertheless, although 
analyses789 of Bar Bahar have grasped the live 
pulse of the female characters, most of them 
largely rely on a binary framing by way of us-
ing categorical oppositions - e.g. tradition/mo-
4 Ibid.
5 Ibid, 586.
6 Yakin Ertürk, “Special Rapporteur on violence against women, its causes and 
consequences”, United Nations, February 2005, p. 20, https://digitallibrary.
un.org/record/541715#record-files-collapse-header. 
7 Eoghan Macguire, “Maysaloun Hamoud: Palestinian director on plaudits, death 
threats and big screen success”, CNN (2018), https://edition.cnn.com/style/
article/in-between-maysaloun-hamoud/index.html
8 Lumiére, “Bar Bahar”, accessed May 17, 2022, https://lumiere.nl/en/movies/
bar-bahar-english-subtitled#
9 Ronni Monsky, “Film Review: ‘Bar Bahar’ (‘In Between’), a courageous film 
about Israeli-Palestinian relationships,”  The Berkshire Edge (2017), https://
theberkshireedge.com/film-review-bar-bahar-in-between-a-courageous-film-
about-israeli-palestinian-relationships/
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dernity, men/women, or Palestinian/Israeli. 
This review argues that the film Bar 

Bahar should be read otherwise, as it radically 
collapses all binarisms and fluidly navigates 
the porous borders of identity categories. 
Notably, the film itself emerges from an en-
tangled site: partially funded by the Israeli Film 
Fund, Bar Bahar shows the complexities of 
navigating everydayness in Tel Aviv for Pal-
estinians, especially for Palestinian women. 
Capturing the multitiered levels of social 
intertwinement, the film presents the diverse 
ways in which Nour, Salma, and Layla con-
stantly negotiate their position. Through these 
contingent negotiations, the analytical catego-
ries that are usually treated as fixed  — e.g. 
woman, Palestinian, or modern— emerge as 
changeable, unstable, and tottering. My inten-
tion in this article is thus to provide a more 
fluid account of these categories and recon-
ceptualize these alleged dualities by looking at 
their unsurmountable interdependency. In this 
vein, this paper pushes for understanding the 
title ‘in between’ not as a move between two 
opposite poles, but rather as a way of ‘inhabit-
ing within the betweenness’.

Disassembling
It has been widely argued that our 

subjectivities are traversed by several social 
axes of signification and that these come into 
being and are negotiated in our everyday lives 
through social interaction. These discursive 
constructions, which divide us along marked 
(disadvantaged) and unmarked (privileged) 

positions,10 are embodied by subjects simulta-
neously. Kimberle Crenshaw refers to this pro-
cess as ‘intersectional identities’.11 Intersec-
tionality enables an unravelling of the power 
dynamics that underlie social interactions; in 
the case of Bar Bahar, it provides nuance and 
context regarding the characters’ gendered 
subjectivities. I will start by first disassem-
bling each character’s identity matrix before 
proceeding to tackle the experience of these 
overlapping identities.

Layla, a defense attorney from a 
Muslim family in Haifa, stands out due to her 
overwhelming personality and her conscious 
decision to challenge social rules. Such a 
defiant attitude is constantly upbraided by her 
boyfriend who criticizes her behavior and asks 
her to change her habits. Regarding gendered 
performativity in public spaces, Layla has 
to deal with sexual looks and comments by 
male acquaintances and strangers. As for her 
identity as a Palestinian, using Arabic in public 
spaces results in open expressions of disre-
gard by the Israeli majority towards Layla, as 
well as towards her flatmate Salma.

Salma comes from a Christian family 
in Nazareth and aspires to become a DJ while 
she makes a living by working long hours in 
restaurants. She is heavily punished by her 
family with physical and verbal violence when 
they find out about her relationship with an-
other woman. Salma’s parents had hoped for 
her to find a male partner to marry, expressed 
10 Noortje Van Amsterdam, “Big Fat Inequalities, Thin Privilege: An 
intersectional perspective on ‘body size’,” The European Journal of Women's 
Studies 20: 2 (2013), 156.
11 Kimberle Crenshaw, “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity 
Politics, and Violence against Women of Color,” Stanford Law Review 43: 6 
(1991), 1243.
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through their numerous endeavors to arrange 
her dates and their insistence on Salma be-
having and dressing in a more conventionally 
feminine way. Salma faces offensive com-
ments from her supervisor about her shape 
because she does not have a thin body. Last, 
the fact that she tries to earn her living from 
music pushes her to take precarious jobs 
alongside her artistic career.

Nour is the last woman joining the 
apartment and is characterized by her shy and 
calm nature. Originally from Umm al-Fahm, 
she is a hijab-wearing Muslim who works hard 
to get her bachelor’s degree. Until the end, her 
experience is highly conditioned by her close 
male entourage, particularly her fiancé Wis-
sam and her father Abu Mahmud. Nour faces 
the psychological and sexual aggressions of 
Wissam, and is also subjected to her father’s 
interference in her relationship. Besides, her 
flatmates criticize her at times, finding her 
excessively dutiful and godly. 

The experiences of Layla, Salma, and 
Nour are somewhat similar since they are 
three young Palestinian women living in the 
same social setting. Yet, their lives are tra-
versed by different social forces of discrimina-
tion and oppression attached to their distinct 
social identities, which creates particular 
circumstances for each of them. If Salma’s 
social experience is defined by being an Ara-
bic speaker, a lesbian, an artist, and a curvy 
woman, Layla’s engagement with the social is 
subjected to heterosexual gendered norms of 
desire and behavior as well as to her Palestin-
ian identity. Last, Nour’s lived social experi-

ence is largely shaped by her identity as a 
young female, a student, and Muslim believer.

Although identity categories (e.g. 
woman, or believer) help identify the social 
worlds of Salma, Layla, and Nour, it should be 
clarified that these identities are not natural 
constructions. They do not exist independently 
nor superpose one another, but conjointly 
come into being upon performance.12 In other 
words, it is through the everyday production 
that these social constructions exist and in-
tertwine. Identity markers conjointly converge 
to shape each character’s experience. These 
axes of signification do not emerge separately. 
For example, Salma does not face the world 
only as a lesbian, as a woman, or as a Pales-
tinian according to the situation; rather, they all 
come together in the character’s social perfor-
mance. Through the character’s embodiment 
of these social axes of differentiation, they 
concurrently become alive, produced, repro-
duced, and challenged.

In sum, while the lived experiences of 
the three women are molded by gender social 
norms, they also intimately engage in other 
social categorizations that conjointly affect and 
shape their everyday lives. It is only through 
an intersectional lens that we can approach 
the convergence of these embodied oppres-
sions and forms of domination, whether they 
are due to race, sexual orientation, or body 
shape, or other factors.

Re-assembling
Building on how subjects simultane-

12 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity  (New 
York: Routledge, 1990), 222.
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ously embody and produce different forms of 
oppression, I will now explore how these are 
contingently and conjointly shaped, adapted, 
adopted, and challenged. This section draws 
on the analytical category of the ‘patriarchal 
bargain’ by feminist scholar Deniz Kandiyoti.13 
This helps us re-assemble identity affiliations, 
allowing us to understand not only how they 
are inextricably linked but also how they are 
negotiated in the everyday. Applying it to the 
film provides further insight into the strate-
gies that Layla, Nour, and Salma unfold within 
their concrete patriarchal setting. Yet before 
discussing the film, I want to briefly look at 
the term ‘patriarchies’, introduced by Kumkum 
Sangari and Sudesh Vaid to disrupt the notion 
of a uniform and monolithic patriarchal institu-
tion, supposedly transnational and transhis-
torical, and draw attention to the vast array 
of assemblages between gender and other 
social orderings.14 Patriarchies mutate, adapt, 
and shape, yet they are not systems that 
predate or superpose to social identities, “but 
intrinsic to the very formation of, and changes 
within, these categories”.15 Although Kandiyoti 
never referred to the systems of male domi-
nance as patriarchies, this term expands her 
contentions by providing a more nuanced view 
of patriarchal systems. 

Kandiyoti argued that patriarchy —pa-
triarchies from now on following Sangari and 
Vaid— is contingently shaped, and there-
fore contingently apprehended, reproduced, 
13 Deniz Kandiyoti, "Bargaining with Patriarchy," Gender & Society 2: 3 (1993), 
274-290.
14 Kumkum Sangari and Sudesh Vaid, eds, Recasting Women: Essays in Colonial 
History (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 1990). 
15 Ibid, 1. 

and contested. She describes the different 
strategies through which people navigate 
these patriarchies as ‘patriarchal bargains’, 
which fluctuate according to cultural settings 
and social identities such as race, class, or 
sexual orientation. This approach reveals the 
fact that different systems of dominance set 
different grounds from where women resist, 
conform, adapt, produce, and reproduce the 
system. Yet, it is crucial to remember that, 
like patriarchy, these forms of bargaining are 
not timeless or immutable, but rather develop 
in a dialectic relationship with the patriarchal 
forms. Whilst bargaining lies in people’s every-
dayness, it should be noted for Palestinians in 
Israel, that also means the possibility of organ-
ically interweaving with the city’s social fabric. 
By appropriating and merging within Tel Aviv, 
Palestinians open up variegated pathways to 
cope with the city’s dynamics of expulsion and 
exclusion.

Keeping in mind the historical and cul-
tural contingencies of the Palestinian setting 
discussed above, we now look at Layla, Nour, 
and Salma’s life stories to understand the 
specific ways in which patriarchy is bargained 
in their particular socio-historical milieu. The 
patriarchal bargains of these women occur 
under the rubric of what Kandiyoti would have 
termed an eroded form of classic patriarchy.16 
The characters’ bargains are evident in how 
they navigate the porous borders of dominant 
identities, seizing —and pushing for— their 
opening, enmeshment, and disruptions. 
16 Kandiyoti, "Bargaining with Patriarchy ''. Classic patriarchy is defined as a 
patrilocal and patrilineal system characterized by the patriarch’s rule over the 
household, the patrilinear heritage, the systemic dispossession of women, and 
the cyclic power of women.
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Still, their decisions complicitly rely on socio-
patriarchal institutions at many times, which 
entrenches the dominant status quo and to a 
certain extent helps reproduce it. I will analyze 
one scene with each of the characters to dem-
onstrate how their navigating of the everyday 
works simultaneously to reproduce certain 
aspects of the patriarchal system as well as to 
enfeeble and surpass other aspects of it.

