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Challenging sexual harassment in Egypt

Cairo

T 

he initiative In Yester-
day’s Dresses When the 
Streets Were Safe aims to 
challenge the notion that 
women in Egypt are being 

sexually harassed because of the 
way they dress.

Begun by Egyptian activist Hadia 
Abdel-Fattah and photographer 
Jihad Saad, the initiative involved 
taking pictures of women, from a 
variety of backgrounds, wearing 
short dresses and exposed shoul-
ders as well as women wearing the 
hijab and what would be consid-
ered average attire. The pictures 
are available on the Facebook page 
of the anti-harassment initiative, 
We Won’t Keep Silent on Harass-
ment: https://www.facebook.com/
domiat.anti.harassment/.

“I looked for original and shock-
ing ideas because I was seeking 
some depth in my approach to 
women’s issues. I wanted to create 
ripples in a still pond,” Abdel-Fat-
tah said.

She said she wanted to refute the 

argument that women’s choice of 
clothes is what naturally leads to 
harassment. She had women in the 
project wear vintage 1960s dresses 
and walk along streets in Cairo. 
None who did so were harassed, 

she said.
Abdel-Fattah said In Yesterday’s 

Dresses When the Streets Were Safe 
was started within the context of 
the UN campaign against gender-
based violence but that she and 

Saad were working independently 
and self-financed the project.

Abdel-Fattah, 29, previously 
worked with civil society organi-
sations focusing on the rights of 
women and children.

She pointed out that many wom-
en in Egypt choose to be veiled or 
wear the hijab and that the highest 
percentage of women being sexu-
ally harassed tend to be found in 
Afghanistan and Pakistan, where 
many are completely veiled. The 
project garnered much media at-
tention and controversy with oppo-
nents saying it encouraged sexual 
harassment.

“I don’t bother about those who 
oppose the idea or even those who 
insult me. These reactions indicate 
that the initiative succeeded in 
shocking society and by so doing 
realised its objective,” Abdel-Fat-
tah said. “It exposed the problem 
and created debate. The important 
thing is that everyone realises that 
our clothes are not behind sexual 
harassment.”

Some experts have linked the in-
crease in sexual harassment to what 
they said was a decline in moral val-
ues among young people, rigid re-
ligious discourse, frequent viewing 

of violent films and the widespread 
use of various degrees of nakedness 
in advertisements. Others claim the 
causes were the increasing num-
bers of working women and their 
taste in clothes.

Saad previously turned his lens 
on violence against women. He did 
a project using a female model from 
Cairo wearing make-up designed 
to look like bruises on her face 
and body as if she had been a vic-
tim of domestic violence. He said 
he wanted to denounce violence 
against women from within the 
family unit.

Abdel-Fattah said In Yesterday’s 
Dresses When the Streets Were Safe 
was one of many projects she has 
lined up related to violence against 
women.

Najwa Dardiri is an Egyptian 
writer.
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A Facebook photo shows women participating in the anti-harass-
ment initiative.                                                                                                   (@domiat.anti.harassment)
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Morocco engages process of integrating migrants

Saad Guerraoui

London

M 

orocco is one of 
the world’s leading 
sources of migration, 
with 4 million citi-
zens living abroad, 

but it has also turned into a desti-
nation for migrants and refugees, 
mainly from sub-Saharan Africa, 
due to its stable economy, proxim-
ity to Europe and relatively flexible 
migration policy.

A mere 15km across the Strait 
of Gibraltar from mainland Spain 
at its closest, Morocco is nearest 
to mainland Europe of all African 
countries. The Spanish enclaves of 
Ceuta and Melilla, bordering Mo-
rocco, have the European Union’s 
only land frontiers with Africa.

Thousands of illegal migrants 
from sub-Saharan Africa use Mo-
rocco as a transit point to reach 
Europe, complicating relations be-
tween Morocco and the European 
Union.

“Migrants from sub-Saharan Afri-
ca coming from a poor background 
are transiting through Morocco 
because of Europe,” said Mehdi 
Alioua, a sociology professor at the 
International University of Rabat.

“White or black, Muslim or Chris-
tian, migrants have to find ways of 
adapting and integrating into so-
ciety to settle permanently in our 
country or use it as a threshold to 
go elsewhere,” Alioua said.

With the number of migrants 
and refugees in Morocco growing, 
King Mohammed VI in 2013 called 
for the government to address their 
status. Since then, Morocco has 
regularised the status of more than 
20,000 migrants, granting resi-
dency permits and setting up pro-
grammes to integrate migrants into 
a society struggling to accept their 
presence.

On January 10th, the monarch 
ordered the Council of Ministers to 
extend migrants’ residency permits 
from one to three years to make it 
easier for them to access housing, 
loans and business opportunities.

A statement from the cabinet 

said: “Procedures for the issuance 
and renewal of residency permits 
will be accelerated and simplified 
to the maximum extent possible.”

Alioua said the king’s initiative 
makes sense given the situation.

“It is, of course, part of Morocco’s 
desire to come back stronger in Af-
rica because, if Morocco wants to 
be in Africa, Africa must be in Mo-
rocco,” he said.

“Since these regularisation cam-
paigns concern not only Africans 
but also all migrant populations 
with irregular status, such as Spain 
and the Philippines, this logic 
must be understood as a desire to 
strengthen the rule of law and to 
improve the multicultural aspect 
of living together in Morocco.”

In 2003 Morocco criminalised 
illegal migration, set severe sanc-
tions for the support and organi-
sation of irregular migration and 
increased human and technologi-
cal control capacities at its borders. 
Civil society groups said, however, 
the law was no longer compatible 
with Morocco’s migration policy.

Not all are willing to back needed 
reforms, said Alioua, who blamed 
Islamist politicians for failing to 
commit to them because of reli-
gious reasons.

“It is primarily a lack of will,” he 
said. “The government is led by an 
Islamist party that has allied itself 
with pan-Arabists. They are not for 
this regularisation nor for a plural 
society. For them, Morocco is an 
Arab and Muslim country. Some 
(Islamist politicians) have even 
criticised this regularisation and 
others have asked that it be applied 
only to Muslims.”

“Indeed, today the children of 
migrants go to school but will have 
to follow the courses of Islamic 
education while some are not Mus-
lims. In addition, non-Moroccan 

citizens can easily obtain Moroccan 
nationality,” he said.

Sub-Saharan Africans once regu-
larised have the same employment 
rights as Moroccans and many work 
in sectors such as construction, ca-
tering and hospitality, contributing 
to the Moroccan economy.

“Migration is still poorly under-
stood. As if we had a cake for a 
number of people and if new peo-
ple arrive they will have to share 
and therefore have less,” Alioua 
said. “However, the economic re-
ality is very different: When new 
people arrive, the size of the cake 
increases because they consume, 
lodge, pay taxes and so on,” Alioua 
said.

However, he said discrimination 
against foreigners is common and 
is in violation of the country’s con-
stitution.

“There is anti-black racism that 
is beginning to rise in our country 
and this is very worrying,” he said.

Saad Guerraoui is a frequent 
contributor to The Arab Weekly
on Maghreb issues.

A 2016 photo shows a Moroccan police officer speaking to an African migrant during a regularisation campaign in Rabat.                                                                                        (Reuters)

The new policy will 
make it easier for 
migrants to access 
housing, loans and 
business 
opportunities.


