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Rethinking the status of women
Lessons from Palestine territories, Egypt, Tunisia and Libya
Dunia El-Zobaidi

London

T 

he “Arab spring”, which 
began in Tunisia five 
years ago with a snow-
ball effect across the re-
gion, provided a chance 

for women to enhance their status 
socially and politically through at-
tempting to change the male view 
of them as being “just a body”.

Widespread abuse was a main 
incentive for women to ride the 
tide of the “Arab spring” to push 
for more rights, break social norms 
and regain control of their bodies.

Rethinking Gender in Revolu-
tions and Resistance: Lessons from 
the Arab World, edited by Maha El 
Said, Lena Meari and Nicola Pratt 
and published in May 2015, is a 
compilation of articles by scholars 
and activists from the countries af-
fected, including the Palestine ter-
ritories, Egypt, Tunisia and Libya.

In Egypt, women used Tahrir 
Square for public appearances 
though they were not welcomed as 
protesters. When men and women 

activists were arrested, the torture 
of men was interpreted as political 
but the abuse of women was seen 
as cultural and assertions of male 
superiority.

“The more the female body was 
abused, the stronger and more sol-
id the activism that was practised,” 
writes Egyptian Professor Shereen 
Abouelnaga, noting that women 
used their mistreatment as incen-
tive to push for gender equity and 
democracy, hoping it could lead to 
protections for women.

Sexual terrorism is also a central 
part of the experience of female 
Palestinian political prisoners.

The practice of sumud — keeping 
steadfast and silent when inter-
rogated — was used by prisoners 
subjected to sexual harassment. 
They became unaffected by physi-
cal abuse of male interrogators as 
they recognised that their body 
was just a shell for what is really 
vulnerable, namely the spirit and 
the consciousness.

One prisoner was quoted as say-
ing: “The amazing thing is that 
when you feel yourself strong you 
don’t feel pain. While getting hit 
harshly, I did not feel pain.”

Egyptian activist Aliaa Magda 
Elmahdy broke boundaries of per-
missible nude art by posting a pic-
ture of herself naked on her blog, a 
move that shocked the Arab world, 
stirring outrage and condemna-
tion.

In fact, Elmahdy fuelled fury by 
challenging the deep-rooted order 
of patriarchal control of the female 
body. Even Tahrir Square youth 
and activists from both sexes said 

Elmahdy overdid it, stressing that 
they “could not understand her 
point”. To them, she was a lost 
cause as she tried to imitate the 
West.

Professor Maha El Said argues 
there is still a battle for control 
over the female body. She asks: 
“Who controls what? Whose gaze 
defines whom? Which body parts 
can be revealed? What body 
language is appropriate?”

Arab culture is born out 
of Abrahamic religions 
but it is debated whether 
the culture fully follows 
religion. Some say it is 
clear in religion the 
way a woman should 
dress and behave 
while others say it 
is a grey area. Re-
gardless, the bat-
tle for control of 
the female body 
goes on fierce-
ly.

Egyptian 
actress and 
belly dancer 
Sama el-Masry, 
who received death 
threats for criticising Islam-
ists, was praised by Tahrir Square 
youth as “funny” and “coura-
geous” after producing satirical 
YouTube videos about the gov-
ernment and the Muslim Brother-
hood. She was also applauded for 
“pushing the boundaries” and be-
ing “politically aware”.

Libyan women also experienced 
inequality when they sought more 
public appearance. Sahar Mediha 

al-Naas, founder of Libyan Women 
for Peace and Freedom, say al-
most all female members of the 
General National Congress (GNC) 
complained in interviews that the 
head of the GNC would interrupt 
their speeches by switching off the 
microphone while they spoke or 
ignored their signs to speak during 
the GNC assembly. They claimed 

he allowed male members to 
speak, even if their 

point was ir-
relevant.

Libyan 
women 

rode bicy-
cles in the 

streets to 
impose them-

selves in the 
public sphere. 

The event Wom-
en and Sport was 

an attempt to cre-
ate a weekly sport-

ing event for wom-
en to push them to 

exercise in public.
The Farashiya Na-

tional Day, celebrat-
ing Libyan traditional 

dress, was an occasion 
for women to reinforce 

the authenticity of the Libyan 
white dress and express opposi-
tion to political Islamists’ efforts to 
force them to wear the black Wah-
habi costume.

Egyptian Professor Omaima 
Abou Bakr focused on the activism 
of women working in bureaucratic 
and state agencies, whom she re-
ferred to as “femocrats”. She says 

“femocrats have a difficult relation-
ship with female activists” since 
they are answerable to government 
and not just to the women’s move-
ment, a situation that is bound to 
create a conflict of interests.

Egyptian scholar Heba Raouf ar-
gued that states usually manipu-
late women’s causes as a political 
tool to demonstrate to the outside 
world the face of a “modern, dem-
ocratic, inclusive” state. She shows 
that the government crackdown on 
Islamists in Egypt offered a “gold-
en opportunity for the secularists 
to attack Islamists on the issue of 
women and to portray themselves 
as supporters of women’s rights, 
accusing Islamists of being the 
main threat to women’s cause”.

Research by Palestinian Profes-
sor Aitemad Muhanna challenges 
what she calls “a misconception” 
that women who support reser-
vations to the Convention on the 
Elimination of all Forms of Discrim-
ination Against Women (CEDAW) 
were illiterate, poor, rural women 
who are not familiar with feminist 
and human rights language.

“Rather, they are highly educat-
ed women, who have developed 
their own discourse of women’s 
rights within their Islamic frame-
work,” she said.