A clear example of this is Layla’s 
conversation with Jonathan, an Israeli lawyer 
colleague, out of the workplace. Throughout 
the conversation she performs a strong lead-
ing role, choosing when to articulate sexual, 
professional, religious, and identity-based 
remarks. This strategy unfolds not only as a 
mean for achieving her professional goals 
but also defying social norms and feeling 
powerful, in this case, over Jonathan, a male 
Israeli Jewish lawyer with sexual intentions 
towards her. Yet, her embeddedness within 
social norms also shows when Layla strate-
gically takes advantage of some privileges 
derived from normative prescriptions. On the 
one hand, she interacts within the framework 
of heterosexual binary gender norms, patient 
with being insistently asked out by him and 
reinstating her womanhood through feminine 
heterosexual flirting. On the other hand, she 
refuses to go on a date with her male col-
league, appealing to their distinct ethnic and 
religious origins. 

Salma strongly challenges social rules 
when she decides to speak Arabic in her work-
place despite being forbidden. This leads to 
an argument with her male supervisor in which 

he insults Salma for her body size. Showing 
zero tolerance for the aggressions she is fac-
ing in her workplace, she takes off her apron 
and quits the job. Even if as an Arabic-speak-
ing fat woman she is presupposed to have 
less social power than her male Israeli boss, 
she overturns this situation by claiming her 
personal needs (by notifying the supervisor 
that his comments and attitudes towards her 
are offensive) and putting her needs first (by 
leaving a place in where she is looked down 
upon). However, in her quest for a new job, 
Salma decides to use Hebrew, and she exhib-
its a strong awareness of which language to 
rely on to get accepted as an employee in Tel 
Aviv.

As for Nour, she is physically and 
psychologically abused by Wissam, becoming 
weakened and more dependent on him as the 
film progresses. The rape by her fiancé works 
as a trigger for Nour, who decides to put an 
end to the relationship. She prepares, along 
with her housemates, a trap for Wissam aimed 
at blackmailing him. After falling into their 
trap, he is asked to go talk with Nour’s father 
and inform him that the engagement between 
them is over. On the one hand, by relying on 
her female friends Nour is able to topple the 
situation, thereby stepping into a power posi-
tion in regard to her male counterpart. Support 
and care among women emerge here as fun-
damental in helping Nour find the strength to 
leave such a damaging relationship and start 
living independently from him. On the other, 
by demanding that Wissam informs her father, 
Nour reinserts the patrilineal system in which 
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male heads of households —in this case, 
Wissam and Abu Mahmoud— are expected 
to rule over the family members and use their 
hierarchical status to decide the future of the 
household.

Women’s strategies of resistance 
within this particular patriarchal setting fall into 
different grounds, as their bargains enmesh 
between maximizing their benefits by activat-
ing normative prescriptions and challeng-
ing social norms. In addition to gender, their 
bargains exhibit how social subjectiveness 
is pervaded by numerous other cultural and 
historical categories, such as sexuality, Israeli 
colonialism, or religion.

An assembled continuum

If I have initially introduced the ex-
pression “inhabiting within the betweenness” 
to refer to how the characters navigated the 
everydayness, my ultimate aim was to note 
subjectivity shaping as part of an assembled 
continuum. This projection draws on a monis-
tic ontology, that is, “any philosophical system 
that considers the set of things as reducible 
to unity”.17 This principle of univocity explains 
that binaries are fundamentally related given 
that “one pole of a dichotomy or binary op-
position is always already implied in the other 
as its negation, which makes dichotomies 
unreal”.18 An assembled subjectivity would be 
an essential subjectivity according to monist 

17 André Lalande, Vocabulaire technique et critique de la philosophie. (Paris: 
PUF, 2002), 648.
18 Rick Dolphijn, and Iris Van Der Tuin, New Materialism: Interviews and 
Cartographies (Ann Arhbor: University of Michigan/Open Humanities Press, 
2012), 97.

philosophers Rick Dolphijn and Iris van der 
Tuin. Following their approach, I propose 
reading subjectivity as “the site of multiple, 
complex, and potentially contradictory sets of 
experiences, defined by overlapping variables, 
such as class, race, age, life-style, sexual 
preference, and others”; and essence, as a 
concept to express “how our nature is taking 
up a form that necessarily re-creates itself in 
its relations to others, ad infinitum”.19

The argument I want to push forward is 
the political possibility of this interrelated sub-
jectiveness. Gil Hochberg explores the analo-
gous development of Jew and Arab identities 
within the Palestinian territory. The physical 
and historical proximity between them, lay-
ing at the core of its very rationale, points to 
the impossibility of understanding ‘Arab’ and 
‘Jew’ as markers of opposed identities.20 Thus, 
admitting these are not independent identities 
but configured through and in relation to the 
other opens up alternative courses for these 
assembled lives to envision. It is this intimate 
intertwinement that may enable the establish-
ment of new alliances that, acknowledging 
socio-political differences, define common 
goals of coexistence. My suggestion here 
draws on Hochberg’s, but extends its applica-
tion to all the aforementioned binaries, not 
only Arab and Jew, which are all ultimately 
linked through hierarchical oppositions.

The constant becoming and perform-
ing opens up unexpected, dispersed, and 
conflicting ways of inhabiting for the subjects. 

19 Ibid, 34; 151.
20 Gil Z. Hochberg, In Spite of Partition: Jews, Arabs, and the Limits of 
Separatist Imagination   (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007), 16.
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It is thus that I propose “inhabiting within the 
betweenness”: as a refusal to dualistic claims 
to a subject position, as a narrative to the 
wholeness, and as a possibility of an other-
wise cohabitation that transcends the focus on 
the separation of polar identities. “Inhabiting 
within the betweenness” points towards see-
ing the subjectivity of the film characters as 
an essence relationally created through their 
intertwinement with a concrete social setting 
and its inhabitants. More ambitiously, this sug-
gestion jumps out from the screen aiming at 
seeing subjectiveness as an essence relation-
ally created through our social intertwinement, 
as a political possibility of redefining alliances.
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“Confessions of a Married 
Woman,” or, the emergence 
of neoliberal, ‘moderate’ 
feminism in the Egyptian 
public sphere after 2013
By: Stephanie Amin

On March 2nd 2019, my sister got married. 
As maid of honor, I was assigned  the task 
of looking for the best makeup artist and 
hairdresser. My sister gave me one tip: join 
the women-only Facebook group “The Bridal 
Club”. I joined this group, where brides and 
brides-to-be shared advice and evaluations 
of services provided in wedding celebrations, 
from the venue to the manicurist and pedicur-
ist. When I joined the group, Facebook recom-
mended other groups to me, including “Miss 
Basket”, “Her Diary”, “Surviving Hijab”, and 
finally, “Confessions of a Married Woman”. 
This last group exposed me to a world I never 
knew existed. It fascinated me that I decided 
to write my master’s dissertation on it. Con-
fessions of A Married Woman (COMW) is a 
women-only private Facebook group that was 
created on October 19th 2013 by Zeinab El 
Ashry. The founder has an MBA in Internation-
al Marketing and professional experience in 

many multinational corporations, and she was 
a co-founder of two start-ups.1 In the “About” 
section of the group, El Ashry explains why 
she established the group, namely to offer 
married women a space to “chit chat” about 
problems they encounter related to marriage. 
In January 2022, COMW counted a little more 
than 190,000 members, a testament to the 
success of this space created by El Ashry. 
Before delving into the specifics of COMW, 
it is worth highlighting the context in which it 
was born. COMW is mainly a space for Egyp-
tian women, and the Arabic used in the group 
is the Egyptian dialect; even if it also includes 
other Arab women, the overwhelming majority 
of its members are Egyptian women. COMW 
was created almost four months after the 
overthrow of the Muslim Brotherhood regime  
in July 2013 by now president Abdelfattah El 
Sisi. This was followed by a wave of crack-

1Zeinab El Ashry’s profile on International Women Summit website: https://
women-summit.org/first-women-summit/speaker/zeinab-el-ashry/ 

https://women-summit.org/first-women-summit/speaker/zeinab-el-ashry/
https://women-summit.org/first-women-summit/speaker/zeinab-el-ashry/
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downs on freedom of speech and assembly, 
alongside growing control and intimidation 
of civil society and opposition, which left the 
Egyptian public sphere almost completely 
closed.2

During 2011 and 2012, the increase in free-
dom of speech granted political parties and 
movements the possibility to organize and 
mobilize. This opening offered an opportunity 
for feminist organizations and initiatives to 
flourish, such as Tahrir Bodyguards or Ha-
rassmap. This was not without tensions: some 
women in socialist movements, for example, 
highlighted how feminist demands in these 
organizations were considered to be “second-
rank” demands, which cause division in the 
larger battle for “Bread, Freedom and Social 
Justice”.3 Meanwhile, the aforementioned 
crackdowns in 2013 succeeded in extinguish-
ing many of these initiatives, and many activ-
ists associated with the 25 January revolution 
were imprisoned. Feminist organizations and 
prominent figures were not spared: since 
2011, two prominent feminist figures faced trial 
for allegedly receiving illegal foreign funding: 
Azza Soliman, a feminist lawyer and co-found-
er of the Center for Egyptian Women’s Legal 
Assistance, and Mozn Hassan, founder of the 
Nazra Institute for Feminist Studies, have both 
seen their assets seized and were subjected 
to a travel ban. Charges against Soliman were 

2  Hend Kortam, “Egypt ranks 159th of 180 countries in the 2014 World Press 
Freedom Index,” Daily News Egypt,  13 February 2014, https://dailynewsegypt.
com/2014/02/13/egypt-ranks-159th-180-countries-2014-world-press-freedom-
index/. 

3 Dina Beblawi, “L’invisibilisation du féminisme dans la lutte révolutionnaire 
de la gauche radicale égyptienne”,  Nouvelles Questions Féministes, 35, 35-50, 
2016. https://doi.org/10.3917/nqf.352.0035

only dropped in August 20214 and Hassan’s 
in October 2021. These two examples and 
the continuous intimidation to any grassroots 
initiatives, regardless of political affiliations, 
translated into an effacement of feminist exis-
tence in the public sphere. The only exception 
is the National Council for Women, which is a 
government body.    

 It is in this context that COMW was 
born and proved to be one of the few spaces 
where freedom of speech could exist, since 
members were allowed to share their thoughts 
and emotions (in the framework of a set of 
rules, which we will examine later on), includ-
ing on topics considered taboo. The study of 
COMW as a space of “uncensored” expres-
sion allows us to see that no matter how 
bad an authoritarian situation gets, there are 
always initiatives and spaces that challenge 
the status quo. In this study, I analyze COMW 
within the context of the evolution and trans-
formations of the feminist movement in Egypt, 
especially in the wake of the 25 January revo-
lution, and I focus on COMW through the lens 
of socio-economic class to understand how it 
embodies a form of neoliberal feminism. The 
article suggests that COMW contributes to 
the emergence of neoliberal, and ‘moderate’, 
feminism in counterrevolutionary Egypt.

