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Abstract
This thesis studies the use of international women’s rights in the context of Egypt, where
discrimination and violence against women is a major issue, focusing on events during the Egyptian
revolution. It looks at how Muslim and nationalist self-identification relate to the use of women’s
rights. By analysing the re-appropriation of public space during the revolution in relation to shifting
subjectivities, the importance of the role of self-identification for taking up rights is emphasised. By
analysing primary data of two women’s rights organisations and the presentation of other actors in
secondary literature, the translator role of these actors show how providing guidance for shifting
subjectivities plays an essential role for women to take up rights through identifying with them.
Existing power structures and patriarchal traditions are challenged through this, but are also the
main factors that limit the process of taking up and using women’s rights.
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1. Introduction
In the middle of my thesis I came across three vaguely familiar names – Abrar Al-Anany, Mentalla
Moustafa (both 19) and Yousra Elkhateeb (23). It took me a moment to remember where I had read
them before and it was not until I read the name Mansoura University before I realised: I wrote a
letter to President Al-Sisi, requesting the release of these women. They, two students and one
teacher, were charged and convicted for being part of a protest against Egyptian authorities, at
Mansoura University in October 2013. The protest turned violent, upon which the women retreated
to a classroom, not participating in the violence. They were convicted for being part of violent
demonstration without authorisation and of involvement with a terrorist organisation – charges for
which there is no proof and that are denied by witnesses. I wrote the letter in September 2014, as
part of a campaign of Amnesty International, asking Al-Sisi to respect the right to freedom of
peaceful assembly and freedom of expression and to release these women. And now, I came across
their names again on Amnesty’s website when researching human rights activists in Egypt for my
thesis and a second time in a report published by Amnesty on the 30th of June 2015, where they
reported on the women as imprisoned youths – once part of ‘Generation Protest’, now subjected to
‘Generation Jail’ in Egypt. (Amnesty International, 2015b)
This thesis is about these and other women in Egypt. The injustice of the imprisonment of Abrar,
Mentalla and Yousra, along with so many others is just one aspect of the discrimination and violence
women face in Egypt. This problem received new (international) attention during the Arab Spring,
that started in 2011 (Amnesty International, 2015a). In 2012, Egypt was considered the worst Arab
state for women to live in (Reuters, 2012). Both Amnesty and Reuter’s researches have focused on
violence, often in the form of sexual harassment and female genital mutilation (FGM), both major
issues in Egypt. Underlying this are unequal structures between men and women, such as the
discriminatory divorce law that makes it difficult for women to leave their husband, whereas the
husband is free to leave his wife (Amnesty International, 2015a). These unequal structures lead to
the repression of women, and a violation of international agreements on human rights and women’s
rights. If this violation happens on a structural basis, what is the meaning of these international
agreements in the Egyptian context?
Thousands, if not more, articles, books and papers have been written about human rights. ‘Human
rights’ as concept (based upon the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDRH)) has been
described, analysed, praised and celebrated, contested and disapproved, and used by countless
actors, from politicians, to citizens, religious authorities, NGO’s, academia, lawyers and activists.
‘Human rights’ is used as a framework for justice, to protect individuals against actions of the state
that might violate their wellbeing. However, the meaning of human rights can stay vague in this
process, the interpretation varying across different actors with different backgrounds. Some consider
human rights too individualistic and too Western, others see or practice it as a secular religion,
prescribing moral values that one should strive for all over the world. Some claim human rights are
based on religious values, while others emphasize how human rights are violated in the name of
religion. The controversies that evolve from this, raise many questions about human rights as a tool
for creating a more equal and just world. How can the principle of ‘human rights’ be used in so many
different ways by so many different actors? How do local actions relate to ideas about international
human rights? How useful are human rights on a local level, how useful are they in resolving the
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actual problem? How are ‘universal’ human rights translated to local contexts? Within these issues,
there are numerous discussions on human rights and religion, on how they relate to each other. It is
this discussion that I address in this thesis, focusing on Islam in Egypt and women’s rights. I have
studied this by the use of a case study of the women’s movement from the 19th century until the
most recent developments during and after the Arab spring in Egypt. By looking at the practices of
women’s rights activists within the women’s movement in Egypt, I analysed the use of women’s
rights and human rights and their relevance with regards to the problem of discrimination and
violence against women in Egypt. An important part of that analysis is the role of religion in the use
of rights.
I used Abu-Lughod’s (2010) ethnographic approach; which looks at the ‘social life’ of ‘Muslim
women’s rights’ and how this is shaped, and how rights in themselves ‘produce’ the world as we
perceive it. This analysis is in order to gain a better understanding of the social and political fields
that ‘women’s rights’ work in. Combined with the use of Merry’s theories on the appropriation of
transnational rights in a local context (2006), this gives an understanding of the role of international
law and rights for women in Egypt. In addition I analysed how women’s rights are used in different
places to re-appropriate the public space, during the revolution. For this I used Sorbera’s theory
about re-appropriation of public space (2014). By combining these theories, I aim to analyse the
women’s movement in Egypt and the use of women’s rights in this context where Islam plays an
important role in Egyptians’ lives, but on different places in Egypt. This led to the following research
question:
How do Muslim and nationalist self-identifications in Egypt relate to the use of international
women’s rights?
The following sub-questions are addressed throughout the chapters and have provided the elements
that helped me answer the main research question.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Who are using women’s rights in Egypt?
How do they relate their issue to women’s rights?
How do they relate their issues to Islam?
How do they relate women’s rights to Islam?
What is the effect of the use of women’s rights by different actors?
How is the dominant state discourse relate to the use of women’s rights?
What is the role of Islam / Muslim identity in the use of women’s rights?

With the introduction of these research questions, I want to briefly elaborate on self-identification.
With this I mean how actors present their identity, from which I assume this is an honest expression
of their self-identification. This can be based on many different aspects and will usually be a
combination of factors. I will focus on Muslim and nationalist self-identification by women.

1.1 Methodology
This thesis is a literature research, including a case study. I took an anthropology of law approach,
looking at the experiences and uses of law and rights by actors, focusing on the practices of women’s
rights practitioners in the Egyptian Women’s movement. I used the notion of public space, to look at
how place can influence self-identification and the use of women’s rights. I also approached the use
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of rights on an actor based approach, looking at how different actors with different self-identification
use women’s rights.
This thesis consists of a theoretical framework, which was briefly introduced before, a case study and
an analysis of this case study based on the theoretical framework. In the case study I focus on the
women’s movement in Egypt. This consists of two parts, first a literature research and analysis of this
and secondly, an analysis based on primary data. I chose to use both primary and secondary
literature because they can complement each other. By analysing primary data, I was able to go in
depth on how different actors use rights and how they respond to specific issues such as violence
against women. By using secondary literature I was able to put this in a wider perspective of the
women’s movement and the Egyptian revolution. In addition, it enabled me to look at different ways
that women’s groups and especially individuals express themselves in different places, focusing on
the role of women’s rights.
In the literature research, I have looked at the development of the women’s movement, its
practitioners and practices. The literature study consists of two parts; in the first, I look at the
development of the women’s movement in Egypt since the 19th century. This is based on several
books (Ahmed, 1992; Al-Ali, 2000; Badran, 1995). The second part focuses on the Egyptian revolution
and is based on several articles found on the searching terms ‘women in Egypt/Middle East’,
‘feminism in Egypt/the Middle East’, and ‘gender’. These have been found through the Wageningen
University library catalogue and the University of Amsterdam library catalogue. These articles are
used to reflect on how women act in the public space. I look at how this differs across places and at
the role of rights in these places. Through this I address several elements from my sub questions such
as the use of rights and the practices during the revolution, what changed in the context of the
revolution and how Muslim identities related to that.
The analysis of primary data gives a more anthropological aspect to this thesis. I looked at websites,
reports, videos, blogs and books of organisations and individuals that are part of the women’s
movement and use women’s rights. Analysing this helped me answer my research question, by
addressing the elements from my sub-questions on how issues are related to women’s rights and to
Islam, which discourses are used, what practices related to rights developed and how this related to
Muslim or Islam identity.
To analyse primary data, I based my approach on Abu-Lughod’s article on an ethnographic account of
‘Muslims women’s rights’ (Abu-Lughod, 2010). She argues for looking at ‘Muslim’s women’s rights’
social life’. The main questions she asks are ‘In what debates and institutions do “Muslim women’s
rights” partake? What work do the practices organized in its terms do in various places, for various
women? How, in fact, do “Muslims women’s rights” produce our contemporary world?’ (p. 2) Also,
what infrastructures (such as social networks and technical instruments) support them and how are
they mediated? Other questions Abu-Lughod suggests are ‘How, when and where is the concept
deployed? What transformations of social life and individual lives are produced in its name? Who
enables that work and is in turn enabled by it? What new paths of power and channels of capital,
financial and cultural, does it open up?’ (p. 32). The goal of answering these questions, is to better
understand how rights influence activism, by understanding how ‘practice and talk of rights organize
social and political fields, producing organizations, projects and forms of governing as much as being
produced by them’ (p. 32-33) (Abu-Lughod, 2010). This approach contributes to answering my main
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research question, by understanding the social and political fields work and how ‘women’s rights’
play a role in this; thus helping to address the elements such as how issues are related to rights, to
Islam and how do these two factors relate to each other; aiming to understand the different uses of
women’s rights.
I want to point out one major weakness in my methodology, specifically in my ethnographic
approach, which is that I do not know Arabic. Because of this. I rule out the possibility of including
local NGO’s and other women’s organizations, that do not communicate in English on their websites.
This language barrier made it impossible to know how complete my picture of different women’s
organizations in Egypt and how they relate to each other is. This means that I cannot possibly be sure
of the relative meaning of the power or the real spread of networks, as I cannot put it into
perspective of including these Arabic NGO’s.
Egypt is the preferred country to study as it allows me to look at the effects and usefulness of
international law and rights to fight repression of and inequality for women at a local scale, such as
that of the three young women that were imprisoned. Egypt being one of the worst countries for
women (Reuters, 2012), with high rate of violence against women and the lack of female political
participation and more violations of women’s rights, provided a suitable context for this (Amnesty
International, 2015a). In addition, the prominent role of religion in Egyptian society allows me to
focus on the interrelation between women’s rights and Islamic beliefs and values. This context allows
me to study the different ways women’s rights and human rights can be used against repression.

1.2 Structure thesis
This thesis consists of seven chapters, the first being the introduction. In the second chapter I explain
my theoretical framework, using different theories of different authors. In the third chapter I provide
the context of Egypt, by briefly summarizing important events in the 20th century and elaborating on
the Arab spring and the Egyptian revolution. I also provide a historical overview of the women’s
movement, in order to be able to put my analysis in perspective of the country and the other
developments here. In the fourth chapter I discuss the most important actors in the 20th century and
analyse how the use of rights has developed over the years. In the fifth chapter I focus on the recent
developments of the Egyptian Revolution and look at how different places within public space
influence the use of women’s rights. In the sixth chapter I look at how different actors use women’s
rights. Finally I will answer my main research question in my conclusion, the seventh chapter.
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2. Theoretical Framework
The universalism of human rights is an eternal discussion for those involved in human rights and/or
cultural anthropology. It is considered one of the main criticisms on the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights and a source for continuous debate. Inherently, this is part of any debate of human
rights in a local context. In 1993, the Vienna conference declared that while human rights were
universal, they ‘must be considered in the context of a dynamic and evolving process of international
norm-setting, bearing in mind the significance of national and regional particularities and various
historical, cultural and religious backgrounds’ (p. 53) (Freeman, 2011).
The issue remains that universal rights are sometimes considered as Western imperialism, not
respecting traditional values of cultures and religions. This is seen as Western powers that impose
human rights on other cultures while these ‘human rights’ do not fit the values of that culture. The
abstract notions of freedom of speech do not relate to local issues. It is important to understand how
existing rights function in different cultures and how people and cultures relate to the global,
interdependent world where human rights language is the dominant (Freeman, 2011). This relation
between global transnational human rights and rights in a local context is addressed in this thesis. To
understand this relation, I have used at the notion of public to study the different ways of using
rights in it. In addition I looked at how different actors use international women’s rights on local
scale.
To properly identify the users of rights, I used Redhead and Turnbells article on human rights
practitioners. I studied these actors based on an ethnographic approach by Abu-Lughod’s (2010),
looking at ‘the social life of women’s rights’. To analyse how they use their rights in this local context,
I used the theories of Merry on the vernacularisation of human rights (2006b), with examples of AnNa’im’s concepts on human rights and Islam. This enable me to study the use of rights in the Egyptian
context where religion is an important part of daily life (2010). These theories are used in order to
look at how international rights are made appropriate by women’s activists and others in Egypt,
focused on the actors’ perspective. As the local context is essential to understand in this view, I
studied this using the notion of public space and the meaning of it, during the Egyptian revolution in
2011 and after, analysing how it offered a platform to use rights (Sorbera, 2014). In this chapter I will
discuss the different theories first briefly, after which I will link them together and conclude this
chapter with several key points I want to address in analysing the women’s movement in Egypt and
their use of women’s rights.

2.1 Human Rights Practitioners
To identify the users of women’s rights, I used the theory of Redhead and Turnbell (2011). In their
article the authors address the question of who are practicing human rights and how do they practice
this. Following the institutionalisation and professionalization of human rights and the increased use
of human rights, they see an important part in looking beyond the structures of institutions. They call
for a sociological approach that looks at actors that practice human rights, such as activists, academia
and lawyers and at their practices. This shows the variation in interpretations of international human
rights. To gain a better understanding of this process, the authors argue for the importance of
looking at social practices and thus at how human rights are used from the bottom up; most
importantly who are the practitioners and what are their actions (p. 174) (Redhead & Turnbull,
2011). By recognising the agency of human rights practitioners, one can look at their use of human
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rights, how they view and position themselves, how these aspects develop and what the effects are,
for the individuals themselves, for the group they belong to and for politics (Redhead & Turnbull,
2011).
The authors see this approach as complementary to discussing human rights and how they function
in (political) institutions – an aspect also recognised by Merry and Goodale (Goodale, 2007; Merry,
2006a).I will continue with a brief introduction on the ‘social life of Muslim women’s rights’, beyond
these actors.

2.2 The social life of ‘Muslim Women’s rights’
Abu-Lughod (2010) argues for an ethnographic approach to women’s rights. I introduced this
approach in my methodology and will elaborate on it here, as I consider it at the same time a theory
on how ‘women’s rights’ have a social life. Through this I can analyse the influence of women’s rights
on women’s lives. By taking an ethnographic account, Abu-Lughod wants to understand how
‘women’s rights’ work, how they interact with the world and influence the world as such. An
ethnographic account contributes to understanding power structures, how actors relate to each
other and to women’s rights, which parts of women’s rights are important to actors and what the
effects on contemporary life are. As said before, the goal of this approach is to better understand
how rights are used by different actors, by understanding how ‘practice and talk of rights organize
social and political fields, producing organizations, projects and forms of governing as much as being
produced by them’ (p. 32-33) (Abu-Lughod, 2010). It allows us to understand what else is of influence
in the ‘social life of women’s rights’, such as politics and society. This is important to understand how
‘women’s rights’ work, but also how they are used and how this differs amongst groups, especially
between seculars and Muslims. By analysing the practices, discourses of the women’s movement,
the issues they address, one can put this in a larger context. This helps understanding what women’s
rights depend on, where and how they function and how they influence the world around them. It is
important to consider how public spaces are used and re-appropriated by women, in order to fit
their goals and create awareness of their issues. For this I use Sorbera’s theory on the reappropriation of public space (2014), to be discussed after Merry’s theories.

