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UNDER THE STATE’S GAZE:  
REPRESSION AGAINST WOMEN’S RIGHTS ORGANIZATIONS IN EGYPT 
By: S. Mohamed*
 
Summary
Following the Egyptian uprising of 2011 and the fall of Hosni Mubarak’s regime, Egyptian civil society 
witnessed a brief and unprecedented level of openness and freedom to organize. As a result, there was 
a proliferation in the number of independent women’s initiatives and organizations that opened all over 
the country. This openness has now been severely restricted. Today’s civil society faces different forms 
of state repression, and likewise, the response of women’s rights movements and organizations in urban 
and rural areas has not been uniform. Following semi-structured interviews with women’s rights-based 
groups, movements, and organizations in the cities of Cairo, Aswan, Mansoura, Assiut, and Qena, and 
the villages of Minya, this paper explores how such movements and organizations are affected by the 
ever-shrinking space to organize and the ongoing state repression, and how they are adapting.

Key findings include: 
• Almost all the organizations and associations, whether registered or unregistered, faced an  

extra layer of bureaucracy that brought the activities of some NGOs to a halt: formal registration  
prevented organizations from working on the causes and issues they adopt, and blocking  
donor funds has been used since the Mubarak era as a legal form of harassment.

• Even when not physically violent in nature, informal interrogation has been used for its deterring 
and threatening effect on activists, particularly for female activists in tribal communities in Up-
per Egypt. The state’s harassment extends to denying NGO workers’ their freedom of mobility by 
using travel bans against them. 
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• More formal repressive measures were taken toward some of the outspoken feminist activists  
who refused to succumb to pressures and security threats, including freezing of assets and  
prosecution under Case 173.

• Some of the well-established organizations are providing decentralized support to a net- 
work of activists in other governorates; however, not everyone agrees that decentralization is  
a solution. 

• Some groups are weighing risks and benefits associated with institutionalization and how  
to avoid confrontation with the state, and some have adapted their work to their local communities. 

“The restrictions and repression are not only in prohibiting funds, but also in 
shrinking the spaces and spheres where we can function and spread our word.” 

 Azza Soliman, founder of the Center for Egyptian Women’s Legal Affairs 

Post-2011 Landscape for Feminist and Women’s Rights CSOs
Following the Egyptian uprising in 2011, feminist and women’s rights organizations were at the forefront 
of  the  proliferation of civil society that took place in Egypt.1  In just five years, the total number of CSOs 
grew from 31,000 to 46,845,2  according to a televised statement by the minister of social solidarity.3  Yet 
this blossoming faced continuous restrictions and challenges leading up to May 24, 2017, when President 
Abdel-Fattah El Sisi approved the NGO Law (Law No. 70 of 2017). The law enacted severe restrictions on 
the work of CSOs in Egypt and their freedom of association and organization. It was rejected by many 
NGOs, independent political parties (such as the Dostour Party and the Egyptian Social Democratic Par-
ty), and independent syndicates, which deemed it repressive and destructive to civil society in Egypt.4  
 
The law codified a crackdown on civil society that had commenced much earlier; a number of 
NGO workers even claim that some of the stipulations of the new law have been applied and used 
in dealing with CSOs informally.5 Other laws—particularly the Protest Law (Law No. 108 of 2013)6 
and the Terrorist Entities and Terrorists Law (Law No. 8 of 2015)7—have also been adopted in po-
licing figures who have been critical of the regime. But Egyptian civil society has been working un-
der an increasingly hostile and repressive environment for the past five years and more intense-
ly since Sisi assumed power. Under Sisi, civil society has witnessed nonviolent repressive measures 
that have included arrests of political activists, lawyers, political party members, and researchers; 
travel bans; asset freezes; and ongoing interrogations and trials of civil society workers and staff.  
 
In this environment, independent women’s rights organizations and feminist groups have been un-
der great scrutiny, as activists involved in the public sphere and as women.8 This scrutiny was not just 
for the more radical and challenging NGOs; it also extended to women’s rights groups that are reform-
ist and do not seek to challenge the Egyptian state’s approach to development and human rights. With 
the closure of public space in Egypt through the issuance of restrictive laws and increased securitiza-
tion measures, such reformist organizations have also had difficulty conducting their work and even 
implementing projects that appear to be in line with state policies regarding women’s rights. The re-
search herein provides an overview of the repressive environment in which organizations, groups, 
and initiatives that identify as feminist or focus on women’s and children’s rights are working.  
Unlike former work published on feminist and women’s organizations and initiatives in Egypt that draws 
conclusions based on the study of CSOs in urban centers,9  the following analysis is aimed at examining 
the status of women’s organizations both within and outside the center—namely, Cairo—and to shed the 
light on smaller local initiatives in Upper Egypt and whether they were facing similar restrictions and 
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challenges like their counterparts in other urban centers.10  The research is based on 14 semi-structured in-
terviews with staff and members of 11 women’s rights and feminist NGOs and initiatives.11  Four of the 11 or-
ganizations are in Lower Egypt (the governorates of Cairo and Daqhalia) and the other seven are in Upper 
Egypt (the governorates of Aswan, Qena, Assiut, and Minya). All interviews took place between December 
2016 and April 2017.