Egyptian feminism: historical develop-
ments  

4 “Egypt Drops Charges Against Human Rights Groups, Releases Activists 
and YouTube Star,” Egyptian Streets, 21 January 2021, https://egyptianstreets.
com/2021/08/31/egypt-drops-charges-against-human-rights-groups-releases-
activists-and-youtube-star/.  
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In order to understand the emergence of this 
“moderate feminism”, it is essential to briefly 
discuss the historical development of feminist 
movements in Egypt, and their relationship 
with the state. The precursors of the feminist 
movement in Egypt were “men belonging to 
the intellectual elite and the bourgeoisie”.5 
For example, writer and translator Rifa’a 
Al Tahtawi (1801 - 1973) called in his 1873 
book for the equal instruction of boys and 
girls.6 In the following year, the first all-girls’ 
school in Egypt, As-Suyufiyah, was inaugu-
rated by Khedive Ismail’s third wife.7 Another 
prominent thinker of the Renaissance who 
joined Tahtawi’s call for girls’ education was 
Muhammad Abdu (1849 - 1905), who also 
called for limiting polygamy.8 Finally, jurist and 
co-founder of Cairo University, Qasim Amin 
(1863 - 1908), publicly defended ideas of 
women’s emancipation in two books: Tahrir Al 
Mar’a (The Liberation of Women) published 
in 1899, and Al Mar’a al Jadida (The New 
Woman) published in 1900. Amin’s ideas 
concerning the change in women’s lives and 
status included reduction of the separation be-
tween the sexes in public space, limitations on 
polygamy, the arbitrage of divorce by a judge, 
and finally, education for girls.9 

However, the feminist movement 
in Egypt was truly born at the hands of 

5 Safaa Monqid, “Women’s and feminist movements in Egypt: retrospective and 
evolutionary history (end of the 19th century to the present day)”,  Insaniyat 
Revue algérienne d'anthropologie et de sciences sociales 74 | 2016 Femmes 
dans les pays arabes: changements sociaux et politiques, 2016, https://journals.
openedition.org/insaniyat/16591 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid.
8 Ibid.  
9 Ibid.  

prominent feminist thinker and activist, Huda 
Shaarawy (1879 - 1947) aided by Seza Na-
barawy (1897 - 1985) in the 1920s. Shaarawy 
and Nabarawy, like many women of their time, 
became political after the first mass protest 
of Egyptian women denouncing British oc-
cupation in 1919.10 Shaarawy is remembered 
for numerous activities: heading the women’s 
committee at the liberal anti-occupation party 
El Wafd; founding the Egyptian Feminist 
Union, which sought women’s suffrage, re-
forms to personal status laws, and increased 
educational opportunities for girls and women; 
launching a French, and later Arabic, ver-
sion of a feminist journal, L’Egyptienne in 
1925, and Al-Masriya in 1937.11 Shaarawy 
and Nabarawy’s feminist struggle is perfectly 
embodied in one act of defiance: in 1923, they 
represented the Egyptian women’s delegation 
at a conference of the International Woman 
Suffrage Alliance held in Rome, and upon 
their arrival at Cairo Station, Shaarawy and 
Nabarawy publicly removed their veil, resisting 
social traditions. 

Scholars working on feminism in 
Egypt tend to distinguish between secular and 
Islamic feminism. However, as Margot Badran 
argues, these labels are almost always pro-
jected on these women activists and rarely 
advocated by them. Instead of adhering to this 
binary, Badran suggests that it is more accu-
rate to see the movements as between these 
two poles, as they have more in common than 
commonly imagined, even if they are out-
10 Ibid.  
11 Ibid.  
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comes of different contexts. Secular feminism 
was deeply intertwined with the nationalist 
anti-colonial movement in the 19th century 
widely known as El Nahda (Renaissance), 
while Islamic feminism emerged in the 1970s, 
as a direct response to the rise of Islamist 
movements.12  Considering Egyptian feminism 
(and Arab feminism in general) only through 
the binary of secular and Islamic can overesti-
mate the role that religion plays in this region. 
Like in many other countries, there exists in 
Egypt different trends of feminism that surpass 
this binary, such as state feminism and neolib-
eral feminism. 

Since the establishment of Egypt as a 
republic in 1952, the state has sought to con-
trol of the feminist struggle, resulting in state 
feminism.13 Gamal Abd al-Nasser is remem-
bered for having granted Egyptian women 
the right to vote in 1956. This took place after 
feminist author Doria Shafik led a group of 
women into the halls of parliament on Febru-
ary 19 1951, interrupting the session for four 
hours and demanding that women are granted 
equal political rights.14 Despite Shafik’s histori-
cal role, Nasser placed her under house arrest 
in 1957 until her suicide in 1978. Nasser’s 
draconian control and his suppression of all 
civil society organizations constituted the cor-
nerstone of state feminism.  

Sadat’s rule in the 1970s was char-
12 Margot Badran, “Between Secular and Islamic feminism/s: Reflections on the 
Middle East and Beyond,” Journal of Middle East Women's Studies, 1: 1 (2005), 
6-28. 
13 Monqid, “Women’s and feminist movements in Egypt”. 
14 David D. Kirkpatrick, “Overlooked No More: Doria Shafik, Who Led Egypt’s 
Women’s Liberation Movement,” New York Times, 22 August, 2018,  https://
www.nytimes.com/2018/08/22/obituaries/doria-shafik-overlooked.html 

acterized by a shift towards neoliberalism. 
Although there were moments of relaxation 
regarding the activity of civil society under 
Sadat, there were also moments of increased 
control. For example, the world-acclaimed 
physician and author Nawal El Saadawi began 
her feminist struggle during that period, but 
was interrupted by several arrests. Neoliberal 
feminism emerged during the Sadat era, pro-
moted by the state and international financial 
organizations, which deemed “micro-enterpris-
es and individual income more efficient than 
working towards long term social justice”.15 
Nader Andrawos is critical of neoliberal mo-
dernity, because it depoliticizes the feminist 
struggle; marginalizes and sometimes crushes 
the radical feminist struggle, and finally, as is 
the case with neoliberalism more broadly, it 
personalizes women’s issues.16

COMW is anchored in international 
neoliberal feminism, which sought to “NGO-
ize” the feminist movement in Egypt, strip-
ping it of political meaning. NGOization is 
described as “the process by which radical 
and redistributive movements, including 
feminism, become contained and reframed so 
as to service rather than to resist neoliberal 
globalization”.17 Furthermore, “NGOization 
leads away from the generation of ideologi-
cal alternatives, toward ad hoc, project-based 

15 Nader Andrawos, “Modernity and gender in Egypt”, Ikhtyar, December 
2015, https://www.ikhtyar.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/%D8%A7%D9%
84%D8%AD%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%AB%D8%A9-%D9%88%D8%A7
%D9%84%D9%86%D9%88%D8%B9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%
AC%D8%AA%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%B9%D9%8A-%D9%81%D9%8A-
%D9%85%D8%B5%D8%B1.pdf 
16 Ibid.
17 Paul Amar, “Turning the Gendered Politics of the Security State Inside Out?” 
International Feminist Journal of Politics, 13:3 (2011), 299-328
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development.18

Public sphere: COMW as an online coun-
terpublic  

The concept of a public sphere was coined 
by Jürgen Habermas through observation of 
coffeeshops frequented by bourgeois men. 
He demonstrated that the success of a public 
sphere depends on “the extent of access (as 
close to universal as possible), the degree of 
autonomy (the citizens must be free of coer-
cion), the rejection of hierarchy (so that each 
might participate on an equal footing), the 
rule of law (particularly the subordination of 
the state), and the quality of participation (the 
common commitment to the ways of logic)”.19 
However, many feminist scholars’ have criti-
cized Habermas’ conceptualization of the pub-
lic sphere for its exclusion of women. Nancy 
Fraser challenged four assumptions underly-
ing his conceptualization of the public sphere:

the assumption that it is possible for 
interlocutors in a public sphere to 
bracket status differentials and to de-
liberate ‘as if’ they were social equals; 
the assumption, therefore, that societal 
equality is not a necessary condition 
for political democracy; 2. the assump-
tion that the proliferation of a multiplic-
ity of competing publics is necessarily 
a step away from, rather than toward, 
greater democracy, and that a single, 
comprehensive public sphere is always 

18 Ibid.
19 Paul Rutherford, Endless Propaganda: The Advertising of Public Goods 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2000), 18-19.

preferable to a nexus of multiple pub-
lics; 3. the assumption that discourse 
in public spheres should be restricted 
to deliberation about the common 
good, and that the appearance of “pri-
vate interests” and “private issues” is 
always undesirable; 4. the assumption 
that a functioning democratic public 
sphere requires a sharp separation 
between civil society and the state.20  

Fraser thus coined the concept of “subaltern 
counterpublics” that she defines as “parallel 
discursive arenas where members of sub-
ordinated social groups invent and circulate 
counterdiscourses, which in turn permit them 
to formulate oppositional interpretations of 
their identities, interests, and needs”.21 

There is an ongoing debate on the 
possibility of transposing the public sphere 
from the material world to the digital one. 
Papacharissi laments the “fact that online 
technologies are only accessible to, and used 
by, a small fraction of the population [which] 
contributes to an electronic public sphere that 
is exclusive, elitist, and far from ideal – not ter-
ribly different from the bourgeois public sphere 
of the 17th and 18th centuries” which only 
reproduces inequalities of access to the public 
sphere.22  Dahlgren argues that an online pub-
lic sphere was possible if the following three 
criteria were satisfied; it has “1. a structural 
dimension 2. a representational dimension 
20 Nancy Fraser, “Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the Critique 
of Actually Existing Democracy,”  Social Text, 25/26 (1990), pp. 56-80.
21 Ibid.
22 Zizi Papacharissi, “The Virtual Sphere: The Internet as a Public Sphere,” New 
Media & Society 4: 1 (2002): 9–27. 