2.3 Local use of transnational law
Merry has done much research on the localisation of (human and women’s) rights and developed
several frameworks to look at this. In this part I will first discuss several aspects of her approaches
and frameworks, which complement each other. From this I will identify the aspects I will use for this
thesis to analyse the use of women’s rights in Egypt, in combination with An-Naim’s theories on
alternative Islamisation and Islamic legitimacy (2010).
2.3.1 Three dimensions of using human rights: law, governance and value
Merry et al. (2010) recognise three different dimensions of human rights relevant for their use, based
on Goodale (Goodale, 2007): human rights as 1) a system of international law; 2) a set of (normative)
values; and 3) a condition for good governance. Firstly, human rights as a system of international law
is a very legal approach, that is used by focusing on enforcing rights by means of the exposing and
shaming of human rights violators (p. 106) (Merry, Levitt, Rosen, & Yoon, 2010). Secondly, human
rights as a set of values is used as a discourse by claiming its legitimacy through international
consensus, as well as based upon historical developments and finally as resonating with ‘the
fundamental tenets of many religious systems’ (p. 107)(Merry et al., 2010). Thirdly, human rights as
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an essential condition for good governance and democracy, including a promotion of the rule of law,
is mainly used as a strategy of governance (p. 108)(Merry et al., 2010). Actors within human rights
practices usually use human rights as a discourse, with as larger frame one or more of these
dimensions. This depends on their own expertise and knowledge (for example about international
law) as well as the context they are working in (Merry et al., 2010). I want analyse which dimension is
used by the users of women’s rights and how they use it, how this is part of the appropriation of
international rights and how it differs amongst actors.
2.3.2 From international law to local justice
Merry discusses the relation between international law and local justice in her book Human Rights
and Gender Violence (2006b). She distinguishes three forms of ‘cultural flow’ in the process: 1)
Transnational consensus building; 2) Transnational program transplants; and 3) localisation of
transnational knowledge. I will briefly introduce the first form, as a basis for the other two forms on
which I will elaborate. They focus on the translation and localisation of international rights and thus
will be useful for my analysis of the use of rights. (Merry, 2006a)
The first form of cultural flow is transnational consensus building and refers to the process of the
formulation of a treaty or convention or other international agreement in which representatives
from governments work together to form a document that should become the basis for national
policies (p. 19) (Merry, 2006a). The international convention relevant for women’s rights is CEDAW –
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women from 1979. When
ratifying an international agreement, a country’s government commits itself to respecting the
agreement and strives for full acknowledgement of all the rights described in there. (Merry, 2006a)
The second form cultural flow is transnational program transplants, this refers to the transplanting of
social programs from one society to the other (p.19) (Merry, 2006a). The aim of the transplantation
of these programs is to create local foundation for international law. Merry considers this at the
heart of the process of translation. This transplanting of institutions and programs consist of two
main actions: the appropriation of the program to the local contest and the translation to a suitable
language and rhetoric. These complement each other. Merry focuses on the translation. This
translation is built on three dimensions: firstly, the presentation of the program is be based upon
local cultural narratives. This is a process of framing; where the end result resonates with cultural
values and ideas to be effective. Secondly, the program is ‘appropriated to structural conditions it
operates in’ (p. 136) (Merry, 2006a) and thus is familiar with the local government and private
services that influence the possibilities of the people the program targets. Thirdly, the target
population is redefined to fall under these programs; for example as discriminated women.
Merry identified two approaches of translating human rights: the establishment of social services and
human rights advocacy, but also sees that these often merge in the process. Social services are often
very comparable across borders and share a ‘discourse of feminism and social work’ (p. 162) (Merry,
2006a), but packaged in a locally suitable way. This local form aims to take into account local
structures and power dynamics in order to be effective. Human Rights advocates rely on
international law much more and they focus on governments and shaping politics. This is mainly
done by educated, transnational elites and is seen as an effective way to create international
pressure (p. 165-166). It involves more judicial and legislative work. They also set up human rights
and women’s commissions, human rights trainings and collaborations with the UN (Merry, 2006a).
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Merry points out that the programs she studied never fully indigenized, but were only framed in a
relatively superficial way to make them appropriate. This is the paradox of the process of translation;
it aims to fit with the familiar, the local, to be considered valid and becomes adopted but also
challenges the cultural traditions that people are familiar with. (Merry, 2006a)
The third form of cultural flow is the localisation of transnational knowledge which refers to how
people understand the rights framework and most importantly: the perception and use of the rights
framework by people whose rights have been violated. The rights framework is often used as an
addition to already existing ideas of law and justice. It can add a new dimension of thinking about
problems (p. 179-181) (Merry, 2006a). This varies from becoming aware of the existence of human
rights and/or women’s rights to seeing something as a human rights violations of what before was
considered normal. In this process actors take up a discourse – while there is a choice in this process,
there are also clear dominant and sub-dominant discourses that play a role. By taking up one
discourse or the other, an actor creates a vision of the self that shapes his or hers identity and
relation to a broader perspective (p. 184-186)(Merry, 2006a). By taking up a new discourse, which is
an outside influence, for example one that is based on human rights, this allows subjectivity, which
internally shapes the identity, to create a new, redefined, changed subjectivity. Merry calls this
shifting subjectivities (p. 184) (Merry, 2006a). When incorporating women’s rights, this can become
part of the subjectivity, enabling women to see themselves differently and act upon that. This is an
essential part of their self-identification and shows how self-identification is related to discourses
and dominant societal structures that shape subjectivities. This is part of the process of localisation
of transnational knowledge, it aims to establish a human rights consciousness in order to shift
subjectivities. However, the success of this is dependent on how institutions respond to this and if
and how the rights are implemented. The process of taking on rights is not a simple one, according to
Merry and can come at the price of social exclusion. There is a crucial role for translators in this
process, who function in between the transnational and the local and bridge the gap between the
different groups. (Merry, 2006a)
I want to emphasize the difference between the second and the third form of cultural flow, as I will
focus on these in my thesis. The second form consists of the appropriation and translation of
international rights and the third form of localisation of international rights. The second form mainly
refers to actions by institutions, in order to create acceptance of international rights, to create rights
consciousness. This involves translating programs and ideas to a local context, using local terms. The
third form refers to actors that take on ideas of human rights or women’s rights. It is about how
grassroots actors take on rights and make it part of their subjectivity and in consequence identity.
The forms are interconnected, as according to Merry localisation happens after the appropriation or
translation of rights and not when they are imposed.
The second phase includes an additional nuance. Merry calls this process ‘the remaking of human
rights in the vernacular’ (p.221), to change the language and rhetoric of something, without changing
the fundamental meanings (Merry, 2006a). In another article she elaborates on this (Merry, 2006b).
Vernacularisation can take two forms: replication and hybridity. These forms of vernacularisation
should not be seen as one or the other, but as varying on a scale from one to the other. Replication is
a form of translation in which ‘the overall organisation, mission and ideology of the intervention’
remain the same, while ‘the local context provides its distinctive content’ (p. 44) (Merry, 2006b). In
the case of hybridity, ‘symbols, ideologies and organisational forms generated in one locality merging
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with those of other localities to produce new hybrid institutions’ (p. 46 (Merry, 2006b). The
vernacularisation can thus vary from ‘thinly adapted’ to local context, as in the case of replication, or
‘thickly shaped by local institutions and structures’ in the case of hybridity (p. 48) (Merry, 2006b). This
process of vernacularisation is shaped by translators, also called intermediaries (Merry, 2006b).
2.3.3 The Translators
There is a crucial role for translators in the process of vernacularisation. They function between the
global and the local, move between the different discourses and adapt ideas from one to the other.
They hold a very powerful position in the sense that they have knowledge and can exploit people
who have less, but at the same time, they can be exploited themselves and fall into a trap of double
dealing- and disloyalty charges. Translators translate both ways, they hold the middle position
between both worlds and are in the position to exchange different perspectives between actors
(Merry, 2006a, 2006b). There is also a role for translators to incorporate local issues in international
law, a process Merry also discusses (2006b). I will clarify which direction of translation I focus on per
chapter. The translation is a top-down-process, as translators use an international human rights
discourse, and translate from ‘transnational to local and from the powerful to the less powerful’ (p.
49) (Merry, 2006b). Besides that, these translators are often dependent on international funds and
have to take into account interests of the state, government and local communities.
Abdullahi An-Na’im offers a perspective of translating international human rights to a local Islamic
context, making him a translator himself. First of all, he recognizes the need to validate international
rights through discourse and dialogue’ in each specific context to become a powerful means for
actors across the globe (p. 11) (An-Na'im, 2010). He offers concrete approaches to this, which are
based on creating an alternative Islamisation of human rights and the creation of Islamic legitimacy
for human rights. He suggests to use the Qur’an and Sunna as a basis to argue for the validation of
human rights and to recall for a reinterpretation fitting in modern times. This would include a new
interpretation of Islamic Law – Shari’a. This should come from within Islamic tradition itself, for it not
to be perceived as alien standards (An-Na'im, 1990, 1997). An-Na’im emphasises that a balance must
be found between ‘sufficient reforms to resolve human rights problems with Shari’a while
maintaining legitimacy from an Islamic point of view’ (p. 100) (An-Na'im, 1990). The author also
identifies the limitations and problems within this approach; namely the unequal power relations
between women and men that will restrict the possibilities to reform for women and the political
struggle that is part of this. One of the last notes An-Na’im makes, is that creating this legitimacy will
depend on if the approach finds a broader base in society and is accepted as such and in
consequence determines the acceptance and implementation of international rights (p. 49) (AnNa'im, 1990).
This perspective shows an example of Merry’s theories on the local use of rights and the necessary
translation from transnational law to local use. These translators are what Redhead and Turnbell
have called human rights practitioners, these translators are the ones that, according to Al-Na’im,
should produce a reform methodology to create Islamic legitimacy for human rights. (An-Na'im,
2010; Merry, 2006a, 2006b; Redhead & Turnbull, 2011). Essential in this is to understand the local
context, where religion plays a dominant part in social life. In addition, I want to highlight another
aspect of the local context and how this is used, namely the public space. This is because the public
space was essential for women to become part of and as public space was claimed during the
revolution of 2011 in different places and onwards.
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2.4 Public space and its re-appropriation
It is public space where revolution is created, shaped and where it lives. Public space is being
claimed. It is claimed by the people in the revolution, to show their goals, to get together, to protest.
The public space is essential because this is where the revolution becomes visible for the world and
how it creates a wider reach. The nature of the public space but also the dominant perception of it
determines how people can act in the space and what it means. Claiming public space is valuable if it
was not freely accessible before (Gregory, 2013; Sorbera, 2014). Studying different ways of
expressing oneself in public space during the revolution, enabled me to see how dominant structures
are challenged. It is the act of re-appropriating public space that is challenging hegemonic structures
of politics and society. This re-appropriation is a major aspect of the revolution. It can include a shift
in subjectivities, as Merry also discussed (2006b), in which a transformation of human nature takes
place, which Sorbera calls a human revolution (2014). Looking at different places within public space,
shows how rights are used differently. It helps understanding how women’s rights act in different
places. By looking at the re-appropriation of public space in the revolution I analyse the ways
women’s rights act in different places. (Sorbera, 2014)
As public space is determined by the hegemonic structures of a society – in the case of Egypt a
patriarchal society – it is essential to understand how this space is perceived, how it is ‘used’ by
different actors and how it was challenged in the revolution. This contributes to understanding how
rights were used in this context and how international human rights or women’s rights were
translated in these different public spaces

2.5 For this thesis
Based upon the above described theories, I analysed how women’s rights are used and what the
effects are in Egypt. In the following part, I will elaborate on the aspects I have used for this. I studied
how women’s rights are ‘made in the vernacular’ by Egyptian activists, mainly based on Merry’s
theories on appropriation and translation of human rights (2006b) and how public space was used
and re-appropriated in this process, based on Sorbera (2014).
To gain a good insight in the Egyptian women’s movement, based on primary data I have used AbuLughod’s ethnographic approach about the ‘social life of women’s rights’ (Abu-Lughod, 2010). By
using the questions she suggests, focusing on the debates, the issues, discourse, practices, networks
and how women’s rights played a part in these, I aimed to understand if and how they are or became
part of the social and political fields in Egypt.
However, Abu-Lughod mentions Merry’s theory of translation and vernacularisation (2006), as I have
explained in above. While she acknowledges the usefulness of Merry’s approach, she claims her own
more ethnographic account as the best way to understand ‘How “Muslim women’s rights” produce
our contemporary world’ (p.2) and different forms of Muslim’s women’s rights in social contexts. The
difference here is that Abu-Lughod focuses on understanding the political and social fields, the
organizations involved and the governance that evolves from this, as shaped by the practices and talk
of rights. Merry focuses on the process of translating international rights to a locally suitable form
and looks at the role of intermediates in this. I think this can be complementary to each other and
that is how I will use both approaches. Abu-Lughod’s ethnographic approach contributes to
understanding the bigger picture of the social and political fields that the women’s movement works
in. Abu-Lughod’s ethnographic account helps looking at the processes, debates, practices, discourses
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and networks of the women’s movement, providing both the basis to analyse appropriation by
translators with Merry’s theories, as well as placing this in a bigger picture in Egypt.
I addressed several aspects about the use of human rights, based on Merry’s theories. I took an
actor-based perspective, looking at how different actors used rights. These actors are part of the
women’s movement, but are from different groups or times. In analysing this, I consider these actors
women’s rights practitioners, who use women’s rights. I used Merry’s theory on the process of
vernacularisation to see how actors have used women’s rights differently and look at how cultural
structures have influenced this. I studied their role as translator from the transnational to the local,
based on two aspects.
Firstly, the different forms of translating, based on which dimension is used by the translator – that
of law, values or governance – and look at how they position themselves, how they relate to the
institutionalisation and professionalization of human rights.
Secondly, I studied how activists frame issues in rights-language and how they embed this in their
local context. I also looked for different forms of appropriation by activists. In addition, I analyse how
thinly or thickly they adapt women’s rights to their own local institutions and structures and thus
where they are on the scale between hybridity and replication, between appropriation and
transforming the meaning. I focused on how religion is related to this and if for example, as An-Na’im
proposes they create Islamic legitimacy or use Islamic models. While doing this, I also looked at how
actors address the paradox within this process, of tailoring something to a fitting size, without
changing its essential values.
As this translation takes place in a local context, I used the notion of public space and studied the use
of it. This is especially relevant during the Egyptian revolution, when public space was reappropriated. Looking at public space and the re-appropriation, helped me structure and organise
secondary literature on women in the Arab spring. By analysing how public space was reappropriated by women but also by the revolution, I gained an understanding of how women’s rights
are adjusted to the local context in Egypt. For this I first addressed the local context through the
notion of public space and secondly I looked at how women re-appropriate public space, how this
differs across places and how ‘women’s rights’ play a role in this.
It is important to emphasize the difference of Merry’s concept of appropriation (2006b) and
Sorbera’s use of the term re-appropriation (2014). Appropriation refers to the adaption of
transnational ideas, in this case laws and rights to a localised form, without changing the essential
meaning of the transnational ideas. Re-appropriation of public space aims to change the way public
space is used and the social structures that shapes this; this can change the essential meaning and
perception of the public space in question.
By addressing these aspects I want to get a clear picture of how women’s rights are used by different
actors and in different places and through this I create an actor and place based approach to look at
the influence of these aspects on the use of women’s rights.
2.5.1 An additional consideration
While looking at all the above mentioned aspects will help answer the question of how rights are
used and influenced by cultural aspects, it is important to realise that this is part of a larger structure
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of economic and political factors (Merry, 2006a, 2006b). This is partly addressed through AbuLughod’s ethnographic account, which will contribute to understanding the bigger picture of the
social and political fields that the women’s movement works. Also looking at how public space was
used in this context contributes to this. However, I want to emphasize that with the actor and place
based approach I take, I leave out many other aspects of using women’s rights and of analysing the
women’s movement in Egypt. There are laws and regulations that might determine the above
described processes of interaction between the local and transnational. This whole process of
translation is largely dependent on the dominant political spheres. This for example strongly
influences the actual implementation and making things mandatory. It is important to recognise the
state as a powerful actor within this, for example by limiting the possibilities to act through
restrictions on founding new organisations or restricting individuals in their actions. I have tried to
put the translation and appropriation of international law and the re-appropriation of public space in
perspective of this in my analysis.
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3. History of Egypt and the women’s movement
In this chapter I provide the context for this thesis. Firstly, by summarizing the recent history of
Egypt, since the fall of the Ottoman Empire, and secondly elaborating on the events during and after
the Arab spring and the Egyptian revolution. Thirdly, by providing a general overview of the Egyptian
women’s movement from the 19th century until about 1950. This will help putting my analysis of the
Egyptian women’s movement in the context of Egypt’s history.

3.1 History of Egypt
Until the end of the First World War, Egypt was part of the Ottoman Empire. This massive empire had
the decisive power. They mainly collected taxes, but other political responsibilities were left to
country’s existing powers. The Ottoman Empire fell apart when more and more territory was taken
by the British and the French. Egypt became under British rule, to the strong disliking of the
Egyptians. This led to the revolution of 1919. In 1922, the British declared Egypt independent,
however, not fully: Great Britain remained in control of the foreign policy of Egypt. They stayed part
of the military and thus in reality Egypt was still very much under British occupation. This colonial
history is of large influence on the country and is considered a reason for the dislike of foreign
interference and Western cultural aspects (Cleveland & Bunton, 2013). In this supposedly
independent period, the wafd was founded, they aimed at complete independence of Egypt (which
they did not accomplish until 1952), and were in charge of the government between 1924 and 1936,
when Egypt was ‘independent’ from the British. This period of liberation meant a decreasing role of
religious values and institutions in Egypt, and was sometimes considered an attack upon tradition.
The rising women’s movement was seen as part of this attack or threat, as will become clear in the
next chapter, when discussing the Egyptian Feminist Union. After 1936, Egypt was under full British
rule again. (Cleveland & Bunton, 2013)
In 1928, the Muslim Brotherhood was founded by Hassan al-Banna. They aimed for an Islamic-based
reform. From their initial starting phase onwards, they were prominently present in Egypt, most
commonly seen through their social welfare programs. They tried to bridge religious and secular
parts of the population, for example through founding schools where both views were included. The
Muslim Brotherhood provided a stable factor, especially during World War two, based on Islamic
values and in addition provided social security services, making them a powerful actor in Egypt.
(Cleveland & Bunton, 2013)
Egypt remained under British rule until 1952, when Gamal Abdel Nasser came to power with the
coup of 1952. Egypt became the example state of the Middle East, with Nasser as ‘embodiment of
what the Arab World wanted to be: assertive, independent, and engaged in the construction of a new
society freed of the imperial past and oriented toward a bright Arab future’ (p. 280) (Cleveland &
Bunton, 2013). An important opposition was the Muslim Brotherhood, which had wide support
amongst Egyptians and many members.
Nasser strived for social justice and women’s welfare was part of this. He gave women a new position
in his ideal state, by ideological, legal and practical inclusion. Only women in ‘the institution of the
regime’ who were working for the government spoke of human rights and women’s rights. But the
women’s movement itself could not organize anymore, they were placed under strict state control.
There were improvements in education, employment and social mobility for women. This included
voting rights for women in 1956. However, women were still in an unequal position due to the
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personal status law, which kept them in control of their husband. In addition, Nasser repressed all
forms of civil society, including the women’s movement. By including women’s issues in his social
welfare programs, he monopolized women’s rights and exclude women’s groups. (Al-Ali, 2000;
Cleveland & Bunton, 2013; Hatem, 1989)
Also in 1956, the Suez Canal was nationalized by Nasser. This was an important action against
Western imperialism and former colonialism. The Suez Canal was a symbol for Western exploitation,
but through the nationalization, Egypt would start benefiting from the channel (Cleveland & Bunton,
2013). In this period, Nasser and his regime gained a form of legitimacy, based on his popularity and
foreign relations within the Arab world and ties with the Soviet Union. In 1961, Nasser picked up
Arab Socialism, in order to remain successful. This expressed itself in combating over-populationprograms and measures of egalitarianism and social welfare. The egalitarianism also aimed at
women; in the charter of 1962 it stated that women were equal to men, had the right to vote and to
serve in the national assembly. Women’s presence in public space increased, through work and
education institutes and they increasingly appeared unveiled in public (Cleveland & Bunton, 2013).
However, Cleveland nuances, this was mainly in theory; ‘For all the rhetoric about equality, the
Nasser regime was exceptionally cautious in its attitude toward family law and did not introduce
reformist legislation on such matters as polygamy or divorce’ (p. 297). Also, the regime cooperated
with Islamic institutions to legitimize their Arab Socialist policies and presented these as compatible
with the principles of Islam. (Cleveland & Bunton, 2013)
Nasser died in 1970, and was succeeded by Anwar Sadat, whose policy broke from Nasser’s Arab
socialism and focused on Western capitalism. This did not improve the situation in the country and
made Sadat unpopular amongst Egyptians as well as in the region (Cleveland & Bunton, 2013). Under
Sadat, Egypt was involved in peace making process in the Israel Palestine Conflict, eventually signing
the Egyptian-Israeli-treaty. This was not favourable for the Palestinians and in consequence Egypt
was suddenly isolated from the Arab world and became economically dependent on the West,
especially for oil. Sadat identified himself with Islam, but in his practices he was perceived as
Western, from his style of living to the Israel-treaty. As a consequence, Sadat faced a strong Islamic
opposition, consisting of Islamic student groups, the Muslim Brotherhood and several other smaller
Islamist1 groups. In 1981, Sadat was assassinated by one of these groups and succeeded by Hosni
Mubarak, making the army in charge of Egypt. (Cleveland & Bunton, 2013)
Mubarak ruled Egypt for thirty years. Mubarak followed Sadat’s choices and kept a strong alliance
with the US, mainly for economic benefits. However, Mubarak was also able to restore Egypt’s
position in the Arab world, though not in the same strong position as before. In this time, Islamic
groups gained support and Islam became a more prominent aspect of daily life (Cleveland & Bunton,
2013). While the Muslim Brotherhood could not participate in politics as a group, as religious groups
were not allowed to form a political party, some members ran as independents and got a seat in
parliament. The Muslim Brotherhood gained in power through this and demanded a revision of the
secular principles on which Egypt was based. The regime responded by reviewing laws on consistency
with Shari’a. However, without other reforms to combat economic problems, the Islamic
organisations increased in strength and the secular state was considered the root cause of the
1