“They prioritise their political 
identity and work within their lo-
cal communities to revive a society 
focusing on family ties against the 
“alien, standardised, Western, in-
dividualistic norms”.

Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.
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Egypt: Faith After the Pharaohs recalls 
religious coexistence
Karen Dabrowska
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T 

he upheavals in the Mid-
dle East and North Af-
rica following the “Arab 
spring” revolutions of 
2011 resulted in height-

ened sectarian tensions and hor-
rendous persecution of Christian 
communities, especially in Iraq 
and Syria. Twenty Egyptian Coptic 
Christians were beheaded by the 
Islamic State (ISIS) on a beach in 
Libya, and the church built in their 
memory was attacked in the Egyp-
tian province of Minya, a frequent 
flash point for sectarian violence 
between Muslims and Christians.

As sectarian rift continues, the 
Egypt: Faith After the Pharaohs exhi-
bition at the British Museum recalls 
a time when Muslim, Christian and 
Jewish communities lived together 
in a happy symbiosis, through a dis-
play of 200 objects ranging from the 
sacred to the mundane.

On a video that introduces the 
exhibition, Christians join hands 

to make a protective ring around a 
mosque and Muslims form a protec-
tive circle around a church. The im-
ages of coexistence, good will and 
tolerance suggest history has a lot 
to teach us in dealing with present-
day crises.

The calm, expressive voice of the 
narrator describes Egypt as a melt-
ing pot of religions and cultures and 
stresses that despite some prob-
lems, coexistence and collaboration 
between faiths are still features of 
life in the country.

Elisabeth O’Connell, the exhibi-
tion’s curator, explains that the ex-
hibition showcases interaction be-
tween religious communities over 
1,200 years, marked by periodic ten-
sions and the eruption of violence.

“This is the history known from 
ancient and medieval historians,” 
O’Connell said. “In the course of 
everyday life, however, we also find 
striking and sometimes unexpected 
illustrations of coexistence. As, for 
example, when two female Chris-
tian monks lease part of their prop-
erty to a man explicitly described as 
a Jew in AD400, or when a Jewish 
trader recommends his highly trust-

worthy Muslim business contact to 
a Jewish colleague in AD1060.”

“These are the kinds of mundane 
interactions shown in the exhibition 
that were not reported in historians’ 
accounts in the same way headline 
news today — rightly so — privileges 
violence and persecution, while, in 
their everyday lives, people within 
different religious communities can 
continue to coexist,” she added.

The exhibition begins with a dis-
play of the three holy books — a 
ninth-century Hebrew Bible; the 
Codex Sinaiticus, the oldest com-
plete Christian New Testament in 
the world made in the Monastery 
of St Catherine in Sinai in the fourth 
century AD; and a beautifully deco-
rated eighth-century copy of the 
Quran. The three precious books 
lie side by side symbolising how 
the three communities lived side by 
side in Egypt for centuries.

Then the gods of ancient Egypt 
are introduced, including the deity 
Bes with his fearsome expression. 
He is a protector and drives away 
dangers from the natural and super-
natural worlds.

The exhibition then moves to 
30BC after the death of Cleopatra 
and Mark Antony when Egypt be-
came part of the Roman empire and 
a major transition from the worship 
of many gods to monotheism oc-
curred.

Egypt’s ancient monuments 
were also “reinterpreted” through 

a Christian lens. In one, the pyra-
mid of Giza was seen by Chris-
tians as a grain silo, after Joseph 
is said to have advised the phar-
aoh to store grain in case there 
was a famine.

The Romans appropriated 
Egypt’s ancient gods, including 
the falcon-headed god Horus 
whose statue shows him wearing 
Roman armour.

From the Christian era, there 
are elaborately decorated 
tapestries and curtains 
found in churches and 
spectacularly pre-
served ancient tex-
tiles with electrifying 
colours embroidered 
with classical vines 
and angels. The an-
cient Egyptian ankh 
— a cross with a  
loop — was adopted 
by the Christians as 
a symbol of everlasting life.

After the Muslim conquest of 
Egypt in 639-642, the sacred land-
scape changed once again, informa-
tion from the museum stated. The 
al-Attrin Mosque in Alexandria was 
built reusing hundreds of Roman 
columns and Muslims absorbed 
Coptic arts into their own arts.

According to the exhibition web 
site: “The exhibition finishes with 
the astonishing survival of more 
than 200,000 texts from Ben Ezra 
Synagogue in Cairo, where they 
were kept in a genizah (a sacred 
storeroom in the synagogue) for 
ritual disposal. By an accident of 
history, they were not destroyed. 
Mainly dating from the 11-13th 
centuries and written in Hebrew, 
Judeo-Arabic, Aramaic and Arabic, 
they depict a thriving Jewish com-
munity with international links ex-
tending from Spain to India.”

The collection sheds light on the 
daily lives of prosperous Jews in 

medieval Cairo and on the lives of 
Christians and Muslims in medieval 
Mediterranean society.

Objects on display include vest-
ments and artefacts from churches, 
ornate jewellery, gemstone amulets 
and lavish blocks of ivory carved in 
minute, breathtaking detail. One, 
in particular, contains in its upper 
reaches a miniature cityscape rep-
resenting the tower-studded walls 
of Alexandria, teeming with on-
lookers. Mundane objects include 
a sock, children’s toys, copies of 
letters from the emperor Claudius, 
clothes and reed pens.

The exhibition, which runs 
through February 7th, is a collabo-
ration between the Staatliche Mu-
seen zu Berlin and the British Mu-
seum.

Karen Dabrowska is a 
London-based contributor to the 
Culture and Society section of The 
Arab Weekly.
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