Amin



72Spring 2022

Journal of the Department of Political Science
The American University in Cairo

which permits ‘pluralism of views, accuracy 
of coverage’ supported by 3. the interactional 
dimension: the ‘exchange of views and opin-
ions among citizens’.”23 Speaking of an online 
public sphere for women, Radsch and Khamis 
(2013) argue that social media provides Arab 
women with “new tools to articulate their iden-
tities and participate in the public sphere”.24  

Methodology 

This study is based on thematic analysis of 
posts on the feed of the group. I decided to 
take a sample of a random week from COMW. 
In total, 157 posts are included, which were 
collected randomly for the duration of one 
week from Friday, May 1st 2020 to Thursday  
May 7th 2020. Using MAXQDA, I created in-
ductive codes in order to identify the following 
factors: 1) the typology of posts; 2) the usage 
of language in the posts; and 3) the topics 
that retain the attention of COMW members. 
To respect the privacy of the women posting, 
I will not be sharing any screenshots from the 
group in the article. I opted for thematic analy-
sis using MAXQDA instead of interviews with 
members of the group as I wanted to discern 
their views regarding feminism from their “own 
words”. Furthermore, in the actual context of 
increased control and sometimes attacks on 
researchers, I wanted to avoid reticence by 
my interlocutors regarding an interview, not 
least since the topics involved are consid-
ered to be taboo. In the tables provided in the 
23 Peter Dahlgren, “The Internet, public spheres, and political communication: 
dispersion and deliberation,” Political Communication 22:2 (2005): 147–162
24 Courtney C. Radsch and Sahar Khamis, “In their own voice: Technologically 
mediated empowerment and transformation among young Arab women,” 
Feminist Media Studies 13: 5 (2013), 884. 

article, I show the count of the different types 
of posts, the language used, and most impor-
tantly, the topics discussed. Then, I move on 
and dissect more profoundly one of these top-
ics which is bodily autonomy, illustrating how 
COMW’s stances on the subject constitute a 
form of neoliberal feminism.25 

I. COMW: genesis and mode of operation 
a) Genesis of COMW 

In her description of the group, its founder El 
Ashry argues that after getting married, she 
felt completely unprepared and that marriage 
didn’t correspond to her expectations. After a 
chat over coffee with work friends, she real-
ized that she’s not alone and that “it’s not 
[her], it’s marriage”. In an attempt to break this 
isolation of newlywed women, she decided 
to create the group as a space for married 
women to seek advice, or at the very least, to 
vent. The group started with El Ashry’s work 
friends, eventually expanding to the 190,000 
members it has today. 

 It is also interesting to examine the 
process by which one becomes a member of 
COMW. To join a group on Facebook, some 
administrators condition the joining by answer-
ing a set of questions. For COMW, there are 
only two questions: “How old are you?” and 
“What is your relationship status?”. There 
is also a space for prospective members to 
share their emails if they want to join COMW’s 
newsletter. While the questions seem trivial, El 
Ashry and Lubna Adel (a moderator) conduct 
25 Joseph A Maxwell and Margaret Chmiel, “Notes Toward a Theory of 
Qualitative Data Analysis,” in The Sage Handbook for Qualitative Data 
Analysis, ed. Uwe Flick (Los Angeles: Sage Publications, 2013), 23-27. 
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an investigation to verify that the Facebook 
profile of an interested member is real. There 
have been cases in other loosely-monitored 
groups where men would create fake profiles 
pretending to be women and obtain access to 
private details about women’s lives, a risk that 
El Ashry is certainly not going to take. 

b) Mode of operation: Typology of posts

Using MAXQDA, I was able to create an 
exhaustive list of all types of posts that appear 
on the daily feed of COMW.

Figure 1: Screenshot of the code of typology 
of posts from MAXQDA 

 

Figure 2: Table with type of posts

The most frequent type of post, which is also 
central to the concept of COMW and its suc-
cess, is the confessions. Confessions are 
published anonymously through a secured 
channel. Through a link pinned at the top of 
COMW’s feed, members can confess desires 
or problems they are facing. The anonymity 
ensures women are able to express them-
selves honestly without suffering the social 
repercussions of judgment, especially when 
it concerns sensitive topics such as divorce, 
sexual inquiries and problems, and so on. By 
removing the burden of exposure, El Ashry 
paved the way for these women to get out 
of their isolation and seek “support” – as she 
explained in the “About” section.

Each confession is preceded by 3 
questions: “How old are you?”, “What is your 
relationship status?” and finally “How long 
have you been married/engaged/divorced/in 
a relationship?” COMW is open to all women 
from the age of 21, no matter the relationship 
status: it is a space mainly for women to ask 
relationship-related questions, be it a divor-
cee or a university student who has problems 
with her boyfriend. For example, on May 3rd, 
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COMW posts from May 1st to May 7th 
2020

Post type Number Percent-
age of 
total in %

Confessions 
and Updates

63 40

Original posts 45 29

Shared posts 25 16

Posts by the 
page adminis-
trators

24 15

Total 157 100
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a woman between 31 and 36 years old who 
has been married for seven years confessed 
that despite these years of marriage and three 
children, she has never ever experienced an 
orgasm. The post received almost 20 com-
ments offering help and support.

The anonymity of the members is com-
pensated by the fact that El Ashry’s identity is 
revealed. This brings us to the least frequent 
type of posts, those by the page’s administra-
tors: El Ashry herself, a moderator, and posts 
by a page affiliated to the group that holds the 
same name. These posts remain relatively 
important, even if they represent only 15% of 
the total of the posts. El Ashry sacrifices her 
privacy, which guarantees members a sense 
of security since a regulator is present, even 
omnipresent. On May 5th, she made a post 
warning  COMW members and their friends 
– prospective members – that there are fake 
groups with the same name created by men 
that ask for their phone numbers and try to get 
sensitive information about them. This rule of 
an omnipresent regulator and protector is vital 
for the trust and confidence of thousands of 
members.

Original posts, meanwhile, are written 
by the members directly and hence lack ano-
nymity. They are mainly used to write jokes 
or to start a conversation, sensitive as it is, 
but that isn’t necessarily related to the poster. 
For example, the first post in our sample was 
an original post in which a member, through 

the analysis of the film “All Good Things” by 
Andrew Jarecki, draws a portrait of a narcis-
sistic man in order to warn fellow members. 
In this case, this member distanced herself 
completely and shared what she felt could 
be useful tips for other women. Shared posts 
serve the same aim but are simply shared 
from another page or account and not written 
personally by the member. 

c) Mode of operation: language as a mark-
er of social status.  

The study of language use in COMW is par-
ticularly interesting. The group’s name is in 
English, and there is no parallel Arabic transla-
tion offered. The “About” section of the group 
as well as the rules that we will discuss below 
are also written in English. This choice by El 
Ashry isn’t random. The fact that the group 
administrator posts in English serves as a 
“natural” obstacle to women from lower social 
classes to join the group, and it maintains a 
certain profile of women. In fact, on the pinned 

Amin

Language used Total Percentage in %

Arabic 107 68

English 27 17

Arabic and Eng-
lish

15 10

Arabic and use 
of English only 
for sexual terms

4 2



75Spring 2022

Journal of the Department of Political Science
The American University in Cairo

post stating the rules, one woman protested: 
“Why can’t you write it in Arabic?” Even the 
cover photo used in the group depicts a white 
woman. 

Figure 3: Categorization of language use of 
post

The table above presents the 157 posts but 
this time according to the language used. 
While the majority of posts are written in 
Arabic, there are still almost 34% of posts 
that use at least one word in English. The last 
subcategory is the most interesting one and it 
became evident only through inductive cod-
ing and general observation of the group over 
a long period of time. When I examined the 
posts written in Arabic and English, I found 
that in a lot of them, English is only used 
for sexual terms. As an anonymous author 
explains in the socialist webzine Bel Ahmar, 
Egyptians, and Arabs in general, have re-
stricted the use of sex-related terms to curse 
words and not for referring to the sexual act or 
sexual organs.26 Sadly, content aimed at sex 
education in Arabic is almost nonexistent, ex-
cept for some recent initiatives.27 This means 
26 “From the vocabulary of insults to the vocabulary of life”, Bel 
Ahmar, 28 March 2019, https://bel-ahmar.org/archives/31?bs-comment-
added=1#comment-2. 
27 For example, see “Love Matters,” https://lmarabic.com/

that most of the sex-positive content is in 
English, and it feels more obscene to use the 
Arabic language when talking about sex. The 
anonymous author here calls for the appropri-
ation of their mother tongue and normalizing 
the use of Arabic in a sex-positive context.  

II. Themes discussed in COMW 

a) Feminine Ahwa 

Finally, this part gets to the core of the in-
ductive thematic analysis that I carried on 
my sample of COMW. I managed to identify 
almost 20 themes that COMW members 
discussed over the course of one week. The 
screenshot below shows the result:

 

Figure 4: Screenshot from MAXQDA of all 
identified themes

The 10 most frequent themes in descending 
order are: Jokes (34), Marriage (23), Health 
(19), Solitude and low self-esteem (17), 
Cheating (15), Body (14), Sex (13), Violence 
(12), Children (10), Promotion and advertising 
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Franco-arabic 2 1

English and 
Franco-arabic

4 2

Total 157 100
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(10) and finally, Other, which includes various 
different topics.

At first glance, COMW seems to be 
filled with sad and depressing stories about 
divorce and abuse; however, the result of my 
inductive thematic analysis shows that there 
is a prevalence of humorous content. The pri-
vacy granted by the group allows for women 
to “blow off some steam” by making jokes, 
especially sexually-explicit jokes, without fear-
ing the repercussions of being seen as bad 
women. In this sense, COMW becomes an 
“online ahwa” for women. Ahwas (cafés) are 
local coffee shops, which remain dominated 
by men who go there after work hours to drink 
tea, smoke shisha, and have fun. Women are 
generally unwelcome, even if in some neigh-
borhoods ahwas have become more women-
friendly.  In COMW, this ahwa is paralleled in 
an online secluded space. Once a week, the 
group’s moderator posts the “Fun post” which 
calls members to comment with jokes. The 
“jokes call” is accompanied by a disclaimer: 
“no religious or political jokes”. The majority of 
the jokes are sex-related or marriage-related. 