Note the difference between Islamist and Islamic. The first refers to groups and individuals that generally
think Islam should be the state religion, the shari’a should be form the constitution and that the Qur’an guide
politics and daily life. The second refers to something as related to Islam.
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problems in Egypt (Cleveland & Bunton, 2013). In 2011, the Arab spring took over the Middle East,
including Egypt, where on 25th of January the first mass demonstrations took place. This led to the
resigning of Hosni Mubarak on the 11th of February 2011. (Cleveland & Bunton, 2013)

3.2 The Arab Spring and the Egyptian Revolution
The Arab Spring started in December 2010 in Tunisia, with the self-immolation of a fruit seller,
leading to demonstrations against injustice and a call for more freedom and democracy for Tunisia.
This initiated protest in the Middle Eastern region, also in Egypt, where the first demonstration took
place on the 25th of January 2011, marking the day in Egyptian history. The demonstration first and
foremost called for the resignation of President Mubarak, who had been ruling the country since
1981. This resulted in his resigning on February 11th 2011. Secondly, there was a call for democracy,
which was later incorporated in the revolution’s more general call for ‘bread, freedom and social
justice’ (Amnesty International, 2014). Initially, women’s involvement was not clear, but soon
photographs showed women participating in the protest and their role became more and more
visible. Women participated in the protests and demonstrations alongside men and made a
prominent appearance on social media. Social media is sometimes considered as partly responsible
for the wide reach of the Arab uprisings (Al-Ali, 2012). Al-Ali also sees participation in public space as
a continuous aspects of women’s activists in Egypt, who more often made their gendered struggle
part of struggles about citizenship and social justice or class differences (2012). Al-Ali, however also
points out the danger of women becoming marginalized in the bigger picture of the revolution or the
possibility of their rights getting violated more (2012). The Arab Spring also gave renewed attention
to problems that have been addressed before by the Egyptian women’s movement. Amnesty
International published a report in 2015 on violence against women in Egypt, in the domestic sphere,
the public sphere and in detention centres (Amnesty International, 2015a).
In 2012, Morsi was elected president, making the parliament an Islamist majority based one, with the
Freedom and Justice Party as leading party – the political arm of the Muslim Brotherhood. During the
time of Morsi, violent attacks on women increased and together with the re-writing of the
constitution, this led to a step back for women’s rights according to many (Badran, 2014; Mazloum,
2015; NCW, 2012a; Pedersen & Salib, 2013). The Freedom and Justice party, the party of Morsi and
the Muslim Brotherhood, as an Islamist group, views women’s rights as something that should be
coherent with tradition and culture and that should serve the family and society.
Morsi was removed by the military, led by General Abdel Fattah Al-Sisi in 2013. The latter is currently
still in power (as of June 2015), after he won the elections in June 2014. This meant that the army
was once again in control again in Egypt and the Muslim Brotherhood lost their political power
(Aljazeera, 2014; Amnesty International, 2014). Morsi supporters were violently silenced by the
security forces, of whom Al-Sisi was head at the time. Al-Sisi is considered an admirer of Nasser and
his nationalist politics. With him being in many high military positions before and now as army chief,
the military seems to have become a high priority of the government (Aljazeera, 2014; BBC, 2014).
Al-Sisi promised many reforms, especially aimed at improving the life of the poor. Under Al-Sisi’s
regime, the Muslim Brotherhood and its supporters were heavily repressed. Many forms of public
resistance were pressed down through force, with help of the military. Al-Sisi expressed support for
‘virginity tests’ on women protestors by the army, however, later also stated he would ban the
practice (Aljazeera, 2014; BBC, 2014). However, Amnesty reports an increase in violence in this
period (Amnesty International, 2014). Unfair trials are the rule, such as mass trials leading to death
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sentences for hundreds at once. In addition, people are repressed through laws such as the new
protest law that restricts demonstrations of over ten people when not approved in advance by the
Interior Ministry. In addition, violence against women increased in the public space and for women in
custody. Egyptian state authorities, such as security forces, were largely responsible for this, but also
the Muslim Brotherhood is responsible (Amnesty International, 2015a, 2015c). It was during Al-Sisi’s
inauguration that a new wave of sexual violence against women began, after which he announced:
‘Our honour is being assaulted in the streets. This is unacceptable and we can't allow one more
incident like this to happen’ (TheGuardian, 2014). Al-Sisi’s promises to women, but also to other
victims of human rights violations have not yet materialised in present day Egypt (Amnesty
International, 2015a, 2015b, 2015c).

3.3 Historical overview of women’s movement in Egypt
Here I provide the essential knowledge about the women’s movement from the 19th century until
about 1950. I will do this by giving a general historical overview of the women’s movement in Egypt,
based on Badran (1995), starting in the 19th century. Badran distinguishes three stages in the
women’s movement.
The first stage started in the 19th century, with an increased consciousness of women’s position
towards men. This was recognized and expressed in writings by both male and female authors. In this
phase it was mainly upper class women that discussed issues such as veiling and the seclusion of
women and identified this as a social practice that was repressing women, unjustly blamed on
religion. Female authors started their own press with the goal to represent women and defend their
rights, according to their editor (p. 15/16) (Badran, 1995). There are two influential male authors
that are worth discussing; Qasim Amin and Marqus Fagmi. Qasim Amin who wrote about the
importance of education for women to contribute to their family and society. He blames the
repression of women on the power-position of men, but specifically places this outside of Islamic
traditions and sees Islam as a guideline for his thoughts (Badran, 1995; Drewes, 1958). Interestingly
enough Amin distinguishes his work from a call for women’s rights and expresses himself as against
women in politics (Drewes, 1958). Another important male author was Marqus Fagmi, who discussed
the ‘imprisonment of women’. In his texts he argues for the recognition of the rights of women and
uses secular arguments for this (p. 17) (Badran, 1995). These writings and publications are
considered the foundation for the developments of the women’s movement and Egyptian Feminism
in the 20th century by most authors (Ahmed, 1992; Al-Ali, 2000, 2002b; Badran, 1995).
The second stage Badran identifies is the first two decades of the 20th century (Badran, 1995). In this
phase, women were publically part of nationalist movements that strived for independence of the
British. This was the phase of ‘invisible everyday feminist activism’ (p. 26) (Badran, 1995) where
women slowly started to enter male-dominated spaces as well as create their own institutions. In this
phase, women continued the discussions on veiling and seclusion of women. However, they soon
shifted to a discourse focusing on nationalism and the Egyptian nationality, in order to become part
of this movement and have a broader reach. A major topic was education – educating women, from
hygiene to reading was an important goal in this period. This was done on a mainly philanthropic
grounds and was provided through social services. A second point of education that women
addressed, was to stimulate each other intellectually, by establishing programs of lectures and
knowledge exchanges between participating women. Teaching became the main way for activists to
create a new place and image for women in society (Badran, 1995).
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The third stage starts with the founding of the Egyptian Feminist Union (EFU), by Huda Sha’wari in
1923. Badran finishes her analysis around 1950, just before Nasser became president. In this period
before Nasser, the women’s movement became much more visible to the outside world, in the form
of institutions such as the EFU. Their approach became much more political and targeted a larger
group. They continued with promoting education for girls and women, but focused on a broader
range of women’s rights. One of their main campaigns focused on changing the personal status law,
which would allow women to act freely, without consent of their husband or other male guardian
first. Other campaigns fought against state-regulated prostitution and for political rights for women
(Badran, 1995).
With the independence of Egypt in 1952 and the coming of Nasser as president, however, many
women’s initiatives, as well as other parts of civil society became heavily repressed. NGO’s, social
movements and gatherings were made impossible, which meant that the women’s movement as
existing until that time also became inactive. In this time, several laws and regulations, favouring
women were introduced, including voting right in 1956 (Al-Ali, 2002b). With the political issues
slowly being changed and circumstance improving, a new focus on combating violence against
women was allowed, including, both domestic violence and violence in the public sphere, including
rape, female genital mutilations and more. In this thesis I will only focus on violence in the public
sphere, not on domestic violence
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4. Women’s rights practitioners in the 20th century
In 1923, a congress of the International Women Suffrage Alliance in Rome was joined by Hada
Sha’rawi and Saiza Nabarawi, two Egyptian women. On the conference they addressed their issues
such as colonization, education and health. By attending this and addressing these issues, they
challenged the European focus on the question of Islam being inherently oppressive to women and
the view of the ‘Oriental women’ that were repressed by their veils. Back in Egypt they did challenge
the traditional custom and for the first time re-appropriated public space by representing
themselves, by providing pictures of themselves unveiled to the Egyptian press, setting the first steps
for a feminist journey by women in Egypt (Sorbera, 2014).
By introducing these and other important women’s rights practitioners in the Egyptian women’s
movement in the 20th century in this chapter, I aim to set a foundation for studying the use of rights
by women in the Egyptian Revolution in chapter five and six. Taking this actor based approach, I look
at how women’s rights have been used in the 20th century and how ideas have been translated to a
specific time and place. I want to emphasize that this is far from a complete representation of the
women’s movement in Egypt in the 20th century. There are many more actors involved in the
women’s movement, such as from minority groups within Egypt. There are also many more aspects
of these actors to discuss that influence the women’s movement, such as their networks, their
involvement with international women’s organizations and also different developments between
Islam and women’s rights. For this I refer to other authors (Ahmed, 1992; Al-Ali, 2000; Badran, 1995)
and on more recent development (Hafez, 2011; Krause, 2012).
In order to study the women’s movement in Egypt, I define a women’s movement as any female
collective action, based on Molyneux (1998). This includes any women’s initiative, group, network or
individual activist, striving for improving women’s life (Molyneux, 1998). As any social movement, the
women’s movement in Egypt is far from homogeneous and the different groups that developed over
the last century as part of the movement all used women’s rights in a different way. From this I
selected the most important actors that have been documented to use women’s rights and thus can
be considered women’s rights practitioners. I look at how these different actors were involved in the
women’s movement and how they used women’s rights, in order to see how their self-identification
influenced this.
I study how the use of rights has developed over the course of the century, what main issues were
and how international agreements were introduced and played a role in this. The most important
international agreement on women’s rights is the Convention on Elimination of all Forms of
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) (Merry, 2006a). This is the first time that women’s rights
were internationally agreed upon and formalized in a convention, of which Egypt was part and which
they also ratified.
I discuss three actors that were active before the establishment of CEDAW, after which I introduce
CEDAW. Subsequently, I briefly look at Egypt’s well known feminist; Nawal El Sadaawi, that started
her activism before CEDAW, but became increasingly active after until today. After that, I discuss the
women’s movement in the decade before the Arab spring, as documented by Abu-Lughod (2010).
When studying the different actors, I look at their goals and the identity they present and how this
developed over time. Of each actor I discuss their issues, how they relate this to women’s rights,
what their practices are and what the effect of their work is. While for some actors there was no
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international law yet to ‘translate’ to the local context, I consider the concept of translation, as
explained in chapter one, suitable to see how new ideas and beliefs of the women’s movement were
translated and integrated in time and place by the actors. In this chapter I will mainly use Merry’s
theories (2006b) on translation and appropriation and not include the process of localization or
shifting subjectivities, in order to not go too far into depth on these actors, but provide a foundation
to do that in the following chapters.

4.1 Before CEDAW
In 1919 women participated in a revolution against the British occupation, which was followed by the
founding of the Egyptian Feminist Union (EFU) in 1923 (Al-Ali, 2000; Badran, 1995). In 1947 there was
a split and a second ground ‘Daughter of the Nile’ was formed. Another important group in this
period was the Muslim Women’s society, which still exists today, but as part of the Muslim
Brotherhood. These groups will be discussed briefly here, focussing on their discourses as described
in secondary literature.
4.1.1 Egyptian Feminist Union
The Egyptian Feminist Union was founded in 1923 by Huda Sha`rawi, who in the years before had
already been part of many female initiatives and started writing and publishing about women’s
position in Egypt and the importance of education of women. The EFU took up several issues over
the years. In their initial phase they continued the existing focus on fighting against the veiling of
women and seeing this as repression. In addition they emphasized the importance of education.
They also took up the position of the woman in the family and the controlling abuse by men, thus
mainly focusing on domestic issues. The EFU was mainly led by middle and upper class women, and
focused on their own needs. In a latter phase, they started to include more social needs of women,
including issues from both the city and the rural women, and expanding to poor girls and women,
with especially a new focus on healthcare. In this phase they cooperated more with existing
philanthropic institutions that provided these social services (Badran, 1995).
The EFU mainly used secular arguments. They used a nationalist discourse, about the role of the
family for the nation and the importance of women in the family. They linked this to their
‘fundamental right to their own well-being and security’ (p.125) (Badran, 1995). A major goal was to
change the personal status law, in order to give women more freedom and so be able to care for
their well-being and security. Interestingly enough this was one of the few points where they used
Islamic arguments, in order to change the Muslim Personal Status law, attempting to reform this
based on Islam. Later they switched to more secular based arguments as well, addressing women as
Egyptians and stating the family as important for Egypt, rather than important based on their religion
(Al-Ali, 2000; Badran, 1995).
The EFU was one of the first groups that was of clear presence in society (Badran, 1995). Their main
practices were showing themselves through publications by their own writing as well as offering a
platform to publish for others. Journalism was a big part of their work, through which women
integrated in society and attempted to bypass the seclusion of the century before (Dabbous, 2004).
For example L’Egyptianne, published articles on the role of women in society, their contributions to
society and economy, as well as political issues (Al-Ali, 2000; Dabbous, 2004). Other journals referred
more explicitly to women’s rights, such as Al-Amal (Hope), which aimed to educate women to help
them gain rights through new laws, which on its cover had the text ‘A newspaper that defends
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women’s rights’ (p. 45) (Dabbous, 2004). They mainly strived for political rights, to vote and to be
elected (Dabbous, 2004). Besides this, the EFU is also often viewed as a philanthropic institute, even
though their main focus was always on middle- and upper class, while most social services are
directed towards lower class women (Al-Ali, 2000).
The EFU used several discourses, framing their message in different ways throughout the years but
also very much dependent on the topic, adapting it to the most suitable discourse. In general, the
ideas and messages they presented were perceived as very rights-based and very Western, which
generated a lot of resistance, both of women and men in Egypt. Activists in the last decades of the
20th century perceive the EFU as very much pro-government and elitist groups of women, a higher
class that formed this group (Al-Ali, 2000; Badran, 1995). Sorbera (based on (Badran, 1995))
summarizes this as follows ‘The EFU inscribed their discourse about women’s emancipation within the
broader frame of liberal and secular nationalism, Islamic modernism and humanitarian discourse’ (p.
65) (Sorbera, 2014).
4.1.2 Muslim women’s society
In 1936 Zeinab al-Ghazali distanced herself from the EFU, of which she used to be a member, and
founded the Muslim Women’s Society (Ahmed, 1992; Al-Ali, 2000; Badran, 1995; Lewis, 2013). AlGhazali left the EFU mainly because of her dislike of the Western norms that in her opinion shaped
the EFU. She thought the EFU to be taken up Western norms instead of Islamic norms. By
establishing her own group she wanted to represent Muslim women. Her ideas aligned strongly with
the Muslim Brotherhood, who wants Islam to become the foundation of Egypt’s political and social
order (Ahmed, 1992). In her writings, Al-Ghazali addressed the misinterpretation of Islam by men and
showed support for women’s rights. However, she founded this on the Qur’an and talks of ‘Islamic
Rights’. She called upon women to ‘return to the home and maintain the base of the Islamic Society’
(p. 1) (Lewis, 2013), which aligned with her main cause: to serve Islamic society. Al-Ghazali claimed
that the women are both responsible and of fundamental importance for the success of Islamic
society. She called for women’s rights in the form of equally important roles for men and women, but
separated in the expression of these roles. Besides this, she explicitly criticised Western feminism
and the Egyptian women who – in her opinion – followed this ‘false ideology’ over their religion
(Ahmed, 1982, 1992; Al-Ali, 2000; Badran, 1995; Lewis, 2013). Al-Ghazali practiced this in several
ways, most importantly, stimulating women to study the Qur’an and Islam, to provide them with the
means and knowledge they need in her opinion (Al-Ali, 2000). Islam will and should provide the
woman agency, according to Al-Ghazali, in the domestic sphere as well as in the public sphere, and
eventually lead to ‘gender equity’ (Lewis, 2013). The Muslim women’s society did not want a western
‘women’s liberation’ or become men-haters as they perceived Western feminist (Ahmed, 1992).
Al-Ghazali clearly used an Islamic discourse in which she framed women’s rights. Women’s rights in
itself are too Western in her opinion. However serving the Islamic society is done through equal roles
for men and women, giving women certain rights as well as duties and above all sovereignty. AlGhazali used female characters in the Qur’an as models for how women should act and what their
role is. Al-Ghazali fulfilled the same tasks as a translator; her texts were a means through which she
could reach Egyptian Muslims and give women the knowledge to empower themselves. However,
she cannot be considered as such, as she was clearly distancing herself from Western values and
feminism. Her approach, to base herself on the Qur’an, gave and still give her Islamic legitimacy (AnNa'im, 2010; Merry, 2006a). Her ideals revolved around more equal roles for men and women in
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society, to benefit the family and Egypt. The basis of these ideals; the equal roles, and how she
wanted to accomplish this; education, align with women’s rights. As Lewis puts it; her texts are the
beginning for approaching feminism through an indigenous lens in an Islamic context (Ahmed, 1992;
Lewis, 2013).
Al-Ghazali was often approached by Hassan Al-Banna, the founder of the Muslim Brotherhood, to
join them with her Muslim Women Society, which she refused for a long time. Eventually, she did
join him, setting the first steps for women’s role in the Muslim Brotherhood (Ahmed, 1992).
4.1.3 Daughter of the Nile, Bint el-Nil
In 1948, Doria Shafik left the EFU to follow her own objectives and started the Bint el-Nile Union. Her
goals were wider, bigger, broader than those of the EFU, and with her organisation she wanted to
achieve complete emancipation of the Egyptian women. She focused on political rights as a start of
this (Ahmed, 1992; Al-Ali; 2000, 2002a; Khater & Nelson, 1988). To her, full political equality between
men and women was essential to accomplish this, going beyond the more individual case-by-case
help she provided with the EFU. Her main objectives were: 1) constitutional and parliamentary rights
for women, giving them the position to ensure these rights and establish the following; 2) social
services for poor Egyptians (by literacy programs and initiating small industries); 3) create attention
and awareness for poor families, especially the mothers and children, through mass media. This was
based on Shafik’s idea that most problems women face were based on polygamy and hasty divorces
where women and children were left unprotected (Ahmed, 1992; Khater & Nelson, 1988).
Khater and Nelson emphasise the importance of the shift to focus on political rights instead of social
welfare, thus leave certain philanthropic aspects (1988). Issues such as education, public health and
changes in the Family Status law still had to be dealt with, but political equality would provide people
the means and the power to change something in decision making and in consequence gain power.
This was especially important for lower classes in Shafik’s opinion, those that did not own anything
and therefore did not have any power. Their focus on helping poor families shows that classdifferences is also an issue that was addressed, Shafik wanted middle class women to mediate
between divided classes. Bint-el Nil included mainly middle class women and for the above
mentioned reason, also aimed at them to become part of the movement. With this, Shafik defined
herself from the EFU, which consisted mainly of upper class and elitist women (Ahmed, 1992; Al-Ali,
2000; Khater & Nelson, 1988).
Khater and Nelson want to show that the women’s movement in Egypt adapted a feminism discourse
to their own needs and goals and not merely copied a Western ideology. By discussing all the social
issues that women address within the movement and that they relate to women’s rights and political
rights, the authors show that women developed their own feminist discourse. Women stayed very
critical of Western or European discourses and made an important point of focusing on the Egyptian
women, aligning with a national discourse that broadens their reach (Khater & Nelson, 1988).
Practices of Bint El-Nil are sometimes mixed with practices preformed independently by their
founder; Doria Shafik. It is not always clear if she acted in the name of Bint El-Nil. The practices range
from publishing a journal, to setting up demonstrations, storming the parliament with 1500 women,
giving lectures on the importance of women’s political participation and a hunger strike in order to
claim political rights, which also gave them national and international attention (Ahmed, 1992;
Khater & Nelson, 1988).
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Analysing Shafik’s and Bint El-Nil’s translator role is difficult, due to limited sources. There does not
seem to have been a focus on international movements, rights or thoughts so much in her or their
work though, so a translation of that would not be needed. However, gaining full political rights is a
human right and a women’s right, as also internationally agreed upon. Bint El-Nil did put their
struggles in a nationalist perspective and discourse, as giving women political rights would improve
Egypt and the focus on including each class also focused on the nation. The organisation wanted to
bridge the different classes and thus in a way mediated between different groups, so not a translator
as Merry (2006b) might refer to, but still functioning as an intermediate between different groups.

4.2 CEDAW
In the following part, CEDAW, or the Convention on Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against
Women will be briefly introduced. Also the discussion on violence against women as a form of
discrimination will be explained.
CEDAW is a United Nations Convention. The convention was made in addition to existing human
rights conventions. For a long time, the existing human rights conventions were deemed sufficient to
protect women’s rights. However, the Commission on the Status of Women (a UN body) focused on
the protection and promotion of rights of women through additional treaties, such as the Convention
on the Nationality of Married Women and the Convention on Consent to Marriage, Minimum Age for
Marriage and Registration of Marriages (UNwomen, ND). However, this resulted in a fragmented
approach that failed to combat discrimination against women. Besides this, there were concerns that
general human rights conventions did not sufficiently protect or promoted women’s rights. This led
to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) in
1979. Egypt was amongst those that ratified the convention in the first year, meaning that they
committed themselves to respecting the international agreement. The aim of establishing this
convention was to have one single instrument that secured equal rights for men and women
(UNwomen, ND).
While violence against women was not mentioned in the first version of CEDAW, in later
international agreements, it was incorporated as a form of discrimination (Merry, 2006a). Violence
against women was placed in the ‘rubric of human rights and fundamental freedoms and made clear
that states are obliged to eliminate violence perpetrated by public authorities and by private persons’
(p. 21-22) (Merry, 2006a). While gender-based violence is now considered a human rights violation,
this was not an easy process. Protecting women against domestic forms of violence became a state
responsibility through this. CEDAW made violence against and discrimination of women an
international human rights issue (Merry, 2006a).

4.3 After CEDAW
In 1981 the Convention Against all forms of Discrimination Against Women was signed by Egypt and
later became a guiding international document on Women’s rights globally. In this part of the
chapter I to address two phases after the establishment of CEDAW, mainly based on the available
literature. Firstly, I will briefly look at Nawal El Saadawi, a prominent women’s rights activist and
feminist. Her fame might be more well-known outside of Egypt than within, as her work has been
banished for years in Egypt since she was considered too big a threat by the Egyptian government,
however, she is still considered an important figure in Egypt’s feminist history. Secondly, I will use the
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ethnographic work of Abu-Lughod (2010), who researched ‘the social life of Muslims women’s rights’
to look at the decade before the Arab Spring, from roughly 2000 till 2010.
4.3.1 Nawal El Saadawi (also founder of Arab Women’s solidarity Association AWSA)
Nawal El Saadawi is one of the most famous Egyptian feminists. However – not in Egypt. Several
death threats forced her to leave the country often and her writings have been banned in Egypt. AlAli showed that young Egyptian feminists often perceived her as a radical Western feminist (2000). El
Saadawi’s story starts with her own circumcision – her main goal is to fight Female Genital Mutilation
(FGM). As a doctor she was confronted with the consequences of FGM daily and started to address
this issue.
El Saadawi published a lot of work on women, gender and Islam. She researched the consequences
of FGM through interviews and wrote many books on women’s issues. In 1991 she founded the Arab
Women’s solidarity Association (AWSA). The main issues she (still) focuses on are combating FGM,
fighting against sexual harassment and violence against women, improving the position of the female
in the family. Through her writing she attempts to make Egyptian women aware of the situation. She
explains that many are not conscious of the implications of FGM, a serious violation of women’s
rights, as they were all raised with this and view this as normal. She also notices this in her
conversations with her female clients (El Saadawi, 1977). El Saadawi is perceived and referred to as
one of Egypt’s most prominent feminists, women’s rights defenders and quoted in most of the
literature on Egypt’s women’s movement. This thesis focuses on the Arab Spring, thus I will leave El
Saadawi’s role brief. One of her actions I want to highlight here; in 2005 El Saadawi ran for president
during the elections. In an interview with the Volkskrant from 2005 (El Saadawi, 1977), she explained
that this was not a serious attempt as much as a challenge to Mubarak. In the interview she claimed
that her deed opened the possibility for others as well to challenge Mubarak this way, as seven men
have followed her example and announced their electoral (El Saadawi, 1977).
4.3.2 The decade before the Arab Spring
Abu-Lughod did fieldwork in Egypt in 2007-2008 on NGO’s in Cairo, to answer the above discussed
questions. I will briefly describe her findings here. She focused on the decade before the Arab Spring
and identified three developments in the social life of rights in Egypt (Abu-Lughod, 2010).
Firstly, the governmentalization of rights, most clearly seen by the establishment of the National
Council of Women (NCW), which was led by Suzanne Mubarak, the former president’s wife, has
increased over the last decade (Abu-Lughod, 2010). The NCW is a government organ and therefore
was in Mubarak’s time also suspected to cover up problems and to be too much in favour of the
regime. By including women as individuals in their programs, they weakened NGO’s, who already had
a difficult position, being restricted under the regime. The NCW received funding from the national
government as well as international, such as the UN and the World Bank, due to which they were in a
significantly better financial position compared to small (feminist) NGO’s who did not receive these
funds. This allowed them to ‘determine many of the projects and people active in ‘women’s rights’’(p,
6)(Abu-Lughod, 2010). Within the trend of governmentalization, Abu-Lughod also reports on an
internationalization of ‘women’s rights’ and following from that an increased importance of an elite
group speaking for women’s rights and being involved in the ‘emerging hegemony of human rights
language in women’s rights advocacy’ (p. 7)(Abu-Lughod, 2010). Their practices involved literacy
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programs, health services and legal awareness seminars, as well as programs on women and
domestic violence in the form of shelters and awareness campaigns (Abu-Lughod, 2010).
Secondly, Abu-Lughod recognizes ‘imbrications with Islamic institutions and religious discourse’ (p. 9,
2010). While it is on one hand believed that increase in conservative Islamist aspects in society are a
threat to women’s rights, on the other hand this increase also offers a possible new approach, in
which engagement with Islam forms a prominent role. This is done in the Center for Egyptian
Women’s Legal Assistance (CEWLA). Abu-Lughod explains that ‘they use an internationally
recognizable rights-based language, though their goals range from national policy and legal reform
to legal aid for individual women, sex education for youth and literacy and computer classes.’ (p. 11)
(Abu-Lughod, 2010). CEWLA strongly builds on CEDAW (the international convention) and tries to
show how this aligns with Shari’a and in addition educate women on Shari’a and the rights and
wrongs it produces. They involved experts in Shari’a from the al-Azhar University for Islamic studies,
through which they aimed to prove that CEDAW is not against Shari’a but that it aligns and is not
only Western based (Abu-Lughod, 2010).
Thirdly, the commercialization of rights has increased between 2000 and 2010. By this, Abu-Lughod
refers to how CEDAW is used, varying from building professions such as the elite and how they find
jobs around human rights and women’s rights in research, campaigning and organizing, to how
profits and funds are raised for women’s rights organizations (Abu-Lughod, 2010).
In her conclusion Abu-Lughod calls these developments the human rights industry that ‘creates
careers, channels funds, inspires commitments, gives credibility to new actors, creates and disrupts
social networks and legitimizes intellectual and political frameworks and ideals. Women’s rights
provide a conduit for foreign intervention and government involvement in ordering the daily lives of
both the middle classes and those at the margins. Object of struggle among religious institutions and
organizations, women’s rights are also the subject of corporate sponsorship and adopted as a symbol
of modernity’ (p. 33) (Abu-Lughod, 2010). She shows the many aspects of human rights’ and
women’s rights’ ‘social life’: how it works on local levels for individuals and women’s groups and how
their networks, how it works on a governmental level and how this influences the local level and how
the meaning of women’s rights influences all actors and the social and political fields. In her
conclusion she also points out that the social life of Muslims women’s rights is dependent on ‘the
larger political situation, the organization and resources of local states, and the configuration of
international interests’ (p. 33) (Abu-Lughod, 2010).

4.4 Conclusion
In this chapter we have seen the development of the Egyptian women’s movement from the 19th
century until the Arab spring. Before I present a summary of this developments and my findings, I
want to emphasize again that the above is not a complete account of the women’s movement, but a
very selected collection of actors in this period. This chapter is mainly to provide a strong foundation
for the following chapters that focus on the Arab spring. For this, I have studied and analysed the
most important actors and how they translated and integrated new ideas in their time. I relate this to
my research question on how the use of women’s rights affects women’s movement in Egypt in this
conclusion.
In this chapter I introduced some important actors in this and how they have used rights. Firstly, the
EFU was focused on a national discourse, later the Muslim women’s society choose an Islamic
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discourse, creating Islamic legitimacy for their message of women’s rights. From 1948 onwards, the
Daughter of the Nile put the struggle for women’s political in a larger framework of nationalism. All
of these groups were critical of Western feminism. Women did not simply take over feminist issues
from the West, but developed their own goals for their women’s movement, not copying them from
Western feminism. Western feminism was usually negatively associated, as according to many
Egyptians (including those some within the women’s movement) it would not be compatible with
religious values. An additional reason was that it was experienced as Western imperialism that would
destroy Egyptian traditions and values.
Before CEDAW, new ideas about women’s emancipation were put in a nationalist framework.
Women’s rights were not a priority in itself but always framed within broader discourses, such as
nationalism, Islamism but also a humanitarian, development focused discourse. Most of these strived
for a better Egypt, including a better position of women in society, as Qasim Amin argued for as one
of the first in the 19th century. Doria Shafik has the strongest focus on political rights for women and
clearly frames this in a nationalist discourse, as it is in order to benefit Egypt.
After the birth of CEDAW, there is a shift within the use of women’s rights in Egypt. Now there is an
international agreement for women’s rights to call upon and Egypt ratified this agreement, women
start referring to this international agreement. In the 90’s more women’s organisations arose, such
as El Sadaawi’s Arab Women’s Solidarity Association. However, in 2000 one sees a
governmentalization of women’s issues and women’s rights by the NCW. This led to a weakening of
NGO’s through new laws and by employing women’s activists on a large scale, the NCW created a
monopoly in women’s issues and rights. This meant that by making women’s rights a governmentonly issue, they became very powerful in the work of women’s rights, making other actors less
powerful. In this process, the NCW accomplished many things, but were also criticized as part of a
corrupt government. Their involvement with CEDAW is significant, as they have been the one
providing annual reports on women’s situation in Egypt. Also in this last decade an attempt has been
made to create Islamic legitimacy for women’s rights, by cooperating with Al-Azhar University.
The use of women’s rights developed over the years and increased. Where women’s rights were first
mainly put in a nationalist framework or an Islamic framework, later women’s rights were
increasingly seen as part of important international agreements and focused on the equal rights for
men and women and especially violence against women. From new ideas about women’s position in
society in the 19th century to the use of women’s rights by NGO’s, women have become more and
more part of public life. The appropriated use of women’s rights and framing of new ideas has
contributed to this. The use of rights has increased and led to awareness on women’s issues in Egypt,
as well as improvements in women’s rights, such as the right to vote and (an improvement only in
theory) the amendment of the personal status law in 2000 that should protect women against
inequality compared to men. The latter however, is just one example of the discrepancy between law
and reality: ‘Although the legal framework has improved and now protects most of the rights of
women as the equals of men, legislative and procedural gaps persist due to the discretionary power
granted to judges and officials in applying the law according to their perception and due to gender
biases and weak enforcement mechanisms.’ (UNFPA-website). Violence against women is still a major
issue and women are still poorly represented in politics before on January 25th, 2011 the Arab Spring
arrives in Egypt.
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5. Re-appropriation by women of public space in the
Egyptian Revolution; Women’s rights in different
places
On 18th of January 2011 an Egyptian girl, Asma Mahfouz, called out to all Egyptians to come to Tahrir
Square on the 25th of January 2011. As millions joined her on the 25th, this day was marked as the
start of the revolution in Egypt (Al-Rawi, 2014; Mahfouz, 2011). In the homemade video, she calls on
all Egyptians to claim their human rights (Mahfouz, 2011). She is one of the many women that
participated along men in the Egyptian revolution, calling for ‘freedom, democracy and social justice’.
She claimed her public space, both online and later physically in Tahrir Square. In this chapter I will
analyse how women re-appropriated public space during the Egyptian Revolution and through that
challenged traditions, how this differed between places and how this influenced the use of women’s
rights.
This chapter is based on literature research on women’s role during the Arab spring. I structured this
on a place based approach, as explained in my theoretical framework, by looking at different public
spaces and how women’s rights were practiced there. During the Egyptian revolution, the dominant
structures of the public space were challenged. Public space was claimed in many different ways, by
both men and women. The act of reclaiming public space to achieve ones goals is something women
do in their struggle for equality throughout the century, a phenomena reoccurring in the Arab Spring
(Sorbera, 2014). In public space women’s rights were used in different ways. When looking where
this re-appropriation of place happened, one can see which hegemonic structures were challenged
and how the use of women’s rights influenced this. Looking at these different places shows the
importance of the perception of places and how these are challenged in a revolution, through which
also hegemonic political and social structures are challenged. I discuss how women and women’s
rights ‘acted in their social life’ as Abu-Lughod (2010) would call it, on different places during the
revolution. The places I look at are Cairo and Tahrir Square, the online public space, places outside
Cairo and finally, I discuss the women’s body as a place of the revolution
First and foremost, it was Cairo and specifically Tahrir Square where most events of the revolution
took place and that are generally considered the most important place and thus discussed the most
in literature. It is in Cairo that women claimed public space for the first time and re-appropriated it
with their presences. Secondly, the online world played an important role in the Arab spring, also in
Egypt. The role of social media as a medium to increase the reach of a message was important, the
online revolution is also challenging public space in several ways. Thirdly, the revolution was also
experienced outside of Cairo, but in different ways (which is only addressed by few authors).
Fourthly, women’s bodies were used in two ways during the revolution; firstly as a way of challenging
dominant structures in the revolution in Egypt (Sorbera, 2014). Secondly, as a means to press down
the revolution and to keep control over public space, through sexual violence against women. There
are other public spaces that I did not include, such as the political public space. Being incorporated in
the political public space was one of the main issues for the revolution in general, aiming to
overthrow the regime and replacing it with a democratically chosen government. Women’s political
participation is an issue addressed by the actors discussed in chapter five, so I choose not to address
it here.
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I will discuss what happened in these places, how women expressed themselves there and what it
meant for the use of women’s rights. For this I use Merry’s theories (2006b) on translation and
appropriation2, as well as how this can lead to the localization of transnational rights and shifting
subjectivities (as discussed in my theoretical framework).