During the first week of May, there 
was a story that went viral on Egyptian social 
media in general, and also on COMW, about 
an engagement of a couple who broke up. 
In screenshots, we see that the reason the 
fiancé decided to break off the engagement 
is because he discovered that his fiancée 
has stretch marks on her legs. The post was 

shared at least twice in the group, as COMW 
members were furious at men’s superficial-
ity. One original post on May 1st was an 
animated picture of an ugly picture of a frog 
accompanied by the caption “Oh my God, 
you have stretch marks?” The response to 
this story was mainly jokes pointing out that 
Egyptian men especially are not handsome 
and hence they don’t get to judge Egyptian 
women’s bodies. By sharing these memes, 
COMW sought some sort of revenge. COMW 
is a light-hearted space where members of the 
group engage together in a fun atmosphere, 
denoting a certain free interaction between 
equal members. However, as I will show in my 
study of  the theme of “bodily autonomy”, the 
group administrator plays a big role in forging 
strict rules about acceptable and unacceptable 
narratives concerning this theme. 

b) COMW and bodily autonomy 

On May 5th, El Ashry created a poll on 
COMW, asking: “This topic is frequent and 
there are always fights because of it. We don’t 
like to leave comments that condone domes-
tic violence but then some members say that 
we are censoring them, [sic] I would like to 
know, if a husband hits his wife, what do you 
think she should do?” In response, almost one 
thousand COMW members answered that 
she should leave him instantly. Around 300 
thought she should consult with an expert and 
to leave him if he hits her again. And finally, 
almost 200 thought that it would be best for 
her to hit him back first and then leave him. 
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The poll shows El Ashry is aware of 
the lack of consensus around domestic vio-
lence. She has always shown great leadership 
skills in her capacity to “govern” the group, 
but she is alarmed by the presence of mem-
bers who condone or at least justify domestic 
violence. Quickly, a new rule was added to 
the set of 20 rules pinned on the group’s feed. 
Rule number 15 states: “Any comment pro-
moting or encouraging domestic violence will 
be removed, [sic] we won’t be part of promot-
ing such activity, if you don’t agree we’re sorry 
but we are the only ones holding responsibility 
if anything happens here so it’s right to decide 
what we agree and don’t agree on”. So as far 
as it comes to bodily autonomy, COMW firmly 
condemns domestic violence, which can be 
seen as a form of feminist activism from the 
group administrator. 

There are also extensive discussions 
on body image: in one week of May, there 
were 13 posts of different types that tackled 
this issue. On May 5th, a member shared an 
anonymous confession asking for advice on 
how to get rid of cellulite since she’s been 
facing harsh comments from her friends 
which made her feel “insecure and helpless”. 
Members of the group commented with their 
advice ranging from workout and coffee scrub 
to surgery. This is despite the fact that rule 
number 6 prohibits “doctors and any other 
health professional to advertise their prac-
tice or to give any health advice or prescribe 
medications”.  The important aspect here is 
once again the assertion that women should 
have complete control over their own bod-

Amin

ies. In fact El Ashry created a website named 
Entaleqi, which resembles the group but under 
the form of a website with articles, workshops, 
and videos to help women navigate their “daily 
struggles”. One of the sources of the website 
is a directory with health professionals recom-
mended by El Ashry. On May 2nd, the official 
page of COMW which hosts the group posted 
a promotion for a particular life coach. Some-
times, these promotions are accompanied by 
discounts for group members. Thus, whilst 
members are not allowed to share medical ad-
vice or promote themselves (they sometimes 
do give medical advice and the comments 
are not deleted), El Ashry, given her position 
as administrator, promotes health profession-
als that she deems appropriate. It is unknown 
if these promotions are paid, but advertising 
service providers and products shows how 
COMW associates its feminine and feminist 
discourse with consumption, which anchors 
the group in neoliberal feminism. 

If COMW presents itself as not only 
feminine but also a feminist space where 
bodily autonomy of women is celebrated 
through the strict condemnation of domestic 
violence and the support for women to change 
and transform their bodies as they wish, there 
are other aspects of the group that tell a differ-
ent story. Rule number 16 best portrays that, 
stating: “Any confession asking about doc-
tors to do abortion or those surgeries to make 
you a virgin again will not be posted, again 
if you don’t agree we’re sorry but we are the 
only ones holding responsibility of anything 
happens here so it’s right to decide what we 
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agree and don’t agree on”. In this rule, pro-
hibiting abortion and hymenoplasty, El Ashry 
stays between the confines of the status quo 
of tradition and religion. In Egypt, abortion 
is criminalized by articles 260, 261, 262 and 
263 of the penal code.28 If a woman resorts 
to medically-unnecessary abortion, she could 
face six months to three years in prison and 
a healthcare professional who performs one  
could face three to 15 years in prison.29  In this 
context, Egyptian women lack the possibility of 
making decisions concerning their own bod-
ies. Abortion, a key issue concerning women’s 
bodily autonomy is prohibited in Egypt and it 
is not a battle COMW is ready-or willing- to 
tackle. 

COMW’s members illustrate Lisa 
Wynn’s idea of Egyptian women “navigating 
the margins of respectability”.30 It is first and 
foremost important for these women to remain 
“respectable”, a label that functions as a simu-
lacra, indicating that a woman’s respectability 
is not necessarily tied to her actual actions. 
“An Egyptian woman has to worry all the time 
about her reputation. Even when she con-
forms perfectly to cultural ideals proscribing 
sexual expression outside heterosexual mar-
riage, she still has to worry about what others 
are saying about her,” says Wynn.31 

28 Nehal Samir, ”Advocacy organization illuminates Egypt’s legal framework 
for women’s protection against violence”, Daily News Egypt, 9 December 2020, 
https://dailynewsegypt.com/2020/12/09/advocacy-organisation-illuminates-
egypts-legal-framework-for-womens-protection-against-violence/.
29 Gehad Abada, ”The reality of getting an abortion in Egypt”, Aswat Masriya, 1 
June 2014, http://en.aswatmasriya.com/news/details/15664.  
30 Lisa L, Wynn,  Love, Sex and Desire in Modern Egypt. Navigating the 
Margins of Respectability  (University of Texas Press, 2018).  
31 Ibid, 36.

Conclusion 

This article examines the group COMW as a 
counterpublic in the Egyptian public sphere 
where freedom of speech has been reduced. 
By offering women the chance to express 
themselves anonymously, El Ashry saw her 
platform grow. This prompted her to develop 
various strategies in order to “govern” her 
kingdom. COMW, a feminine group, holds 
some feminist positions, incarnated by El 
Ashry through the guidelines. However, this 
feminism is anchored in neoliberal feminism 
which isolates certain feminist demands (con-
demnation of domestic violence for instance) 
whilst associating it with a systematic mode of 
consumption as well as a reticence to chal-
lenge the status quo when it comes to tradition 
and religion. I call this new variant of Egyptian 
neoliberal feminism, “moderate” feminism 
paralleled in Sisi’s call for a “moderate Egyp-
tian Islam”. The moderate Islam that Sisi calls 
for is a modern, reformed Islam–but “not too 
much”. The same can be said regarding the 
feminism promoted by COMW (in the image 
of El Ashry) who supports women’s bodily 
autonomy as far as domestic violence is con-
cerned but not when it comes to abortion and 
hymenoplasty, which are practices that “non-
respectable” women would resort to. 
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Introduction 

Over the past forty years, Iranian women’s ac-
tive public presence has shattered the concept 
of homosocial public spaces in Iran. Women’s 
participation in higher education and in the 
workforce has been seen as an indicator of 
the emancipation of Iranian women.1 More re-
cently, the internet has created an alternative 
space for participation where many women 
could claim further agency.2 The internet and 
social media, as participatory communication 
spaces, brought previously unheard voices 
to the forefront and created communities of 
resistance, interacting domestically and trans-
nationally.3 Information-sharing online and 
social media have led to a rise in awareness 
and consciousness around women’s rights, 
including a focus on autonomy, sexuality, and 
public participation.4A form of collective action, 
1 Janet Afary, Sexual Politics in Modern Iran (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2009); Homa Hoodfar and Ana Ghoreishian, “Morality Policing and 
the Public Sphere: Women Reclaiming Their Bodies and Their Rights,” In 
Sexuality in Muslim Contexts, edited by Homa Hoodfar and Ana Helie, 234-268 
(London: Zed Books 2012); Fatemeh Sadeghi, “Fundamentalism, Gender, and 
the Discourses of Veiling (Hijab) in Contemporary Iran,” In Media, Culture 
and Society in Iran; Living with Globalization and the Islamic State, edited by 
Mehdi Semati (New York: Routledge, 2008).
2 Nastaran Khoshsabk and Jane Southcott, “Gender Identity and Facebook: 
Social Conservatism and Saving Face,” The Qualitative Report 24: (2019): 
632-647; Martin Nekola, “Political Participation and Governance Effectiveness: 
Does Participation Matter?”, In Democratic Governance in the Central and 
Eastern European Countries., edited by Allan Rosenbaum and Juraj Nemec, 
393–406 (Bratislava: NISPAcee, 2006).
3 Helia Asgari and Katharine Sarikakis, “Beyond the Online: Iranian Women's 
Nonmovement of Resistance,” Journal of Arab and Muslim Media Research 12: 
(2019): 235-252.
4 Soraya Batmanghelichi and Leila Mouri, “Cyberfeminism, Iranian Style: 

Silence as a Discourse: 
Iranian Women on Social Media
By: Tannaz Zargarian

online interactions have boosted feminist con-
sciousness and constructed global solidarity, 
leading to women’s rights movements such as 
the one million signature campaigns and My 
Stealthy Freedom, both online campaigns by 
Iranian women against discriminatory gen-
der laws. Online space, as open political and 
social forums, have enabled women to cross 
the lines of urf (tradition) and break legal and 
social restrictions by sharing textual and visual 
information.5     

Scholars such as Batmanghelichi and 
Mouri perceive the internet and social media 
as democratic spaces that enable the emer-
gence of new voices and create a visibility 
that promotes awareness of gender in public.6 
However, the role of the internet, especially 
its social media components, as a series of 
overlapping and participatory networks that 
reshape discursive power, remains under-
explored. Departing from romantic ideas of 
social media as indisputably emancipatory for 
women, this paper explores the role of socio-
cultural mores on the journeys towards eman-

Online Feminism in Post-2009 Iran. Feminist Media Histories 3: 1 (2017): 
50-80; Tannaz Zargarian, Iranian Women's Quest for Self-Liberation Through 
the Internet and Social Media: An Emancipatory Pedagogy. PhD diss. York 
University, 2020. 
5 Marziyeh Ebrahimi, and Ramon Salaverria, “Virtual Identities of Muslim 
Women: A Case Study of Iranian Facebook Users. Observatorio (OBS*) Journal 
9: 1 (2015): 159-170.
6 Batmanghelichi and Mouri, “Cyberfeminism, Iranian Style”. 
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cipation of Iranian women on the internet and 
on social media.7 Challenging the binaries of 
oppression or liberation, through transnational 
critical feminism, the article investigates the 
discourse of silence as a patriarchal prac-
tice of subordination that can simultaneously 
induce submission and provoke resistance. 
Analyzing silence as a discourse, this paper 
indicates how subordination, reconstruction, 
and representation in online spaces intertwine 
with complicated dynamics of emancipation 
for Iranian women in the digital era. 

Background on the discourse of silence

Subordination is a state of “secondary, inferior, 
limited, unequal, partial, and complementary 
existence” in various sectors of society, from 
private to public.8 Subordination defines wom-
en as the second sex, affecting, restricting, 
or limiting their living experiences by impos-
ing passive social and cultural expectations 
on women.9 However, women globally began 
to disassociate themselves from accepting 
inferiority, choosing instead to reconstruct their 
identities and generate new meanings and 
representations.10 However, even these new 
representations are still under the influence of 
a system of subordination that heavily focuses 
on silence as a desirable trait in women.