5.1 Cairo and Tahrir Square;
Tahrir Square in Cairo was the centre of the revolution, where the first mass demonstrations
happened and where the first major goal – the resignation of Mubarak – was accomplished. The first
demonstration lasted 18 days. ‘I felt for the first time that women were equal to men’ – Nawal El
Saadawi (p. 394) (Johansson-Nogués, 2013). Those first 18 days of the revolution, women felt safe on
Tahrir Square. Men were there to protect them, but they were also equals. In female activists’
accounts of the beginning of the revolution, one can hear a strong sense of unity between men and
women, striving for the same goals under the same slogans (Elsadda, 2011; Johansson-Nogués,
2013). An important part of women’s resistance was being visible in public space and thus reappropriating it. This was done by being present in demonstrations and through being visible in
creative activism.
The physical presence of women during the revolution and after during demonstrations, protests and
sit-ins, made women visible in the public space. They were on Tahrir Square representing their rights
as Egyptians, striving for freedom, dignity and social justice and not being differentiated based on
gender. The revolution strived for a human rights grounded approach to political participation,
aiming at inclusiveness for all. This was a ‘human revolution’ in the public space (Sorbera, 2014).
Women’s participation was part of this. Later, when gender violence became an issue, women’s
rights were more explicitly incorporated in the revolution. This was framed to strengthen the
revolutions aims; most of all democracy. The message was that if women were not part of politics,
how could there ever be democracy, if it only represented half of the people anyway? By
incorporating women’s rights in the revolution, women’s rights were framed as a condition for good
governance and democracy, important aims of the ‘human revolution’ (Sorbera, 2014).
Their presence meant that women were leaving the private sphere to be an active part of public life
in Cairo, the next step aiming at increased political participation. This challenged patriarchal
structures that subjected women to the private sphere that made women victims that needed
protection (Sorbera, 2014). By challenging this, women took on a different identity; they were part of
the public sphere. This is part of a process of shifting subjectivities. Women incorporate the
revolution’s discourse, where women’s rights were included. They made this part of their selfidentification.
Creative activism is another way to challenge hegemonic structures (Badran, 2014). Haghani (2015)
points to the making of a visual public sphere during the revolution; referring to the social practices
of women in the public sphere. This can be done through many forms; exhibitions, theatre, writing,
street art and much more. I will elaborate on the last two.

2

Note the difference between appropriation and re-appropriation; Appropriation refers to the adaption of
transnational ideas, in this case laws and rights to a localised form, without changing the essential meaning of
the transnational ideas. Re-appropriation of public space aims to change the way public space is used and the
social structures that shapes this; this can change the essential meaning and perception of the public space in
question (as described in the theoretical framework).
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Public space was claimed in the form of street art to
A theater group used stories, aiming
reach a large public but be distanced from any (state)
to make women aware of their
media (Sorbera, 2014), in the form of graffiti but also
freedom by self-expression. The
theatre (see side box). Especially graffiti was used often,
performance made a connection
both made by women and presenting women, protesting
between different classes and
against violence or supporting women’s causes (Abaza,
through that can create new
2013; Sorbera, 2014). Pictures of women who had an
awareness of this and appropriate
important role in the revolution were common. This
place, for women to join the public
included pictures of famous revolutionary women as well
sphere (Haghani, 2015). By using
as the horrors of the violence they faced, where the
theater as a means to create
military was also pictured. There were also pictures of
awareness for freedom of selfwomen protecting men and women ‘fighting’ the police,
expression, they not only use public
for example ‘the girl in the blue bra’ who instead of being
space and claim this, but they also
unconscious kicks her harassers or is portrayed as
appropriate knowledge of
superwomen (Abaza, 2013; Sorbera, 2014). Another
transnational rights and especially
example of female creative activism is Bahia Shehab who
freedom of expression to the world
spray-painted ‘NO’ to a wide variety of human rights
of the receiving women.
violations on the streets in Cairo (Shehab, 2012). Her
sprayings included a protest against military violence
against women through the use of the image of the blue bra. These images are aimed to create
awareness of women’s presence and agency in public space. These images offer new ways of selfidentification for women and thus create a possibility for shifting subjectivities, as Merry would call
the process of incorporating a new discourse (in this case of powerful women) to shape how one
identifies (Merry, 2006b).
Writing has throughout the history of the women’s movement been a prominent aspect of the
women’s movement, it was one of the first ways women penetrated public space (Sorbera, 2014).
Mazloum (2015) analysed three novels published by women who joined the first 18 days of the
protests in Tahrir Square, which were perceived as a unified time for men and women, where
women were safe and equal to men. She shows how each book looks at another facet of women’s
role in the initial phase of the uprising; one author emphasized how she felt connected, felt
‘communal solidarity’ due to a shared cause, in which gender differences did not matter (Mazloum,
2015). Another experienced the fragmentation between the different movements that were all
present at Tahrir square (Mazloum, 2015). In all the novels, collective agency is an important factor,
related to the nation. This shows how novels can contribute to constructing the nation and how
gender is related to that; in this case including women as full members (Mazloum, 2015). Their
novels contribute to the identity of women as autonomous actors with agency and as equal to men,
as part of the Egyptian nation, vaguely related to a nationalist discourse. Through showing this in the
form of novels, the authors create the possibility for their readers to take up a new subjectivity, to
reconstruct their self-identification.
These different forms of creative activism claim public space in Cairo and in Tahrir. They show the
presence of women in society and in the revolution, besides women’s physical presence at the
demonstrations. Both challenge the image of women staying within the private sphere and give
women a place in the public sphere. They do this through providing women agency and through
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creating opportunities for shifting subjectivities and by re-appropriating the public sphere to one
where women are accepted.

5.2 Online public space
The Arab spring’s success is often related to the use of
social media, which created a wide reach among citizens
and helped mobilizing the enormous crowds, such as
those that gathered on Tahrir square. But the online
public space is also a place where the revolution
happened. Specifically for women, it provided a safe
place for expression (Al-Rawi, 2014). The women’s
movement could take new shapes online, through the
use of social media. There are numerous initiatives that
could be discussed, I choose the following two based on
what was found in literature.

Words of Women from the
Egyptian Revolution
In a video series made by Leil-Zahra
Mortada women share their
experiences during the Egyptian
Revolution. The videos are a
memory of the Egyptian revolution
and women’s participation in it as
well as a tool for women
empowerment everywhere, by
showing women can join and that
this is ‘normal’, this is again a reappropriating of public space of
which women become part.
(Mortada, 2012-2015)

The Facebook page ‘Girls’ revolution’ was founded by an
Egyptian girl, focusing on women’s issues in the
revolution. Based on a research on the online women’s
movement, ‘Women’s rights’ turned out to be one of
the main issues on this page, together with ‘women’s
freedom’ and ‘I dream of a society’ (Al-Rawi, 2014). The webpage forms a public space where the
revolution also happened, it is one of the places where ideals were shared and spread, thus
challenging the existing structures. Using the revolution as context, the Facebook page provide a
translating-medium to localize women’s rights as an integral part of the revolution. The research also
looked into the comments that were made on Girls’ revolutions’ posts (Al-Rawi, 2014). These
comments influenced the translation process that happened on the website. Al-Rawi categorized the
comments in three groups: 1) supportive of women’s rights and emphasizing that Islam is not to
blame, but cultural traditions determine the patriarchal nature; 2) opposed, usually stating the posts
are not in accordance with Islam; 3) attacking Islam and supporting women’s movements (Al-Rawi,
2014). These groups each influence the translation and localization of transnational rights via this
medium in a different way. The first group supports women’s rights and explicitly blames patriarchal
traditions and not Islam. Through this, they take the issue of oppression away from the religious
discussion and put it in the local context where both male and colonial patriarchy play the
determining role and challenge these structures. The second puts emphasize on the discussion on
Islam and women’s rights and points to the discrepancy between them, through that they provide a
counterforce to the process of translating international rights, by framing the local context as
incompatible with women’s rights. The third group that attacks Islam and supports the women’s
movement does not contribute to the translation of rights to the local context, as they attack one of
the main factors that structures the local context. These different groups show that there are
different discourses amongst women and that each of these discourse leads to a (shifted)
subjectivity. The different subjectivities that are described above can shape how women identify
themselves and how women’s rights and/or Islam are part of that. These three different groups are
not necessarily translators themselves, but they strongly influence the translating process. Due to the
nature of the online public space where there is so much possibility for interaction, everybody can
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respond to expressed discourses and incorporate them in their self-identification and influence the
process of localization.
As said before, the use of social networks makes it possible
Operation Anti Sexual Harassment,
for women to discuss issues freely and save from
challenging patriarchal structures
harassment. It also enables them to create awareness
about issues and increase the reach of their message, as
The OpAntiSh want to focus on
we have seen most clearly by the home-made video of
creating a safe place for all – where
Asma Mahfouz, mentioned in the introduction of this
protection is not needed. By
chapter. She called upon Egyptians to join her on the 25th
presenting women as agents, they
of January on Tahrir Square, in order to claim their human
want to change the discourse and
rights – not even political rights she explicitly states – but
the image of women as victims that
‘just’ their human rights (Mahfouz, 2011). She focused on
need protection. This strategy is
human rights, through this, she included the bottom layer
also indirectly aimed at changing
of Egypt who joined the revolution firstly for ‘bread’ – not
the patriarchal power structure.
for the abstract notion of freedom and other political
They explicitly distance themselves
rights. Mahfouz is also a translator in the sense that she
from the revolution discourse;
uses a certain kind of language to call out to Egyptians to
which in their opinion focuses on
come to Tahrir Square. Sorbera (2011) points out how she
the protection of women; for
uses patriarchal cultural aspects and words such as
example by calling on men to
‘honour’, ‘manhood’ and ‘protection’ to call upon men to
accompany women, by the before
‘show a bit of honour, be men, come with me on January
mentioned Asma Mahfouz, who
25th’(Mahfouz, 2011), also implying that they should
called all Egyptians to join the 25th
protect her. By using these words, she creates a cultural
of January Revolution.
frame that creates a wide reach and appealed many,
making her a translator that ensures that a call for human
rights is based upon local cultural narratives. Other actors try to counter the same cultural narrative
as describe in the side box.
Both examples show how online public space is used and re-appropriated by women, by using it to
express and represent themselves. Both examples also show how online public space offers a
medium for ‘women’s rights’ to take part in the revolution and how this is translated for a local
context. The example of the ‘Girls’ revolution’-Facebook page also shows how other actors within the
context in its turn influence the translation process as it is happening in the context of the revolution.

5.3 Beyond Cairo
While millions gathered at Tahrir Square, the world outside Cairo was also affected by the revolution.
Beyond Cairo, public space has different meanings, but also here, public space was re-appropriated
by Egyptian citizens and human rights and women’s rights were used. Only few scholars focused on
this. A research by Amir looked at Women Human Rights defenders, partly outside Cairo (2013). AbuLughod researched how the revolution affected a village in Upper Egypt (2012).
Amir researched experiences of ‘Women Human Rights Defenders’ both outside and in Cairo. Their
research is part of the WHRD-program (2013). They define WHRDs as females that are active in the
human rights field and that are criticized for who they are or/and what they do (Amir, 2013). These
women are women’s rights practitioners and working with international women’s rights and human
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rights, in this occupation, they will most likely play a role in the translating process. However, Amir’s
article does not provide the details to say how they adapt human rights or women’s rights to local
circumstance or which dimension (law, good governance, values) these women outside of Cairo are
working in. Amir’s article is particularly useful to show the difference between places in Cairo and
outside of Cairo and how women have re-appropriated public space outside of Cairo.
Amir’s research shows that there are many individuals and small isolated groups of WHRDs that are
not connected to big NGO’s or other women’s organizations (2013). These women face different
issues compared to activists and need different protection measures against (sexual) harassment as
well as a different way of approaching them by the NGO’s (Amir, 2013). Most of these women
became WHRD after or during the 25th of January revolution. They are young, inexperienced women.
The main problems they face are gender-based violence and a lack of support by friends and family.
Dealing with patriarchal traditions is included in the latter. The main actions the WHRD were
involved in were (student) protests and sit-ins. In the sit-ins the difference between men and women
was experienced stronger than in Cairo. Where in Cairo it was considered normal (though not safe)
for women to join all the time, also at night, outside of Cairo, a girl staying for a night in a sit in would
be treated as ‘promiscuous’ or ‘deviant’ and shamed about this (Amir, 2013). WHRDs outside Cairo
do not have protection systems as developed by other WHRDs, working with organizations in Cairo.
The experiences of WHRDs outside of Cairo as portrayed in this study show how context matters a lot
to actors and subsequently to the use of women’s rights. Patriarchal traditions that made women go
home at night are an example of how place determines certain structures. Women were to a certain
extent able to re-appropriate the dominant thought that subjected women to the private sphere, as
they were partly involved in demonstrations. Re-appropriation of public space seems to happen to a
lesser extent in these cases, or maybe is not possible due to powerful local structures and lack of
support for revolutionary thoughts as well as for revolutionaries. By not being offered an alternative
discourse or supported in such, these women struggle with appropriating rights and re-appropriating
public space. The process of taking on rights in their case comes at a heavy social burden, for
example social exclusion. This limits the possibility for these women to identify with women’s rights
or human rights and thus to incorporate this in the image they have of themselves. This case study
shows how barriers to shifting subjectivities make the re-appropriation of public space difficult.
Another case outside of Cairo shows the changes after the revolution in a village in Upper Egypt. The
author has done anthropological research for years and analysed the developments after the 25th of
January revolution (Abu-Lughod, 2012). In this village, the public space was controlled by the local
security officers, who for example did not pay for their food in cafés. The revolution was the
incentive for young people (men and women together) in the village to start their own movement,
challenging the problems of harassment and corrupt officers. They formed popular committees,
securing the well-being of their village and aiming for local improvements on social and economic
conditions. By creating all kinds of new social welfare initiatives, such as building houses and starting
a weekly market, they became important actors in public space and social life, re-appropriating this
to reach a form of social security in the village (Abu-Lughod, 2012). The author concludes: ‘the youth
speak the moral language of responsibility, selflessness and community welfare, the struggle against
corruption and self-interest. It is a strong language of social morality, not of rights. They do not speak
of democracy, but in tackling problems directly and personally, they are living it.’ (p. 25) (Abu-Lughod,
2012). There is no rights-talk but a responsibility talk. Transnational rights were not localized by a
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group of human rights or women’s rights practitioners. Instead, it is youths and others in the village
that used the values and first successes of the revolution and translated these to the local context of
the village, focused on what they saw as their first basic needs. They established social services based
on their responsibility-talk, adjusted to local structures. This way they promoted human rights in
their local context. Merry (2006b) describes such social services as one of the approaches to
translating human rights. Different from Merry, these social services in addition were challenging the
local power structures, instead of adapting to them. This was part of the revolution and the way the
revolution went beyond Cairo. It shows how the ideals and goals of the revolution were appropriated
to the village in Upper Egypt, not by only translating them but by making the goals happen through
their own actions and with that challenging existing power structures; thus translating and localizing
it at the same time, by the same actors. This is a process of shifting subjectivities, where
incorporating rights and incorporating the revolution can change one’s self-identification and lead to
the localization of rights.
These case studies outside of Cairo, shows the heterogeneity of the revolution in Egypt and that
place matters. Amir (2013) and Abu-Lughod (2012) show how public space is re-appropriated
differently outside of Cairo. For an activist, being part of a larger network makes a big difference in
how strong they stand in re-appropriating public space. This was mainly due to stronger patriarchal
structures and traditions, which made women more restricted by social rules. In addition these
dominant structures caused a general lack of support from friends and family for women to reappropriate public space. Outside of Cairo, public space was re-appropriated in a different way, as it
was challenging different structures, which we see in the second case study. This also determined
how women’s rights were used, in this case study it becomes clear that women’s rights and human
rights do not have to have a prominent role in a revolution, as the youths of the village take
responsibility for their own welfare based on moral grounds. For them, providing social services
meant a revolution, by challenging the power structures, through which they not only join the
struggle for these ideals, but also ‘live the revolution’ and make it happen (Abu-Lughod, 2012).

5.4 Women’s bodies
Women’s bodies is also one of the ‘places’ where the revolution happened. As mentioned before,
violence against women increased during the Arab spring. On the 8th of March 2011, International
Women’s day, women gathered on Tahrir square for a protest but were violently attacked and the
first ‘virginity tests’ were documented (Sorbera, 2014). Virginity test are used on unmarried women
to test their virginity by looking if their hymen is intact to (dis)proof their virginity. This involves them
undressing, usually in front of male doctors and sometimes other males (Shafy, 2011). After the
revolution, sexual violence and verbal attacks on women increased. The exclusion of women from
public space became an issue of the Egyptian revolution. There are two aspects to discuss regarding
women’s bodies; firstly how physical violence against women have become a means of exclusion
from the public space and thus a political weapon. Secondly, how women re-appropriate their bodies
in different ways as a counter discourse shows how patriarchal structures can be challenged through
use of women’s body as a public space (Hafez, 2014; Sorbera, 2014).
During the revolution and after, violence became a way to exclude women from public space, as it
made public space unsafe for them. The increase in violence in public and the introduction of
‘virginity test’ made gender violence an important point on the revolution’s agenda, also gaining
renewed attention as an issue on a national and international level (Amnesty International, 2015a;
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Sorbera, 2014). This created ‘awareness about gender as a political problem, both in the institutional
sphere, where the gender gap was immense and in the public sphere where sexual assaults are
becoming a tool to intimidate women (at least half of the protesters) to take part in demonstrations’
(p. 68, Sorbera 2014). Women’s bodies were constructed by a hegemonic discourse of patriarchy,
Islamism and masculinity; ‘the hegemonic male gaze’. This framed women’s bodies as powerless, as
only belonging to the private sphere and not welcome in the political or public sphere (Hafez, 2014).
Sexual violence, including rape, harassment and ‘virginity tests’ therefore became a political act,
representing patriarchal power structures. Violence against women has always been an issue for the
women’s movement but was now placed in a wider framework of the revolution and liberation from
political repression.
Women have used their body to create a counter discourse, first by the mere presence of women’s
bodies in the Arab spring. This made them part of public space, as mentioned before. More
importantly, the use of women’s bodies was a response to the increased violence and the masculine
hegemonic discourse that shaped the perception of women’s bodies (Hafez, 2014). In their response,
women were challenging the way women’s bodies are perceived and how thoughts about it are
constructed. By new ways of ‘using’ their own body, women gave their body a new meaning within
the revolution. Hafez discusses three famous examples of how women’s bodies are used: 1) ‘The girl
in the blue bra’ was harassed on the street by the police who broke up a protest. The violence was
filmed and the video showed how the girl was beaten and kicked and how her clothes were pulled
over her head, uncovering her blue bra. This image has been reproduced, making from the
vulnerable girl in the video a strong warrior in the form of a Ninja, to show the strength of women’s
bodies (Hafez, 2014); 2) Samira Ibrahim was subjected to virginity tests and was the first woman who
went to court and started a lawsuit against the officer who violated her body. While there was no
conviction, her action was successful in reaching a large amount of people and created awareness on
the issue (Hafez, 2014); and 3) Aliaa Al Mahdy the ‘nude activist’, posted nude pictures of herself
online, to protest against oppression and be part of the revolution. With her actions she wanted to
state her freedom, she challenged the patriarchal structures and its conceptions of the women’s
body and created a new image of women’s bodies, attempting to go beyond the limits of the existing
image (Hafez, 2014).
Hafez discusses how these women have used, framed and narrated their body to protest against
violence against women, against patriarchal structures and against framing women’s bodies as
merely part of the private sphere. These ways re-appropriate the women’s body as part of the public
space, which is strengthened by the continuous presence of women during protests. Women’s
bodies were used to make them visible as actors with agency that are part of the public space. This
shows how this re-appropriation of women’s bodies created the possibility of a new identity for
women, they can take this up and make the idea of a strong women with agency and freedom part of
their identity; thus shifting their subjectivity, changing how they self-identify. This is a strong
‘weapon’, as these women use that what is most oppressed and violated – their body – to challenge
patriarchal structures that violate their women’s rights. By challenging the core of the violation; the
‘hegemonic male gaze’, they do not only use their rights, but more so use their issues to prove the
value of their rights and to make these rights part of their subjectivity and their self-identification.
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5.5 Conclusion
Public space was re-appropriated during the revolution, women were part of this and joined as
Egyptian citizens. The revolution was in itself a re-appropriation of public space. The presence of
women in addition meant a challenge to the patriarchal culture and a promotion of women’s
participation and emancipation (Sorbera, 2014). However, gender was just one issue that was part of
the bigger frame of the revolution. Women were firstly part of the ‘human revolution’, which they
founded on an ‘inclusive and human-rights grounded approach to political participation in the
revolution’ (p. 68, Sorbera, 2014) and not on gender issues. The revolution can be seen as an
opportunity for women to express themselves, in this case through joining the protests and thus the
revolution’s discourse of freedom. Women’s participation in the revolution as equal citizens was part
of the struggle for democracy. By making women’s rights and human rights part of this wider
revolution framework, it shows how rights are used as an argument for good governance and
democracy. The revolution cannot happen with half the population, nor can democracy happen
without women; by making the struggle for women’s rights integral to the human revolution, it
becomes part of the good governance dimension.
Sorbera showed how women re-appropriate public space (2014). The presence of women in Tahrir
Square and other public spaces marked a new way for women to participate and to be present as
actors with agency. They re-appropriated public space through this as they challenged the patriarchal
structures that exclude them from the public sphere (Sorbera, 2014). This struggle of women for
women’s rights became part of the human revolution that focused on a transformation of human
nature through the revolution (Sorbera, 2014). In this way Egyptian women according to Hafez (2014)
hoped to do something for Egypt, by ‘changing perceptions, weakening waning patriarchal ideologies
and exercising their citizenship rights’ (p. 98, Hafez, 2014). Through these different forms of activism
in the public sphere they spread their message and challenged hegemonic structures of places, they
re-appropriating public space.
So how are rights used in these different places? By looking at the re-appropriation of public space,
one sees the localization of transnational knowledge through shifting subjectivities, the third form of
cultural flow, as discussed by Merry (2006b). In addition, one also sees how women’s rights are used
and translated during the revolution, also the third form. The case studies show how this process
differs in each place.
In Cairo, rights were claimed in the revolution when calling for democracy. This made women part of
the revolution and thus appropriated them to the local context. Creative activism offered
opportunities for women to shift subjectivities and incorporate women’s rights and/or the
revolution’s aims in their self-identification. The online public space offered an interesting possibility,
where the interaction between the people who adapt transnational rights to the local and the
receivers of this information influenced the translation and the localization process. Through
commenting on social media, they offered discourses that allowed a shifting of subjectivities,
through which they influenced the translation process as well as how rights were localized.
In the case studies beyond Cairo, we have seen that rights are appropriated differently according to
local power structures. In the first case study, one sees how strong patriarchal structures and
tradition in addition to a small network for women’s rights defenders limited the possibilities for
shifting subjectivities and thus the localization of international rights. The second case study of ‘the
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Good Youths’ showed how providing social service as a responsibility is a way of translating
transnational rights to a local context. In addition, this translation strongly challenged local power
structures, which showed that within the context of a revolution they did more than adapting or
appropriating rights; they also incorporated them in their self-identification through the
responsibility talk. Thus, they localized and translated transnational rights and the revolution at the
same time. In the case of women’s bodies, their presence in the public sphere was a counter
discourse to the dominant hegemonic male gaze that subjected them to the private sphere (Hafez,
2014). Using their bodies as a form of protest or to show women’s agency, they challenged the
patriarchal traditions. The described actions show a shift in subjectivities, of women who incorporate
women’s rights in their identity.
These examples show that shifting subjectivities is part of the localization of rights. It seems that this
process makes the international rights appropriated and translated to the local context. The
translation and appropriation is not only top down, but through taking up rights and claiming these,
rights become part of the self-identification of women, through which they could became part of
public space and through that process, translated to the local context.
The hegemonic structures of the public space are challenged by the presence of women, physically or
in images or stories, through which the agency of women is shown and women can take on rights.
This taking on women’s rights as part of self-identification, shows how the process of shifting
subjectivities is supported by the revolution’s goals of freedom, democracy and social justice. By
taking up their rights through becoming visible in the public space, new awareness of women’s rights
as well as women’s rights violations is created. This visibility provides the opportunity for shifting
subjectivities.
However, shifting subjectivities is not an easy process. I have described both cases of actual shifting
subjectivities and cases of possibilities to shift subjectivities. The above does not always mean a
localization of women’s rights. As Merry (2006b) recognizes, to go from (opportunities for) shifting
subjectivities to actual localization of transnational rights, there is a strong dependence on how
institutions and other powerful actors respond and to how rights are implemented. The revolution
has not yet led to an improvement for women’s rights. To what extent these possibilities for shifting
subjectivities are taken up I cannot base on the literature found.
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6. The use of women’s rights by different actors
In this chapter, I look at the use of women’s rights by women’s organisations, with an actor based
approach. I have used an ethnographic approach, based on Abu-Lughod (2010). Looking at primary
data to go more into depth into the debates/issues that arose during the Arab spring, with regard to
women and women’s rights, which practices and discourses they used, the institutions they were
involved with and their wider(social and financial) networks. I used websites of women’s groups and
other data such as reports, blogs, Facebook pages and video’s. By looking at these aspects I got an
overview of the social and political fields, of the organisations and projects that are involved. In
addition, I analysed their role as translator and how they use rights, for which I used Merry’s theories
of vernaculatisation, including translation and appropriation (Merry, 2006a, 2006b). Localisation is
difficult to address in detail for these actors as they are organisations. Localisation is a form of
cultural flow from the transnational to the local that refers more to the individual and shifting
subjectivities, which influence self-identification. In a way, the employees of the organisations have
localized women’s rights as part of their daily lives, as it is their job to work with these. However, I
can only look at the organizations as a whole and thus will focus on the different forms of translation
and how the identity of the organization influences this.
This chapter consists of two parts; in the first part, the National Council for Women will be discussed.
This is a government organ that focuses on improving women’s rights in Egypt and is one of the main
bodies that reports to international actors about the status of women. The National Council for
Women is part of the government and often criticised for this, as it is also the military police that
violates many women’s rights that works under governmental authority. I choose the National
Council for Women (NCW) as they are one of the biggest organisations working on and with women’s
right. In addition, the NCW was by many NGO’s considered as a long arm of a corrupt government
before the Arab uprisings. I wanted to see how this was presented after the revolution. The second
part focuses on the Egyptian Center for Women’s Rights, an independent NGO that supports women
in legal and political issues. I choose to go more into depth on the Egyptian Center for Women’s
Rights, as I want to focus on how rights are used. The Egyptian Center for Women’s Rights focused on
legal and political status of women and therefore seemed most suitable to analyse the use of rights.
As ‘the Center is dedicated to supporting women in their struggle to research her full rights and
establish gender equality,’ (ECWR, ND) they clearly work with women’s rights. In addition I thought it
important to study both a dependent and an independent women’s group to get two different
perspectives of using women’s rights.
As mentioned in the introduction, a weakness in this approach is that I cannot include any onlyArabic speaking groups. I have dealt with this by looking at several English speaking organizations
that work with women’s rights and attempted to select the most important once (for a brief
introduction on three other NGO’s, see appendix one).

6.1 National Council for Women
The National Council for Women (NCW) is a government organ, as mentioned before. The
organisation was founded by Mubarak’s wife and was criticised as a government institution within a
corrupt regime. However, with the resignation of Mubarak and his wife not being the First Lady nor
president of the NCW anymore, the organisation could be renewed during and after the Revolution.
Before, many were critical on the NCW, including Nawal El Saadawi, who stated that the regime
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wanted Suzanne Mubarak to be the leader of the feminist movement and tried to accomplish this by
ruling out all other parties, such as Nawal’s own Arab Women Solidarity Association. She also
acknowledged that NCW did several good things, such as contribute to ‘securing divorce rights,
allowing unmarried mothers to name their children, and helping to end female genital mutilation.’ (p.
25) (El Saadawi, 1977), issues that the women’s movement had been working on for decades (El
Saadawi, 2013).
I have based the following on the NCW website to gain a better view of their practices, discourses,
networks and how they relate to the Arab Spring. I looked at their work plan (NCW-website, 2012b),
their programs (NCW-website, 2012/2013), few of their video’s that were in English (NCW-video,
2015), what the NCW published about the new constitution of 2012 (NCW-website, 2012a). To look
at the issue of harassment I included the ‘Violence against Women Handbook’ (NCW, 2012c). I also
incorporated their national report, presented at the Beijing 20+, where the Beijing Platform for
Action’s 20th anniversary was marked and the developments presented, based on international
agreements (NCW, 2014/2015; UNWomenBeijing-webpage). Not too much new information has
been published on the website of the NCW, however, on social media (Facebook and twitter) they
are very active (in Arabic), and for example share news items. On Twitter they reach about 7.500
people and through Facebook almost 40.000 on their page. Also in recent news articles on women’s
issues in Egypt, they are often quoted or mentioned.
6.1.1 The NCW after the Egyptian Revolution
In this part I give a general introduction on the NCW and their practices and discourses and look at
how the NCW presents itself after the Egyptian revolution and incorporate this in their plans. The
NCW refers to the revolution in their work plan and states that they want to ‘carry out its tasks in the
spirit of the revolution’ (NCW-website, 2012b). They want their mission of promoting Egyptian
women to be guided by the revolution’s goals of freedom, dignity and social justice. The NCW’s
vision is to improve the human and socio-economic conditions for women and the development of
women, locally and for the society as a whole (NCW-website, 2012b). To achieve this vision, they see
their mission as being part of policy and program making to enhance women’s development and
create a positive transformation in society on all levels (NCW-website, 2012b). Their objectives
revolve around women’s participation and development, creating networks and spreading awareness
amongst all Egyptian citizens. Their activities are divided into five areas ‘according to the priorities
related to women's needs and demands, and based on a holistic vision for contributing to the
advancement of the family and society as a whole, in addition to achieving the objectives of the
revolution: freedom, justice and dignity.’(NCW-website, 2012b). These areas are economic
empowerment, education, culture and media, participation and political awareness-raising and
finally, social and legal protection. In their programs the NCW reflects the ‘freedom, dignity and
social justice’-slogan of the revolution, by building their activities and discourses on the revolutions’
objectives, for a better Egypt.
Their activities are a wide range of programs that vary from supportive social services, skill and
knowledge enhancement, information publishing and sharing, image-improving activities in the
media, awareness spreading of women’s rights, opportunities for women and accomplishments of
women. They offer services such as ‘the ombudsman’ to support women with legal problems and the
women business centre to contribute to the economic empowerment of women (NCW-website,
2012b).
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The NCW sees itself as a mainly coordinating organ: ‘the first working mechanism of NCW is to
propose ideas and initiatives organize and coordinate these’(NCW-website, 2012b). For this it is
essential that they build their network in Egypt, which they list as ‘Civil society, the government,
legislative bodies, local agencies, political parties, religious institutions and the private sector’(NCWwebsite, 2012b). They see their most important functions in creating a dialogue between these
actors, creating networks between them but also on a local level, thus to also include local
communities (NCW-website, 2012b). These things are carried out through the establishment of
programs.
6.1.2 A translator?
Here I want to address the NCW’s role as translator of transnational knowledge to a local context.
For that, I want to highlight one aspect of their work plan; ‘Focus should be paid to studying the
image of women as portrayed in the religious discourse. […] to assert the correct religious perceptions
related to women and disseminate them through an enlightened religious discourse.’ (4-3-7) (NCWwebsite, 2012b). This is why they include religious institutions, such as the Al-Azhar University and
Dar El Ifta, in their approach: ‘These institutions can assist in spreading the correct religious discourse
and understanding of women's status and problems within the proper cultural framework.’ (5-2-f)
(NCW-website, 2012b). With this, the NCW shows they are attempting to show transnational rights
as appropriate to their local context, focusing on culture and religion. Their objectives and programs
of the NCW are adapted to religious believes, translating the transnational to the Egyptian society.
While it is difficult to analyse how far this translation goes through only the NCW-website as source,
we can see religion returning in several publications, sometimes in cooperation with the mentioned
institutions, the Al-Azhar university and Dar El Ifta; the report in which they showed CEDAW is not
contradictory with Shari’a (ElChazli, 2012) and the flyer called ‘Islam Honors Women’ (Jalil, ND).
Besides these publications, a religious aspect was the presence of Al-Azhar at a hearing of which the
goal was to develop a program to create more awareness on harassment in public. Al-Azhar was
considered a key actor to give a religious perspective of the negative effects of harassments (NCW,
2012b). Another mentioning is the NCW calling upon the religious authority of Al-Azhar when
wanting to prove that aspects of the new constitution were not in adherence with Shari’a (NCW,
2012a).
The NCW is involved in the process of transplanting women’s rights to the Egyptian context, but
while the NCW seems to recognise the relevance of the role of a ‘religious translation’ in their work
plan, they do not clearly incorporate this in establishing their programs. In their work plan the NCW
shows the importance of the women for Egyptian society – it is part of their vision and mission. The
above mentioned ‘translations’, appropriating the international law to the local context, aim to prove
why international law is in adherence with the local context and with Shari’a, why it is not
contradictory and show how women’s rights are present in the Qur’an. Their network is essential for
this and the religious authority that Al-Azhar has strengthens their points.
6.1.3 A supportive Network
Here I want to address the network of the NCW and how they do or do not relate to other actors. An
important part of the NCW’s financial and social network, is the UN. They cooperate by developing
programs and establishing these together and with each other’s knowledge and expertise and
secondly, the UN supports the NCW financially. This gives the NCW the power to direct the women’s
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programs and determine their focus points as well as their approaches. The NCW works together
with other NGO’s. Their work plan states they should have a NGO committee, but no record of this
can be found on the website. There are not too many examples of who the NCW is cooperating with.
This might be due to NCW’s image, which before the Arab Spring was perceived as only a
government agency and thus another arm of Mubarak. Shortly after his resignation, independent
women organizations signed a joint statement, in which they call for a dissolution of the NCW and
claim it illegitimate and not representing Egyptian women properly (Joint Statement, 2011).
Elsadda described the situation for women’s rights activism as a struggle for ‘combating the shadow
of the First Lady Syndrome in the Arab world’ (title), by which she refers to the mark left by the
former first Lady, Suzanne Mubarak, on the women’s movement (Elsadda, 2011). The first women’s
protest on 8th of March in 2011, was met with hostility and violence, women were accused of having
Western agenda’s, which was a familiar accusation. New, however, was that they were now
associated with Mubarak’s just overthrown regime, and thus as part of the corrupt regime and not
supporting the revolution (Elsadda, 2011). Elsadda argues that most achievements of the NCW are
not only their ideas or work, but that these have been developing over the past century, however,
she also points out that the popular memory remains connecting women’s rights to the corrupt
regime of Mubarak and warns activists for a long fight to change this connection (2011).
The Muslim Brotherhood also strongly criticized the ‘new’ NCW (Muslim Brotherhood, 2012). They
questioned the new formation and if this was properly chosen. They called for more clarity in these
processes, for a reconsideration of all previously established programs and for a public discussion on
all issues. The negative association of the NCW with the previous government was still very present.
(Muslim Brotherhood, 2012). Amnesty International also states that other women’s rights groups are
still very critical on the lack of transparency of the NCW (Amnesty International, 2015a).
6.1.4 Violence against women
As Violence against Women is one of the major problems, this is something most women’s groups
address, including the NCW. The NCW devoted a lot of time and funds to this. Therefore I will discuss
the NCW’s approach in more detail here, based on their campaign, the programs presented on their
website and on their reports.
In 2012 the NCW published a draft report of the ‘Violence against Women Handbook’, which should
lead to more awareness of violence against women being a crime, based on legal texts (NCW, 2012c).
They include different forms of violence; physical, sexual, psychological and economic, though the
last one is not elaborated upon. They also make the distinction between domestic violence and
communal violence. The report they produced lists the crimes and the laws that restrict these. They
show the gaps in this law, such as honour crimes not being punishable by law, making it a very
abstract and legal text. They aim to teach women their legal rights and base this on the Penal Code.
They see law as a means to combat violence against women, but see the current laws as not
sufficient and give recommendations to improve this. To whom these recommendations are
directed, however, does not become clear. Through these actions, the NCW builds on legislative and
governmental bodies as instruments to protect women against violence. (NCW, 2012c)
The NCW also build a campaign to create more awareness about violence against women. They for
example produced a short clip in which women talk about knowing their rights now, representing
half the nation, instead of being oppressed as before and supposedly not aware of their rights. They
39