Silence is a socially constructed dis-
7 Aristea Fotopoulo, “Digital and Networked by Default? Women’s 
Organisations and the Social Imaginary of Networked Feminism.,” New Media 
& Society 18:6 (2014): 989–1005. 
8 Minoo Derayeh, Gender Equality in Iranian History: From Pre-Islamic Times 
to the Present (Queenston: The Edwin Mellon Press, 2006).
9 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex (Hillingdon: Harmondsworth, 1972); 
Susan Bordo, “Beauty Matters,” In Beauty Rediscovers the Male Body, edited 
by Peggy Zeglin Brand, 112-144 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2000).
10 Suzanne Brenner, “Reconstructing the Self and Society: Javanese Muslim 
Women and the Veil,” American Ethnologist 23: 4 (1996): 673-697

course whose comprehension, meaning, and 
practice are influenced by social interaction, 
power and patriarchal ideology. Iranian wom-
en’s long battle against subordination began 
by breaking their silence by finding their voice 
through their writings of the 1900s.11 Since 
then, in the constant struggle between sub-
ordination and emancipation, Iranian women 
have been continuously engaged in social and 
cultural resistance, whether by adopting the 
culturally-imposed silence or by breaking that 
silence. The discourse of silence simultane-
ously legitimizes and delegitimizes women’s 
emancipation.12 Silence is ambivalent: as a 
tool of oppression imposed by subordination 
causes interruption, otherness, powerless-
ness, and conformity amongst women, while 
as a tool of resistance, it leads to choice, defi-
ance, and eventual empowerment.13 

Patriarchal ideology constructed si-
lence as a binary gendered practice that sanc-
tioned silence as a mark of domination and 
power when it is imposed by men, and a mark 
of subordination and conformity when adopted 
by women.14 Rooted in a history of gender 
disparity, patriarchal societies use silence for 
social control over everyday experiences.15 
11 For example, Zandokht Shirazi, a poet and writer in the 1930s actively 
published articles about education for girls in order to persuade families and 
society about its necessity (Derayeh, 2011).
12 Asgari and Sarikakis, “Beyond the Online”; Saeedeh Shafiee Nahrkhalaj, 
Mahbouheh Khorasani, and Moretza Rashidi Ashjerdi, “Gendered 
Communication in Iranian University Classrooms: The Relationship Between 
Politeness and Silence in Persian Culture," Iranian Journal of Society, Culture & 
Language 1: 1 (2013): 118-130.
13 Ikuko Nakane, “Silence and Politeness in Intercultural Communication in 
University Seminar,” Journal of Pragmatics 38: (2006): 1811-1835; Vahid 
Parvaresh and Abbas Eslami Rasekh, “Speech Act Disagreement Among Young 
Women in Iran,” Comparative Literature and Culture 11: 4 (2009): 2-8.
14 Nahrkhalaj, Khorasani, and Ashjerdi, “Gendered Communication in 
Iranian University Classrooms”; Maryam Paknahad Jabarooti and Paul 
Baker, “Resisting Silence: Moments of Empowerment in Iranian Women's 
Blogs,” Gender and Language 11: 1 (2017): 77-99; Jack W. Sattle, “Men, 
Inexpressiveness and Power,” In Language, Gender and Society, edited by 
Cheris Kramara, Nancy Henley, and Barry Thorne, 119-124 (Rowley, MA: 
Newbury House, 1979).
15 Dorothy Smith, Writing the Social: Critique, Theory, and Investigations 
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The relational inferiority of women in subordi-
nation roles imposes silencing, as a verb, on 
women as an act of coercion through direct 
and indirect words and actions, and through 
ignoring the contribution of individuals world-
wide.16 The systematic exclusion of women’s 
contributions and voices is apparent in social 
interaction in various societies.17 For instance, 
even though women have been an active part 
of society, public speeches and negotiations 
remain under the control of men, as a function 
of their accepted social roles.18 Thus, silence 
in this context is performed as a reaction to 
subordination, with no association towards 
emancipation or resistance.19 

The discourse of silence as a cultural 
practice is embedded in the patriarchal ideol-
ogy of subordination, which is closely tied to 
women’s reputations and piety through the 
concepts of asexuality, modesty, and chas-
tity.20 Silence as a culture carries values, 
morality, and mores which internalize respon-
sibility and obligation within the society. As an 
extension of the cultural practice of silence 
into private realms, some family members, 
(Toronto, Ontario: University of Toronto Press, 2004).
16 Cynthia Enloe, Bananas, Beaches and Bases: Making Feminist Sense 
of International Politics (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2014); 
Melani Schröter, Silence and Concealment in Political Discourse: Discourse 
Approaches to Politics Society and Culture (Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 
2013).
17 Juliet Perumal, Identity, Diversity and Teaching for Social Justice (Bern: Peter 
Lang, 2007).
18 Judith Baxter, Speaking Out: The Female Voice in Public Contexts 
(Basingstoke: Palgrave MacMillan, 2006); Michelle Lazar, “Language and 
Communication in Public Sphere: A Perspective from Feminist Critical 
Discourse Analysis,” In Communication in the Public Sphere: Handbook of 
Applied Linguistic, edited by Ruth Wodak and Veronika Koller, 89-112 (Berlin: 
Mouton de Gruyter, 2008).
19 Sophia Dingli and Sameera Khalfey, “Silence, Exit and the Politics of Piety: 
Challenging Logocentrism in Political Theory,” In Political Silence, edited by 
Sophia Dingli and Thomas N. Cooke, 62-77 (London: Routledge, Routledge).
20 Roksana Janghorban et al., “The Shadow of Silence on the Sexual Rights 
of Married Iranian Women,” BioMed Research International (2015); Jennet 
Kirkpatrick, The Virtues of Exit: On Resistance and Quitting Politics (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina, 2017); Shireen Mahdavi, “Women, 
Shi'ism and Cuisine in Iran,” In Women, religion and culture in Iran, edited 
by Sarah Martin and Vanessa Ansari, 10- 26 (Surrey: Curzon Press, 2002); 
Sadeghi, “Fundamentalism, Gender, and the Discourses of Veiling (Hijab) in 
Contemporary Iran”.

specifically fathers and husbands, suppress 
women’s activities and voices in the name 
of honour and family reputation. Within the 
family performance silence intertwines with 
taarof, politeness, humility, shyness, respect 
and ceremoniousness to continue to normal-
ize itself as a necessary practice for “proper” 
women in society. Politeness as a moral 
obligation, along with the indirect language 
of refusal and apologetic communication, all 
enforce silencing.21 Aligned with Noelle-Neu-
mann’s spiral theory, the practice of shame 
and silence culture internalized a fear of 
isolation and rejection from society, and took 
away women’s voices. As such, women tend 
to avoid expressing their personal attitudes 
and opinions compared to men, out of concern 
over negative perception.22 Additionally, wom-
en’s past negative experiences when voicing 
themselves, along with the socio-cultural and 
political atmosphere, strengthen the anxiety 
over isolation and rejection.23 

As shown above, these interactions 
can also interrupt women’s emancipation.24 
While women’s quest for their voices requires 
a restructuring of every component of social 
interaction, Iranian women soon learned that 
their public quest for emancipation would be 
smothered or hijacked by patriarchal ideol-
ogy. In this regard women were often left 
with no tool of defiance except to use silence 

21 Mahmood Hashemian, “Cross-Cultural Differences and Pragmatic Transfer in 
English and Persian Refusal, Journal of Teaching Language Skills 31: 3 (2012): 
23-46.
22 Nahrkhalaj et al., “Gendered Communication in Iranian University 
Classrooms”. 
23 Ali Dashti Hamed H. Al-Abdullah, and Hassan A. Johar, “Social Media and 
the Spiral of Silence: The Case of Kuwaiti Female Students Political Discourse 
on Twitter,” Journal of International Women’s Studies 16: 3 (2015): 42-53
24 Janet Zollinger Giele, “Women and Men as Agents of Change in Their Own 
Lives,” Advances in Life Course Research 8: (2003): 299–317
Khoshsabk and Southcott, “Gender Identity and Facebook: Social Conservatism 
and Saving Face”.
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subversively to disrupt the social order.25 This 
provides them with the necessary space to 
reconstruct their identity and quietly chal-
lenge their subordination. Bayat calls such 
silent departure “social non-movement”.26 
Although silence is almost always perceived 
as a negative term in political theory as it is 
directly linked to the recognition of authority, 
through scattered daily activity women are 
silently involved in bending inequity in ways 
that can eventually trigger social changes.27 
Though such eclectic practices tend to be 
unguided and without leadership, silence as 
a tool of resistance, in the form of individual 
everyday resistance, loosens surveillance and 
control, eventually leading to an emergence of 
a social group dynamic with new capacities.28 
In western feminist approaches to resistance 
and transformation it is essential to bring forth 
women’s voices, which led to an overshadow-
ing of non-western women’s quests for libera-
tion by defining their silence as voicelessness. 
Islamic feminist scholar Fatima al-Mernissi 
challenged this perspective by emphasizing 
the practice of listening to silence as well as to 
voices.29 Silence can take the form of “I will not 
listen” or “I will not speak” and can imply an 
autonomous action. As such, the performance 
of silence can be the expression of agency or 
resistance.30 

The internet and social media are not 

25 Zargarian, Iranian Women's Quest for Self-Liberation.
26 Asef Bayat, “A Women’s Non-movement: What It Means to be a Woman 
Activist in an Islamic State,” Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the 
Middle East 27: 1 (2007): 160–72.
27 Dingli and Khalfey, “Silence, Exit and the Politics of Piety”.
28 Asgari and Sarikakis, “Beyond the Online”; Bayat, “Women’s Non-
movement”; Rhonda Griffiths et al. “Building Social Capital with Women in a 
Socially Disadvantaged Community,” International Journal of Nursing Practice 
15: 3 (2009): 172-184.
29 Fatima al-Mernissi, Dreams of Trespass: Tales of a Harem Girlhood (New 
York: Basic Books, 1994).
30 Kirkpatrick, The Virtues of Exit.

the first tools that women in the region adapt-
ed to un-silence and represent themselves.31 
However, this technology enabled access to 
new, uncensored, information in defiance of 
male-dominated public domains, and it ampli-
fied women’s voices without depending on 
traditional media and tools. The discourse of 
silencing seemed to become less prominent 
on the internet and social media due to its 
general nature of anonymity and the diver-
sity of its platforms.32 Social media platforms 
create a new participatory social network that 
allows diverse expressions of identity, es-
pecially for otherwise individuals have been 
silenced.33 Borrowing Gofman’s theory of self 
and stages, the absence of body, gender, and 
socio-political identity in the online realm pro-
vided women with an opportunity for true 
self-narration, and self-discovery at individual 
and collective levels.34 Many women, including 
Iranian women, found alternative ways to defy 
the silence, by making small changes through 
everyday online life without protests or orga-
nized collective action. 