refer to other actors as well: ‘The government supports us’ is a clear message. Also President Morsi
bringing a harassed women a bouquet of flowers to supposedly show his support for the struggle
against violence for women. The women in the clip also refers to a new law making harassment
punishable and several government organs that specialise in protecting women against violence.
They also show the help NCW can give, through hotlines and legal aid. The women in the movie claim
that the new laws have already had many effects; that people were convicted for harassment and
the ‘reports of harassments decreased by a third’ – note that a decrease in reports does not mean a
decrease in harassments (NCW-video, 2015). In addition one should consider that there are no other
press releases on convictions of sexual harassment so far in Egypt, contradicting the statements in
the NCW-video. The clip shows the ambivalent position of the NCW; in this clip they clearly support
of the government and claim that the government’s actions are improving the situation for women.
However, reports of Amnesty International and the Egyptian Centre of Women’s Rights point out an
increase in violence and contradict the NCW statements (Amnesty International, 2015a; ECWR,
2014a).
6.1.5 Dimensions of using rights
The NCW works with both the law and the good governance dimension of international rights. They
chose to criticize the constitution and point out the negative aspects for women and see a proper
constitution as the best way to improve women’s situation. They see the future of building the
society with help of women as equals in ‘a framework of respect for the moral values, the
constitution and the law.’ (NCW-website, 2012b). Through referring to CEDAW as a guiding principle,
they use international rights as a system of international law and thus fall under the law dimension.
By using rights and arguing that respecting rights of women will lead to good governance, democracy
and a better Egypt, they put emphasize on women’s rights as a condition for good governance. This
also incorporates women’s political participation in the revolution.
6.1.6 The NCW and the use of women’s rights
The National Council for Women is a government organ that wants to improve human and socioeconomic conditions for Egyptian women. By coordinating initiatives that support women and
women’s rights, they aim to contribute to this. For this their network is essential, using government
power for funds and to not be restricted by regulations on NGO’s. Also cooperating with religious
authority strengthens their cause by providing Islamic legitimacy on their projects. In this process,
they transplant women’s rights to the Egyptian context, but the actual translation is not so clear and
might take place more through their partners than through their own actions. Also how social
services and programs are adjusted to local circumstances is not clear. What becomes clear is that
the NCW works through existing legislative and governmental structures to accomplish their goals.
The NCW’s position after the Arab spring is still ambivalent. They explicitly support the revolution
and on their webpage even frame their own goals within the revolutions goals. But women’s groups
in Egypt expressed a concern about the NCW’s transparency and possible other agenda’s, also after
the fall of Mubarak. The influence of his oppressive regime on the perception of the NCW is still of
influence and strengthened by the NCWs action such as the mentioned video clip in which the
government actions are celebrated. Based on this research, I cannot get a good insight on the
influence of the ‘new’ NCW on the perception of women’s rights outside the NCW and whether this
has changed during the regimes. From this analysis it does become clear that the involvement of the
NCW with the government is of strong influence on the perception of the NCW and thus how
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women’s rights are used, by Egyptians. Due to the negative connotations with the actor, there are
also negative connotations with the use of women’s rights. It seems that here not the translation
process and the ‘correct’ way of adapting to a local context (by this I mean the one that leads to the
most local acceptance of the transnational) are the determining factor for the vernacularisation of
international rights, but the general perception of the actor that supposedly translates international
rights to a local context is a decisive factor.

6.2 Egyptian Center for Women’s Rights
The Egyptian Center for Women’s Rights was founded in 1996 and introduce themselves as ‘an
independent, non-partisan and non-governmental organisation’ (ECWR, ND). I looked at their
webpage, how they introduce themselves on their ‘about us’ page, what they publish and focus on in
their annual reports from 2011 till 2014, flyers and books(ECWR, 2011, 2012a, 2012b, 2012c, 2012d,
2013, 2014a). Their practices mainly revolve around research for these publications. Besides that
they initiated two projects in 2014 which I also discuss: Women in Democratic Transition and (ECWR,
2014c) Egyptian Women and the Media forum (ECWR, 2014b), and one in 2015, on Women’s voices:
Local Initiatives for the local Councils (ECWR, 2015). Based on this I look at their role as translator,
which dimension they focus on and how they use rights and what the effects are.
The ECWR aims at supporting women in their struggle for women’s rights, improving their
capabilities and empowering them to ‘raise their voices and demand their rights’ and lead to a
democratic society with women as a ‘complete partner in life’ (ECWR, ND). Their focus is strongly on
legal aspects and how this should improve in favour of women; their main concern is a lack of law to
protect women and a lack of rights for women, in addition there is a failing of the actual
implementation and monitoring of these laws. Law is part of the problem to them, but also the basis
of their approach to the improvement of the situation; they state that they ‘use law as a foundation
to achieve an actual progress in women rights field, work on changing trends and raise people’s
awareness’ (Methods) (ECWR, ND). They strongly build on the international Convention on
Elimination of all forms of Discrimination against Women (ECWR, ND). The ECWR bases its methods
on improving laws and works on the monitoring of them. In addition they want to create awareness
and an understanding of women’s rights as part of human rights. They focus strongly on the legal
aspects of rights and fall under the law dimension, aiming to enforce women’s rights through
including them in the constitution and other national laws.
6.2.1 Annual reports
The ECWR produces annual reports in which they present women’s status in Egypt. Their 2011 report
focused on developments since the 25th of January revolution. They see the revolution as a way for
women to change gender roles from the passive, oppressed women to active participants in society
that represent a ‘civilized and human image of the Muslim and Arab women.’ (p. 1) (ECWR, 2011).
However, the 2011 report made clear that the revolution and women’s participation in it did not
make a difference for women’s rights (ECWR, 2011). In 2012, the ECWR focused on political
participation and on which laws that violate women’s rights. The reports from 2013 and 2014
explicitly include the actions of women’s rights organizations, which were only minor topics in the
2011 and 2012 reports (ECWR, 2011, 2012b, 2013, 2014a). What women’s rights organizations have
done is the most relevant for my analysis, so I will elaborate on this. These reports elaborate on what
women’s rights organizations have done in the past year and involves recommendations for the
future. The ECWR aimed at legislative reform as a base for more respect for women’s rights. They
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address women’s violence by research and education on this, especially in corporation with the
police research centre and police academy. They focus on women’s empowerment in political
participation through trainings and awareness. In addition they focus on economic empowerment of
women, working together with the World Bank in order to facilitate loans to small female-led
enterprises. They issued campaigns to support women’s rights, in cooperation with the ministry of
Youth and Sports, and took part in large campaign together with other NGO’s that supported
women’s participation in parliament (ECWR, 2013, 2014a). In the 2011 report they also address the
roles of women’s rights organizations, such as observing and creating awareness, providing legal and
technical support for women and forming pressure groups (ECWR, 2011).
The ECWR has a large network, working together with the World Bank, as well as a national network
with government authorities and many small NGO’s. ‘A network of Egyptian local organizations
working with ECWR, comprising of about 800 organizations on the Republic level in addition to the
regional and international networks.’ (Strengths) (ECWR, ND). Through this they can elaborate their
programs and increase the reach of their programs. By working together with so many organizations,
they narrate their programs and aims within these existing networks and structures. In this
cooperation with so many actors, there is a sense of translation and appropriation through the
involvement of local actors. Cooperation with Al-Azhar University as a religious authority was useful
to state that laws ensuring equality between men and women are compatible with Shari’a (ECWR,
2012b). However, I cannot look at how exactly these projects are adapted and made suitable within a
local context, and if the meaning of the women’s rights remains unchanged. An issue with this
cooperation is an example from 2011, when the ECWR was also involved in a conference which also
included the NCW, as well as political actors and religious institutions. This strengthens the network
between women’s rights NGO’s, but also makes it difficult as the conference is influenced by these
actors. The ECWR points out the weaknesses of the NCW that is restricted by government actors that
work behind the scene (ECWR, 2011).
The publications of reports in themselves and their focus on the constitution show how ECWR mainly
acts within the law dimension, working for the adhering of rights based on international conventions
and also working through law; attempting to change laws to make these equal for men and women.
In this sense the focus is mainly on legislative improvements for women and on creating awareness
violation of women’s rights. The use of women’s rights and the acceptance thereof are strengthened
though the cooperation with Al-Alzar as a religious authority, to show how the representation of
women’s rights in the constitution is in compliance with Shari’a. By this they appropriate their goals
to the local context, in an attempt to give it Islamic legitimacy, and so convince Islamist (political)
groups and other Muslims of their cause.
6.2.2 Campaigns
The ECWR initiated several campaigns aiming at supporting women on different topics. In 2014, they
launched two campaigns; on Women in Democratic Transition and on Women in the Media Forum
(ECWR, 2014b, 2014c). The Women in Democratic Transition Initiative works together with the UN
Democracy Fund. It aims at increasing women’s political participation by capacity building trainings
for female political leaders, policy advocacy to create policies that support the increase of women’s
participation and the use of media to raise awareness on women’s participation and women’s rights
(ECWR, 2014c). The Women in the Media Forum Initiative aims at providing more information about
women’s issues and women’s position in Egyptian society. The publications on this topic are aimed at
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larger media and the ECWR works together with journalists from newspapers, in order to spread
awareness, aiming to also reach the UN through this (ECWR, 2014b). These initiatives show again
that the ECWR has a strong international network, including the UN. In 2015, the ECWR launched a
new initiative to support women in the upcoming local council elections, to increase women’s
political participation on this level. They aim at building the capacity of 1000 female leaders from all
over Egypt and raise awareness about local councils and women’s participation in this. Part of this
campaign is aimed at working together with national societal organizations, namely political parties
and civil organizations (ECWR, 2015). By working together with these actors, their network expands
and they can have a broader reach and by including political parties, they attempt to make the
parties themselves more inclusive of women’s participation. In these campaigns the ECWR aims to
create a rights-consciousness, but also go one step further. By providing a way for women to build
their capacity and for women to ‘take up their rights’, they offer women guidance to make women’s
rights part of their identity, which is part of the localization of transnational knowledge.
6.2.3 Publications
The ECWR has several publications aiming at the Egyptian women. In the form of books, a magazine
and leaflets they try to reach the Egyptian women. The books they publish aim to develop and
activate women’s role in the field of political participation. The issues covered by these books are
intended to help women understand the main principles of political work (ECWR, 2012a). Their
leaflets are also aimed at a wider public. So far they have published two, about the importance of
women’s political participation (ECWR, 2012c) and sexual harassment and how women can file a
complaint and to introduce booklets on sexual harassment, which teach about these concepts and
about what women can do with them (ECWR, 2012d). They also published a women’s magazine, that
goes beyond fashion, but attempts to reach a large public with a discussion on women’s problems
and how to address these (ECWR, 2012e). The published magazine, leaflets and books about sexual
harassment and political participation are good examples of the work of ECWR as a translator, by
appropriating transnational knowledge; they make women aware of the fact that there is a violation
of rights and teach them what they can do about it; and what political participation can mean for
them; both specified on the Egyptian context. This can lead to a shift in subjectivities, where women
incorporate their rights in their self-identification. The publications are a good examples of a
replication, such as framing the issue of sexual harassment as human rights violation, where the
meaning for rights remain the same but are placed in a local context and adapted to local institutions
and structures.
6.2.4 The ECWR and the use of women’s rights
The ECWR works for the improvement of the legal and political position of women in Egypt. They
support women in claiming their rights in various ways. The Egyptian revolution offered a way to
challenge gender roles and to represent women as equals in society to the ECWR. They also
cooperate with many other groups and their extensive network makes it possible to reach a wider
public. At the same time they are very concerned with the increase in violence against women and
other backlashes towards women’s rights since the revolution. Working together with other groups is
part of the translation-process but the exact role of the ECWR is not clear in this. Unfortunately, I
cannot derive from the publications and the website, how the exact programs are adapted and
localised.
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Legislative measures seem the main focus of the ECWR and show how they mainly act within the law
dimension, focusing on two aspects: improving laws and on creating awareness of violations of
rights. The first is done through strengthening rights in favour of women with help of religious
authorities and showing the compliance with Shari’a. The second is aimed at creating a rightsconsciousness among women, but also go one step further by providing a way for women to build
their capacity and for women to ‘take up their rights’, which is part of the localisation of
transnational knowledge.

6.3 Conclusion
In this chapter I looked at the use of women’s rights by two women’s organizations, thus an actor
based approach. I looked at the issues they addressed, which practices and discourses they used,
which institutions they were involved with and their networks. While I initially only focused on how
women’s rights were translated from the transnational to the local, these organizations also are
involved with translating the local to the international, through publishing national reports that
sometimes also go to international conferences. This is one of their most important actions, so that is
why I also took these into account.
There are many similarities between the two organizations, in the issues they address and their
approaches. However, in their network there are differences and the perceived identity of these
actors also is influential. First, to discuss the similarities. The two main issues for both actors are
violence against women and women’s political participation. Both issues are clearly present in the
organizations programs, reports and recommendations. For both organizations CEDAW is a guiding
principle that they refer to on a regular basis. Both organizations have a strong focus on international
laws and on the constitution and see a possibility in this to improve women’s position in society. Both
put effort in creating Islamic legitimacy for the international laws, by working together with Al-Azhar
University, a religious authority. Their reports focus on the constitution and identifying what is wrong
with it, together with offering possibilities to improve it, based on CEDAW, incorporating this in
Egyptian law. Both organisations also frame their issues within the revolution, though the NCW does
this more explicitly than the ECWR. Through pointing out women’s political participation as a
condition for good governance, they frame women’s rights within the context of the revolution and
use international rights as a condition for the good governance, thus the good governance
dimension. The ECWR uses international rights and is more focused on improving the constitution
based on CEDAW, as an international law that should be adhered to, thus working more with the
international law dimension.
Both organisations target Egyptian women in campaigns on (sexual) violence against women. While
both create awareness, this aspect also shows a difference between the two organizations and their
approaches. The NCW focuses on creating awareness, through this they also show their connection
with the government and how the government is supposedly contributing to this. The NCW builds on
legislative and governmental bodies as instruments to protect women against violence, using them
as ‘proof’ to show government support for women’s rights. The ECWR has campaigns and
publications targeted at women and combating violence against women; creating a rightsconsciousness and guiding women to take up their rights. There is more emphasis on how women
shift subjectivities and localize rights, by enabling women to deal with this. The process of stimulating
women to take up their rights might have actually been hampered due to the negative connotations
with the NCW, when they use women’s rights as a tool.
44