While there have been many move-
ments that began in online spaces, the free-
dom and democracy that had been touted 
for online realms have proven to be limited.35 
At the cultural level, patriarchal mores on 
31 Loubna H. Skalli, “Communicating Gender in the Public Sphere: Women 
and Information Technologies in the MENA Region,” Journal of Middle East 
Women’s Studies 2: 2 (2006): 35-59.
32 Asgari and Sarikakis, “Beyond the Online”; Oren Soffer and Galit Gordoni, 
“Opinion Expression via User Comments on News Websites: Analysis Through 
the Perspective of the Spiral of Silence,” Information, Communication & Society 
21: 3 (2018): 388-403.
33 Darren Kelsey and Lucy Bennett, “Discipline and Resistance on Social Media: 
Discourse, Power and Context in the Paul Chambers ‘Twitter Joke Trial’,” 
Discourse, Context and Media 3 (2014) 37-45.
34 Masserat Amir Ebrahimi, “Blogging from Qom, Behind Walls and Veils,” 
Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 28: 2 (2008): 
235-249; Gi Yeon Koo, “To be Myself and Have My Stealthy Freedom: The 
Iranian Women’s Engagement with Social Media,” en Revista de estudios 
internacionales mediterráneos 21 (2016): 141-157.
35 Sima Shakhsar, Politics of Rightful Killing: Civil Society, Gender, and 
Sexuality in Weblogistan (London: Duke University Press, 2020).
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subordination silenced women, while at the 
institutional and government level, surveil-
lance, censorship, filtering, and limited access 
to some platforms and activities also silenced 
them. Combining cultural and governmental 
influences, women were expected to maintain 
their silence in public.36 I argue that the space 
of social media is not a disconnected ahistori-
cal space of women’s emancipation. It is in 
fact profoundly under the influence of socio-
cultural mores that can generate freedom and 
oppression simultaneously. 

Critical transnational feminism

Prioritizing some Iranian women’s voices and 
narrations, this paper investigates the compre-
hension, interpretation, and practice of silence 
in women’s emancipation. The data from this 
study is comprised of online ethnography and 
20 interviews. The online ethnography for this 
research took place between 2019-2021 while 
observing ten Farsi women’s rights pages on 
various social media platforms. The online 
ethnographic fieldwork included observations 
of interlocutors via their social media activity, 
and through interviews with them. The obser-
vations took place mainly on Instagram, Twit-
ter, and Facebook, and included posts, likes, 
and comments. The purpose was to assess 
the pattern of online interaction in relation to 
the discourse of silence. Adopting snowball 
sampling I conducted 20 in-depth semi-struc-
tured interviews with Iranian women between 
the ages of 26-42 from major Iranian cities, 
who all have regular daily access to social 
media. The majority of the participants held at 
36 Ahmad Naderi and Ali Gheshmi, “Women’s Representation in General 
Newspapers: Keyhan, Iran and Shargh Newspapers,” Woman in Development 
and Politics 13: 4 (2015): 487–506; Ladan Rahbari, Chia Longman, and Gilly 
Coene, “The Female as the Bearer of National Identity in Iran: A Critical 
Discourse Analysis of the Representation of Women’s Bodies in Official Online 
Outlets,” Gender, Place and Culture 26: 10 (2019): 1417-1437. 

least a bachelor’s degree and were employed. 
Women in this study consider themselves 
autonomous while none self-identified as ac-
tivists, and even their online activity conveys 
no hint of any activism. The largest limitation 
of this study is the sample size and limited 
locations. Additional research with focus on 
larger samples that include both active and 
less active participants from more varied loca-
tions (smaller towns and cities) will allow for 
an exploration of the discourse of silence from 
a wider perspective. 

Adopting feminist critical discourse 
analysis, this paper contextualizes the way 
power is exercised, maintained, and resisted 
through the discourse of silence on social 
media. My focus will be on how silence allows 
us to understand the gendered power dynam-
ics on social media. While verbal communica-
tion is the core modality of meaning-making in 
critical discourse analysis, the nature of social 
media and the complexity of the discourse of 
silence necessitate an analysis of meaning-
making beyond verbal communication alone. 
Adopting multimodal communication, essential 
communicative resources in social media such 
as annotating, liking, sharing, commenting, 
and tagging will be contextually analyzed.37 
Borrowing from Foucault and Habermas, 
the discourse of silence will be investigated 
through underlying social/structural meaning 
as well as reconstructing cultural knowledge 
through mutual/equal comprehension.38 By 
investigating the construction of silence on 
social media, this analysis interprets strategies 
37 Tartlleton Gillespie, “The Relevance of Algorithms,” In Media Technologies: 
Essays on Communication, Materiality, and Society, edited by Pablo 
Boczkowski, Kirsten Foot, and Tartleton Gillespie (Cambridge MIT Press: 
2013).
38 Majid KhosraviNik, “Social Media Critical Discourse Studies,” In The 
Routledge Handbook of Critical Discourse Studies, edited by John Flowerdew 
and John E. Richardson, 582- 596 (London: Routledge, 2017).
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and practices of silence, then analyzes how 
silence fits with women’s emancipation. 

My positionality as an Iranian-Canadi-
an gives me a uniquely intimate opportunity 
to understand the discourse of silence, and 
allows me to interact easily with the par-
ticipants in their native language. However, 
because positionality precludes neutrality, my 
background also shapes my comprehension 
and interaction with the participants. However, 
the feminist foundation of my research miti-
gates the complications of positionality, and in 
fact transforms them into strengths, by provid-
ing a unique and self-reflective understanding 
of the discourse of silence with my partici-
pants.

Silence to neutralize gender inequity

As social media has become a community 
of resistance in the quest for women’s rights, 
many women’s rights advocates have begun 
to raise their concerns over harassment as 
one of the most common elements of subordi-
nation that forces women into silence. Social 
media pages such as Everyday feminism, 
Didarzani, and Harasswatch problematize 
patriarchal practices such as name calling, 
slut-shaming, unwanted attention, and inap-
propriate requests as tools for silencing and 
excluding women from online and offline 
realms. These pages are home to the voices 
of many women that share their harassment-
related experiences, and encourage other 
women to personally break their silence in 
order to dismantle the practice of homosocial 
public space and further their quest for legal 
protection.

While the participants reveal the im-

portance of such pages in breaking the sub-
ordinated silence of women, their interaction 
with these pages remains influenced by social 
interaction norms, social status, and pre-
defined societal identities. Women’s partially 
silenced responses to the pages indicates the 
persistence of male gender hegemony and 
ideological patriarchy online. Examining vari-
ous communication strategies such as liking, 
commenting, and sharing on social media, 
participants demonstrated minimal struggle 
to break their silence by choosing the act of 
liking as a communication strategy. The par-
ticipants interpret the act of liking as a subtle 
way of resisting subordination and expressing 
their concerns about harassment and gender 
equity while triggering the lowest probability of 
negative consequences, such as further online 
harassment and trolling. The participants, in 
conjunction with observation of the pages, 
showed that other forms of communication 
such as commenting, sharing, and tagging 
the relevant posts on the platforms were more 
direct and exposed ways of problematizing 
patriarchal ideology, and therefore they tended 
to be more hesitant to engage in these activi-
ties. Moreover, the social expectation of piety 
forces the participants into silence to avoid 
social isolation. Therefore, silence continues 
to neutralize harassment. 

The number of comments and inter-
actions with these posts compared to non-
gendered and non-political pages indicates 
the struggle between emancipation and 
patriarchal ideology on social media. Despite 
the emancipatory efforts of the pages, acts of 
male dominance, gender inequity, and surveil-
lance violate women’s spaces and identities 
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and force women to cover bodies, identities, 
and voices on social media. However, the ap-
pearance of pages that challenge such viola-
tions increases women’s awareness, even 
if their voices remained partially unheard. 
Women’s constant experiences of online ha-
rassment, a reflection of social inequality and 
sexual subjectification, also imposed a layer of 
silence. Participants reported frequent inci-
dents of unwanted attention and approaches 
from strangers (males) on social media. The 
frequency and intensity of harassment in-
creases as their participation on social media 
increases. Zahra and Ziba narrated their expe-
riences of harassment on social media in the 
following way: 

“Someone sent me an image of his 
genitalia. Sometimes, I receive inap-
propriate comments, but I delete them” 
(Zahra, 30)

“Just like in the real world [harassment] 
can happen in the digital realm. If you 
have a private page you can decline, 
or block and it will be over, but in the 
real world you do not have such op-
tions you will suffer more.” (Ziba, 32)

“I had a public account until a few 
years ago and a bunch of inappropri-
ate people started following me and 
I had to deactivate my account com-
pletely” (Ziba, 32)

The above narrations demonstrate the 
ideological persistence of homosocial spaces 
on social media and their attempts to sustain 
silence and subordination imposed on female 
participants. Consequently, many women, 
including the above participants, became 
involved in discursive silence via private 
accounts, selective audiences, and minimiz-
ing communication and interaction on public 

forums. While their online conduct appears 
disempowering, in fact they chose silence 
to maintain access to social media while 
minimizing potential harm and violence expe-
rienced through discursive interaction. Fur-
thermore, acts of blocking unwanted incidents 
are a form of resistance to body discipline 
and surveillance, and are actually empower-
ing by reciprocating the imposition of silence 
back onto their harassers. The form of silence 
manifested in blocking, therefore, helps to 
neutralize gender inequity on social media.  

Silence as fear: to maintain social accept-
ability and avoid socio-legal consequences

Trying to break the pattern of subtle subor-
dination, pages such as Masih Alinejad and 
Mehrangiz Kaar problematize the role of the 
religious, social, and legal practices that op-
press women’s autonomy and voices. These 
pages encourage women to collectively break 
their silence around issues such as child mar-
riage, compulsory hijab, and marriage rights to 
reform the status quo of socio-legal inequity. 
All of these pages are based outside of Iran, 
and they did not show much concern over sur-
veillance and the legal consequences of their 
activities, yet they experienced a high amount 
of trolling.  

While many women use the opportuni-
ty to voice themselves by sharing their images 
and narrations via these pages, an examina-
tion of the communication and interaction 
strategies of women on social media indicates 
discursive silence. The participants exhibit 
familiarity through regular visits to the above-
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silence and subordination imposed on female 
participants. Consequently, many women, 
including the above participants, became 
involved in discursive silence via private 
accounts, selective audiences, and minimiz-
ing communication and interaction on public 
forums. While their online conduct appears 
disempowering, in fact they chose silence 
to maintain access to social media while 
minimizing potential harm and violence expe-
rienced through discursive interaction. Fur-
thermore, acts of blocking unwanted incidents 
are a form of resistance to body discipline 
and surveillance, and are actually empower-
ing by reciprocating the imposition of silence 
back onto their harassers. The form of silence 
manifested in blocking, therefore, helps to 
neutralize gender inequity on social media.  

Silence as fear: to maintain social accept-
ability and avoid socio-legal consequences

Trying to break the pattern of subtle subor-
dination, pages such as Masih Alinejad and 
Mehrangiz Kaar problematize the role of the 
religious, social, and legal practices that op-
press women’s autonomy and voices. These 
pages encourage women to collectively break 
their silence around issues such as child mar-
riage, compulsory hijab, and marriage rights to 
reform the status quo of socio-legal inequity. 
All of these pages are based outside of Iran, 
and they did not show much concern over sur-
veillance and the legal consequences of their 
activities, yet they experienced a high amount 
of trolling.  

While many women use the opportuni-
ty to voice themselves by sharing their images 
and narrations via these pages, an examina-

tion of the communication and interaction 
strategies of women on social media indicates 
discursive silence. The participants exhibit 
familiarity through regular visits to the above-
mentioned pages, but the long-internalized 
fear of isolation and surveillance forces the 
practice of silence into an aversion to publicly 
follow or communicate with the above pages. 
Subtle subordination internalized the fear 
of social and legal consequences, for them-
selves and their families, and a loss of career 
and social status, forcing them to conform to 
silence. Although the participants reported 
less control over the imposed silence, their 
acquiescence out of the fear of consequences 
did not stop them from visiting and acquiring 
knowledge from the online pages that chal-
lenged the cultural silencing they were subject 
to. They chose lurking as a tool of resistance 
that allowed them to increase their level of 
knowledge and awareness. In response to the 
silence curated at the institutional and social 
level, the participants tended to internalize 
body policing and censorship on social media 
as their individual responsibility for self-pro-
tection. Raha, Mona and Maryam explain their 
experiences as: 

“I share almost only veiled personal 
images not to give any excuses to my 
coworkers who follow me [on Insta-
gram].” (Raha, 29)

“I like/comment on certain people that 
I know. If I feel there is something 
with political intention I avoid liking/
commenting on it because I do not 
want that post to be used against me.” 
(Mona, 37)

“I am familiar with some of the pages, I 
visit them often, but I avoid any inter-
action. My friend lost her job because 
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she was a member of the page.” 
(Maryam, 37)

The absence of socio-legal protections 
for women and the internalization of silenc-
ing to combat the root causes of oppression 
forces them to seek alternative ways, such as 
concealing identity and practicing anonymity 
to protect themselves. The participants negoti-
ate the extent of their appearance online as 
a way to exercise some control over surveil-
lance. From a feminist standpoint, gender 
is understood to be an ideological structure 
that divides people into two classes, man vs. 
woman, based on a corresponding hierarchy 
of domination and subordination. Any act of 
women’s un-silencing, even if it is a simple 
personal image posted on social media, is 
equivalent to a departure from patriarchal 
ideology, putting them at a high risk of experi-
encing socio-legal consequences. The par-
ticipants’ awareness of this, and its potential 
consequences, is why they choose silence 
at the societal level and maintain their pres-
ence on social media without any socio-legal 
complications. However, such silence was not 
perceived as oppressive to the participants, 
as they silently bent the limitations and bar-
riers by acquiring information through their 
everyday online visits to the above-mentioned 
pages. 

Silence as a cultural value 

The emphasis on women’s sexual reputation, 
morality, and purity is policed through silence 
and shame. An observation of six different 
social media platforms such as Feminism 
Everyday and Faranak Amidi, that focus on 
women’s bodies and sexuality, indicates the 
gravity of imposed silence via cultural prac-

tices. In problematizing women’s asexuality, 
sexual subordination, and subjectification, 
they tend to break the silence that hinders 
women’s agency. These online forums brought 
to women’s attention the fact that breaking the 
silence around their sexuality and sexual de-
sires does not convey corruption or immorality.  

It is worth re-emphasizing that the par-
ticipants visited these online forums to acquire 
information, yet they tended to avoid leaving 
any trace of themselves on these pages. The 
content and often the language of these pages 
is in direct opposition to culture of piety and 
shame, and it brought discomfort along with 
concern over the social and legal consequenc-
es of any active involvement with these pages. 
As any interaction and communication that 
revealed their sexuality is taboo, there was 
a significantly lower rate of communication, 
sharing or liking on these pages. Although 
there were government-approved pages on 
the discourse of sexuality and sexual educa-
tion that shared some information on women’s 
sexuality and marital responsibilities, it did not 
eliminate the silence embedded in the culture 
and women’s sexual subordination. The par-
ticipants’ anxiety to remain accepted members 
of society, concern for their family’s reputation, 
and even legal consequences all highlight the 
power of the culture of silence and shame. 
For instance, Niki, Sanam, and Dena describe 
their pattern of interaction with the above 
forums as such: 

“I started to learn about sexuality from 
my friends in middle school. I tended 
to search the internet to seek answers 
to my questions regarding sexual-
ity. There are some pages like…that 
I regularly check on Instagram. But I 
do not follow the pages, I do not make 
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any comments or like anything on 
those pages. People still judge you as 
inappropriate.” (Niki, 40)

“I search for information, and I visit 
many related pages regularly, but I 
avoid liking the page or leaving com-
ments. I do not want anyone to know 
that I check this page. You know I am 
embarrassed.” (Sanam, 33)

“On sex and sexuality, most of the time 
I do not follow the pages that I like to 
view. I search the internet for pages 
that do not identify the visitors of the 
page. I am a mother you know.” (Niki, 
40)

“I like some of these pages. They are 
very empowering and informative. But I 
am a teacher and I have to be careful.” 
(Dena, 35)

The relative anonymity bestowed by 
an absence of physical presence on social 
media at times disrupted patriarchal ideology. 
Yet the desire to be accepted and respected 
members of society reinforced the practices 
of shame and silence even on social media. 
Consequently, they continued to act selective-
ly to avoid presenting themselves as sexual 
beings. However, the participants resisted the 
silence at the individual level by actively ac-
quiring information and knowledge to empow-
er their consciousnesses of subordination and 
patriarchal practices. Consequently, many of 
the participants reported an increased level of 
awareness around the discourse of sexuality, 
and some reported how they found their voice, 
becoming able to express themselves within 
their personal offline relationships. This is the 
only time that they applied online experiences 
to offline spaces. Therefore, even though 
they are silenced they are quietly raising their 

awareness, which is the first step towards 
cultural reconstruction and women’s emanci-
pation. In addition, the fewer negative encoun-
ters they experienced while learning online, 
the easier they were able to voice themselves. 
For instance, the posts that received a lot of 
criticism made them doubt if they should break 
their silence, whereas posts with less critical 
comments gave a feeling of satisfaction.

Conclusion

The comprehension and practice of silence 
through harassment in the absence of socio-
legal protection, and the social and familial ob-
ligations to the culture of shame and silence, 
demonstrate how silence as a discourse can 
be engaged in critical dialogue with social val-
ues. In fact, the discourse of silence is propa-
gated through social interaction, social values, 
and structures.1 Analyzing the discourse of 
silence from a critical feminist perspective, 
this research concludes that there is a severe 
lack of socio-institutional reflexivity in women’s 
emancipation. In truth, every act of meaning-
making at the social level contributed to the 
reproduction and maintenance of silence 
and subordination. Moreover, the principle of 
gender relationality in critical feminist analy-
sis indicates a social dichotomy of the silent 
(expected/orthodox) and the voiced (abnor-
mal/heterodox) for women in social settings. 
A critical analysis of gender shows that power 
sustains its oppression within the very social 
structures, relations, and surveillance that 
are contributing to the ongoing struggle for 
change. Patriarchal ideology through the inter-
nalization and normalization of silence persists 
39 Norman Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change (Cambridge: Polity Press, 
1992).
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in everyday practice, through subordination 
discursively produced in communication and 
interaction. However, every point of oppres-
sion sparks resistance.2

Despite hierarchical practices, insta-
bility in women’s situations, and gendered 
power imbalance, women’s rights’ online 
forums and web pages successfully break 
the silence around taboo topics such as 
women’s bodies, sexuality, and sexual rights. 
The information and knowledge shared on 
those pages increased women’s awareness 
and consciousness, not just around the topic, 
but also around the silence embedded within 
these topics. The participants recognized the 
oppression and problematized it by partially 
un-silencing themselves via their online com-
munication, or by adopting silence as a resis-
tance tool in order to remain online. Although 
the participants remained silenced under the 
pressure of institutional and cultural surveil-
lance, at the individual level they used their 
silence as cover in their quest for learning in 
forbidden and shame-inducing areas such 
as sexuality and autonomy. The participants 
confronted surveillance by adopting silence 
while they redefined this oppressive discourse 
as a practice of self-protection. They recon-
struct the meaning of silence as a tool to defy 
gender inequity and power imbalance, and as 
a sign of both resistance and persistence.

Although silence is experienced dif-
ferently by individual women across different 
spaces, the participatory forms of commu-
nication in online spaces engender a com-
monality of discursive silence on social media. 
At the individual level critical reflexivity as 
40 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish (London: Allen Lane, 1977).

praxis increases awareness around silence 
and eventually breaks that silence, leading to 
agency and power amongst Iranian women.3 
Despite none of them claiming to be activists, 
during the interviews the participants called 
out oppression, socio-cultural policing and the 
intrinsic gender inequity of imposed silence 
which indicates that activism did take place. 
Although the reduced overt traditional sexism 
means that Iranian women have access to 
online spaces with a lower rate of direct vio-
lence compared with traditional experiences, 
the discourse of silence continues at individual 
and societal levels simultaneously. Therefore, 
these women’s acts of resistance in search of 
empowerment occur daily, even if scattered 
and silenced across social media. Moore right-
ly calls this phenomenon “everyday forms of 
women’s resistance”.4 They recognize the sub-
ordination they live under and problematize it 
by not relinquishing online spaces even if they 
have to remain silent. They are silenced but 
aware, suppressed yet participating, forbidden 
the knowledge they secretly yet actively seek 
out, and through all of this their major goal 
remains women’s emancipation through a 
radical transformation of existing dualistic and 
inequitable gender structures.
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