Both the ECWR and the NCW have an elaborated network that strengthens their reach in Egypt.
There are several differences though within their network, which makes an important difference
between the two.
The NCW, as a government organ, has an elaborate international and national network. They get
both international and national funds. They work together with religious authorities. They coordinate
many campaigns and actions, in which other (women’s) groups are involved. However, them being a
part of the government with negative connotations, strongly influences this. This is a decisive factor
in the general perception of the NCW, which influences their message and how this is perceived. The
perception of the translator is essential in the process and the NCW shows how negative
connotations ‘spread’ over their work. Taking this actor based approach and including to a certain
extent how others perceived these actors showed the importance of who is saying something – in
this case, who is using women’s rights. In the case of the NCW, translation of international women’s
rights seems to have been an aim, but their efforts were minor in the vernacularisation process
compared to how their name and status as government organ influenced this. They still remain a
powerful actor within the women’s movement, by working together with powerful institutions and
because of their financial funds.
The ECWR’s network is very elaborate and involves many local actors and NGO’s. This is one of their
strengths and it allows them to translate their goals through cooperating with these local actors.
Through their large network of local organizations they cooperate with and through adjusting their
programs and publications to Islamic cultural aspects, they can get closer to the local context.
Through these local actors, negative connotations with women’s rights can be filtered out. This leads
to a possibility for creating rights-consciousness among women, through providing them the
guidance to incorporate rights in their self-identification. The negative connotations with the NCW as
a government organ might hamper this.
Both actors aim to translate the transnational laws, to the national government and to translate the
local context back to the international conferences mainly by publishing reports. So there is not only
top down translation, but also from women to these organizations, from them to the national
government and to the international actors in conferences. Both actors offer possibilities for shifting
subjectivities for women and create a rights-consciousness, which is a top down process of
translating international rights and appropriating this to the local context.
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7. Conclusion
In this thesis, I have looked at how international women’s right are used in Egypt and how this is
influenced by different forms of self-identification; aiming to answer my research question: How do
Muslim and nationalist self-identifications in Egypt relate to the use of international women’s
rights? By looking at the use of women’s rights by different actors and in different places, I addressed
the different uses of women’s rights.
In this conclusion I want to show my main findings. Firstly, I want to present two additional phases on
the three phases introduced in chapter two. Secondly, from this I will elaborate on two findings,
based on these phases. Thirdly, I will provide my main theoretical contribution and finally I will use all
findings to formulate an answer to my research question.
In chapter two, three phases of the Egyptian women’s movement were introduced, up until around
1950-1960. Badran’s phases are roughly based on women’s participation in public life and how
women’s group played a role in this (Badran, 1995). I want to present two more phases; the fourth
phase from Egypt’s independence till the Egyptian Revolution in 2011, when women’s rights were
governmentalized and women’s groups were repressed. The fifth phase starts with the 2011
revolution, and shows a backlash for women’s rights and an increase in violence, but also a time
where women become part of the public sphere again and challenge patriarchal structures.
The fourth phase started with Egypt’s independence and Nasser coming to power in 1952. In this
phase women’s rights in Egypt have improved, but mainly through government actions, as women’s
groups were repressed or weakened. The beginning of this phase is marked by the strong repression
of civil society, including women’s organizations. This made women’s rights practitioners unable to
practice their work in promoting women’s rights. Women’s situation did improve in this period,
which was mainly due to Nasser’s social welfare measures. This has also been called Nasser’s statefeminism. The birth of CEDAW in 1979 introduced the first official international agreement of
women’s rights, showing how discrimination of women, including violence against women was a
global issue. Egypt ratified this convention, but so far has not been able to live up to it. However, this
convention offered something women could call upon and under Sadat and Mubarak’s regimes,
there were new initiatives by women, striving for women’s rights, such as Egypt’s prominent feminist
Nawal El Saadawi. In the last part of the fourth phase, when Mubarak is in power, the women’s
movement and women’s rights are strongly shaped by the establishment of the National Council for
Women (NCW) in 2000. This period is characterized by an increased governmentalization of women’s
rights. The NCW holds a powerful governmental position, through which they monopolized women’s
rights issues and weakened other women’s NGO’s. In addition, this period shows an increased Islamic
discourse with regards to women’s rights, aiming to give women’s rights Islamic legitimacy. The latter
is related to an important discussion in the whole phase that reflects the burden of colonisation and
revolves around the compatibility of Western values with Egyptian traditions. This includes a
discussion on international agreements and conventions such as the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights and the Convention on Elimination of all forms of Discrimination against Women and their
suitability in the Egyptian context. Negative connotations with the West as imperialistic and the
thought that ‘Western women’s rights’ did not respect cultural traditions were widely felt. The
establishment of the NCW was a way to incorporate these international agreements in a nationalist
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discourse, but the negative Western image of women’s rights remained an issue (also due to the
ambivalent position of the NCW) and creating Islamic legitimacy for women’s rights was essential.
The fifth phase starts in 2011, with the January 25th revolution, when the Arab spring reached Egypt.
This phase is characterized by women’s increased participation and visibility in the public sphere and
the incorporation of women’s rights in the revolution’s goals. However, it also meant a major
backlash for women’s rights and an increase in (sexual) violence against women. During the
revolution public space was re-appropriated. The resignation of Mubarak opened the possibility for
democracy and freedom in Egypt. With women’s increasing presence in the public sphere, physically,
online and in the form of creative activism, they became part of the public sphere. This increased
their visibility and showed their agency. They challenged the patriarchal structures that subjected
women to the private sphere. The different forms of re-appropriating public space offered the
possibility for women to shift subjectivities and to (re)shape their identity. By being part of the
revolution women have the opportunity to take on rights. However, while subjectivity is an internal
process, the shifting is strongly influenced by the context. Outside of Cairo, with weaker networks
and low social support, shifting subjectivities becomes more difficult. At the same time, the case
study presents an example of an appropriation of rights, in this case to responsibilities that people
incorporate in their self-identification and even in their name; the ‘Good Youths’. In the online public
space one can see how interaction between different subjectivities influences the translation
process. Both the NCW and the ECWR attempt to offer new subjectivities for women to take on, by
translating and appropriating international women’s rights. For both organizations CEDAW is
important and used as a base for their goals. They claim Islamic legitimacy for CEDAW by cooperating
with religious authorities. In addition, these organizations translate from the bottom up, to national
and international actors, by providing annual reports on women’s position in Egypt. In these reports,
the backlash of women’s rights since the revolution becomes clear, the lack of political participation
and the increase in (sexual) violence against women are reported on extensively since the start of the
revolution
From these two phases I want to elaborate on two things; firstly the issue of sexual violence.
Secondly; the influences of power structures. Firstly, the issue of sexual violence in Egypt is a major
violation of women’s rights. 99% of the women in Egypt has been subjected to a form of violence
(Amnesty International, 2015a; Reuters, 2012)3. Violence seems part of daily life, seems considered
normal within the patriarchal traditions. Women’s groups in both of the described phases have
attempted to raise awareness on the issue of violence against women and challenge these
patriarchal traditions. During the revolution the introduction of ‘virginity tests’ led to increased
international attention and a renewed awareness of violence. Violence was now also viewed as a
political act to exclude women from public space and to strengthen their subjectivity as part of the
private sphere. The women’s body became a weapon in the revolution. However, women’s bodies
were also used as a counterforce, by pointing out the harassments and creating awareness on this
issue. Women showed that their bodies could also represent strong women with agency; offering a
possibility for shifting subjectivities to others. In this process we see the influence of power through
the exclusion of women from the public space and the abuse of women as a political weapon.

3

Note, this number includes domestic violence, which has not been discussed in this thesis
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Violence against women is illustrative of the power structures in Egypt, the second point I want to
address. Power-structures shape the dominant framing of women through patriarchal traditions. In
addition, they also influence the possibility for actors to shift subjectivities and the possibility for reappropriating public space. Firstly, there are powerful patriarchal structures and traditions that
frame women as powerless actors without agency, in need of protection. Those remaining in this
discourse, where their subjectivity cannot be shifted, stay or are powerless. Secondly, this power can
result in women not having any guidance or support to shift their subjectivities. They cannot reappropriate space and become part of the public sphere, they cannot change their self-identification.
The subjectivity of incorporating women’s rights is in turn also influenced by other connotations for
example with Western women’s rights, which leads to a decrease in the value of this subjectivity.
Shifting subjectivities is largely dependent on how institutions and other powerful actors respond to
this process, but by making the subjectivity of women’s rights part of the revolution, the local
context strengthens the shifting subjectivities. Shifting subjectivities is in this case supported through
the re-appropriation of public space. However, also this re-appropriation of public space is
challenging power structures, whose strength strongly influences the success of the re-appropriation
of space. This requires two nuances, firstly, while during the revolution many opportunities for
women to shift subjectivities and incorporate women’s rights as part of their self-identification arose,
it is difficult to say to what extent these were taken up and to what extent existing power structures
hampered this. Secondly, I want to note that this shifting subjectivity does not have to be based on
taking up rights or participation in the public sphere, as I have mainly discussed here, but can also in
other ways re-appropriate space. Nevertheless, analysing the use of rights by women in Egypt during
the revolution as well as before showed the importance of power as a constraint to taking up rights.
These power-structures influenced how women’s rights were used and how women’s rights were
taken up by actors.
When studying the different uses of women’s rights by different actors and how this was framed I
analysed this with the three dimensions of using human rights (Merry et al., 2010). Merry
categorized the use of human rights as 1) a system of international law; 2) a set of (normative)
values; and 3) a condition for good governance (Merry et al., 2010). The first dimension was used by
both organizations, through using CEDAW as their guidance and aiming to include this in national
laws. The third dimension of good governance was very relevant of including women’s rights in the
revolution, where democracy and freedom were two of the main goals. To reach this, women’s rights
and equal participation had to be included. The second dimension, of using women’s rights or human
rights as a set of (normative) values is not found within the actors that I have studied, from those in
the 20th century, to those during the Arab spring, based on the secondary and primary literature.
While this is very interesting, I hesitate to draw any conclusions on this due to the fact that I am not
incorporating any Arabic-based resources. One possible explanation is that the discrepancy between
‘Western women’s rights’ and ‘Islamic values’ results in viewing these rights not as values, but mainly
as tools to achieve something. This would contradict Merry, who relates using rights as values to
religious systems. Keeping in mind the limitations, I can say that, based on these examples, that
human rights and women’s rights are not used as a ‘philosophical and moral system of values that
claim universality and assert the worth of all humans by virtue of their humanity’ (p. 107) (Merry et
al., 2010) by the discussed actors.
Before formulating an answer to my research question, I propose some theoretical contributions,
based on this thesis. Here I distinguish between the research based on secondary literature and
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primary literature, as I consider the primary research not sufficient to draw theoretical conclusions
on. I will use this only to reflect on the role of translators briefly. This theoretical contribution
focuses, based on secondary literature, on connecting Merry’s concept of shifting subjectivities
(2006b) and re-appropriation of public space by Sorbera (2014), which in this context of the
revolution shows how translation of international knowledge becomes inferior to localization of
transnational knowledge.
In the process of re-appropriating public space, the meaning and perception of the public space is
changed by challenging hegemonic structures. Re-appropriation can be done by actors; by being
visible in several ways in the public space; for example physically, online or in images. Through this,
these actors offer a possibility for a shift in subjectivities for other actors to incorporate this new
meaning of space in the process of their self-identification. They connect the subjectivity to the reappropriated space. Re-appropriation of public space does not translate international knowledge to
the local context, it does not appropriate this, as that would leave the meaning unchanged. The
changed meaning of public space through re-appropriation leads to the possibility of shifting
subjectivities to be taken up by other actors. This could – if allowed by the power structures and
ruling institutions, lead to changed self-identification, where women’s rights are incorporated.
The two theories supplement each other in this, but also show that translation of the transnational is
not essential in this process and even becomes inferior to shifting subjectivities in the context of a
revolution where one aims for change. It is re-appropriation that leads to shifting subjectivities in this
case. The described process can make rights part of the local context, without a necessary translation
to the local context. While translation is considered to remain something foreign in a local frame, this
shifting of subjectivities in relation to re-appropriating public space contribute to the localization of
transnational ideas.
I will elaborate on one reflection, based on the primary data. Merry acknowledges the importance of
the translator in the process of vernacularisation. While she does discuss who usually fulfils the
translator role (local elites), she does not explicitly discuss how the perception of the translator by
the target group is a decisive factor in the translation process. As the case of the NCW shows,
negative connotations can strongly influence the message of the actor and even shape the general
perception of something, in this case the perception of women’s rights. The general perception is
something that should be emphasised more when analyzing the translator.
This theoretical contribution, showing the importance of shifting subjectivities in relation to public
space can possibly benefit those working with women’s rights or human rights to develop their
practices. They can focus on offering their target group guidance in shifting subjectivities, by
including a stimulation for a re-appropriation of public space. In addition there remains a role for
translation here as well, as these shifting subjectivities have to be integrated with existing
subjectivities that still are part of the local context. For international human rights or women’s rights
practitioners to use rights-frameworks to combat repression, these rights-frameworks have to be
appropriated to the local context and possibilities for shifting subjectivities have to be offered.
I have discussed the use of international women’s rights and I have discussed the process of taking
on rights though shifting subjectivities, which in a context of the revolution is done through reappropriation of public space. I have discussed how translation of transnational rights to the local
context is part of the process of vernacularisation and shown that in Egypt, where Islam plays a
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dominant role, the latter is taken into account in the translation process, by means of providing
Islamic legitimacy.
From this I conclude that the self-identification of actors is essential in the use of rights; by ‘the use
of rights’ I refer to the process of taking up rights as well as the process of translating and offering
possibilities for shifting subjectivities. These processes are important for how the identity of an actor
is shaped and influence how subjectivities can be shifted and incorporated. If Muslim or nationalist
self-identifications can shift subjectivities to incorporate women’s rights, will depend strongly on how
the guidance for these shifting subjectivities is, but more so on how strong the power structures (that
they challenge) are and thus restrict the taking up of women’s rights. However, the resilience of
these shifted subjectivities during the revolution is expressed through the continuous and hopeful
struggle by Egyptian women for their rights and beautifully phrased by Bahia Shehab (2013): ‘You can
crush the flowers but you can’t delay spring’.
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8. Discussion
In this discussion I wish to briefly introduce three points on how this thesis could have been
improved and what I consider valuable for further research.
Firstly, as mentioned before, the main weakness of this thesis that I do not understanding Arabic.
This limited me in putting my findings the perspective. I cannot know the full context of the use of
women’s rights in Egypt. Nor how those actors that do not publish in English relate to women’s
rights. This also made me possibly miss nuances that are not translated well to English or not fully
comprehend localized meanings of words or nuances that I am not aware of. There is also no way for
me to make sure that the women’s groups that I studied did not publish more in Arabic, that might
change the image I have constructed of them in this thesis. Taking this into consideration, I have
attempted to nuance the conclusions from my findings based on primary data with this limitation in
mind.
Secondly, when analysing how women’s rights are used, I took an actor based and a place based
approach. This choice has been explained in my methodology and offers an interesting view of the
use of women’s rights. A valuable addition would have been to incorporate major happenings in this.
I do not reflect on how actors have responded to different events. For example, more emphasise
could have been on how different political discourses have influenced the use of women’s rights and
the re-appropriation of public space. This is something that would have probably strengthened my
argument on how power influences the use of rights.
Finally, there are so much more factors influencing the women’s movement in Egypt, influencing the
meaning of international agreements, influencing Muslim or nationalist identifications and thus how
to analyse the use of women’s rights. One major factor are regional trends in this and political
structures and powers that shape the Middle East. An example is of course the Arab Spring that
spread over the Middle East. But also relations to Israel, weapons and oil from Saudi Arabia or the
US, it all influences Egypt, its politics and thus also how citizens can act and how they can use their
rights. Incorporating these factors offers further possibilities for research on how women’s rights are
used in Egypt and what it is influenced by.
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Appendix 1
Nazra for Feminist studies
Nazra for feminist studies is a group of both men and women that wants to build a feminist
movement. They see feminism and gender as political issues that affect freedom and development,
issues they want to address both in the public and the private sphere. They aim at young Egyptians
that want to support them in gender related causes. They work together with a lot of organizations
in joint statements and publications. Nazra focuses on different programs, but all involved are
educated women. Their aims include for example doing research, providing legal and psychological
help to Women Human Rights Defenders and support to women in the political arena. Their focus is
besides this strongly on the political side of advocating women’s rights. They base themselves on
international agreements (CEDAW), but also publish information about the women’s rights situation
in Egypt to the outside world. (Nazra, ND-a) These are publications on the women in the public
sphere or on the developments in political participation of women (Nazra, ND-b). Nazra also works
together with international partners, such as the Danish Egyptian Dialogue institute (Nazra, 2011).
New Women Foundation
The New Women Foundation (NWF) calls herself ‘an Egyptian feminist non-governmental
organization’. They have been active since 1984, starting as a study group (NWF-website). They see
women’s rights as an integral part of human rights and incorporate the struggle for women’s rights in
a larger struggle for freedom, democracy and social justice. Their mission is to ‘eliminate all forms of
discrimination against women in society, whether socio-economic, political or legal systems’. They
strongly build on the international Convention on Elimination of all forms of Discrimination against
Women. Their work consists of research women’s political positions and advising on how to improve
these positions. In these issues they work together with other organization. The NWF also showed
women’s role in the Arab Spring; they strongly framed this as political. They are for example part of
the CEDAW committee that works together with several organization to discuss issues in the CEDAW
report (NWF-website, 2014). They do not provide assistance for victims, but by publishing these
testimonies and other information create more awareness on the issue. The NWF focuses on
international agreements such as CEDAW, these should be guaranteed for all Egyptian citizens.
Political rights and participation is a main issue in this. Another issues they address is workers’ rights
for women they have several campaigns and workshops they provide for women. They use rights
mainly as laws that should be adhered to and fall under the law dimension of using rights.
The Association for the Development and Enhancement of Women
The Association for the Development and Enhancement of Women has as a slogan ‘Women are
citizens too’ (ADEW-website). They are a non-governmental organization focusing on women as head
of the household and on poor families in particular. They are mainly active in the poor areas of Cairo.
They call themselves a strong advocate for women’s rights, however, their focus mainly is on
empowering women, economically, socially, legally and politically, not on advocating rights. They aim
to build networks, engage more organizations in women’s empowerment and make the voices of
these women heard in politics. They work through micro-financing, providing women with small
loans to build their capabilities. The ADEW focuses on development, talks of capabilities, and thus
focus on the practical realization of rights, mainly socio-economic rights. By participating in
conferences they expand their network.
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