Diversity of the Women’s Movement in Egypt 
Before the Egyptian state began its co-option of women’s rights organizations and groups in the 1960s 
during the era of President Gamal Abdel Nasser, Egyptian feminists united with their counterparts in the 
Arab world and others worldwide who put the “women’s question” at the heart of their fight against co-
lonialism. Under Nasser and his successor Anwar al-Sadat, the state created councils and state-affiliated 
organizations to focus on women’s and children’s rights and better integration of women in the public 
sector; with such procedures, the Egyptian state inaugurated a long tradition of “state feminism.” While 
the stated mission of these entities was to empower Egyptian women, they never challenged the state’s pa-
triarchal structures and practices to achieve that mission. Some scholars even argue that they exacerbated 
women’s conditions, particularly under Sadat and Mubarak, by turning “women’s rights” into an elitist 
interest that is isolated and negatively associated with the first ladies Jihan al-Sadat and Suzanne Mubarak 
and “western values” they were said to spread.12  As a result, and as is the case with many discourses around 
the world, in Egypt the labels “feminist” and “women’s rights” at times carry negative connotations and 
are met with distrust by the public. Organizations or initiatives with such labels can invoke public disdain, 
making their work challenged not only by the state but by society as well. 

Given this history, and combined with newer forms of organization after the 2011 revolution, the spectrum 
of women’s rights and feminist organizations in Egypt can be said to span from completely co-opted to 
somewhat “radical” organizations.13 The former support the government’s programs and adopt its rhetoric 
and narratives regarding women’s issues. The latter mostly embrace shock tactics and seek to achieve fun-
damental changes. In between are reformist organizations that endorse the incremental reform approach 
or are willing to work with the government.

Insidious Fear: The State’s Repression Leading up to the NGO Law
According to the discussions in the aforementioned governorates, the harassment of women’s rights or-
ganizations did not begin with the passage of the NGO Law, but has transpired under different regimes, 
spanning from informal interrogations and debilitating bureaucracy to travel bans and asset freezes. 

Almost all the organizations and associations, whether registered or unregistered, faced an extra layer of bu-
reaucracy that brought the activities of some NGOs to a halt. These ranged from stalling formal requests 
to undocumented or informal refusals to grant security permissions: A registered feminist NGO in 
Aswan was unable to get permissions to enter schools to start awareness campaigns for girls.14  An 
unregistered feminist group based at Assiut University was not allowed to enter schools for an aware-
ness campaign it planned, and its one-day workshop on sexual harassment was canceled by the uni-
versity civilian security one day before its designated date. In Daqhalia, the municipality’s council did 
not permit an unregistered feminist initiative to hold a street show. These refusals were not formally 
justified with recourse to the law.

Formal registration of NGOs did not facilitate work, but rather prevented organizations from working on 
the causes and issues they adopt. Over the course of the past four years, the Center for Egyptian Wom-
en’s Legal Affairs (CEWLA) in Cairo faced a prolonged process of obtaining permission to implement 
their projects and campaigns or even for access to venues for their events. For the center, the situation 
keeps deteriorating. Azza Soliman, CEWLA’s founder, elucidated that the center “faces a challenge 
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entering universities to conduct research there, renting venues for events, or even getting hosted at 
political parties’ venues. There is no access to those places anymore, because the surrounding com-
munity is not welcoming.” Additionally, despite being registered in 2015, a women’s center in the 
province of Daqhalia was hindered by the Social Affairs Directorate from obtaining legal documents 
that help in fighting underage marriage. The directorate falsely informed the local court that the 
center is an unregistered entity.  

Even when not physically violent in nature, informal interrogation has been used for its deterring and 
threatening effect on activists, particularly for female activists in tribal communities in Upper Egypt. They 
receive implicit, and sometimes explicit, threats to expose their political and feminist activism to their 
families and tribes, a particular concern for women concerned that their family members would not 
accept their activism.15 Hence, some female activists have a compounded risk compared to others in 
urban centers of Lower Egypt, where political and cultural activism is more common and concen-
trated around resources and organizations. One example comes from Aswan, where the family of a 
feminist activist and a former politician was informed of her meetings with activists in 2012 only to 
be temporarily restricted from those meetings by her family. Another example is from the Delta city 
of Mahalla, where a female activist kept some of her activism discreet from her family. Despite their 
overall support for her causes, her family did not want her to compromise her own safety by getting 
into politics during such repressive times (in reference to the current situation in Egypt). 

Blocking donor funds is a nonviolent and completely legal form of harassment, and one that has been con-
sistent since the Mubarak era.16 It is omnipresent among organizations that identify as radical as well 
as reformist organizations. Nazra for Feminist Studies has had all its funds denied by the Ministry of 
Social Solidarity since 2010, even though the organization is registered under the ministry. Similarly, 
in 2015, the Daqhalia-based women’s center had a recent blocking of funds by the ministry for one of 
its projects. A registered organization in Minya was denied funds under the government of the Mus-
lim Brotherhood in 2013 for one of its projects on citizenship for men and women from the villages of 
Minya; the funding was later approved when the framing of the project was altered. 

The state’s harassment extends to denying NGO workers’ their freedom of mobility by using travel bans 
against them. Mozn Hassan of Nazra, a member of the Daqhalia-based women’s center, and Azza 
Soliman of CEWLA were all banned from traveling in June 2016, March 2016, and November 2016, re-
spectively. Other feminist activists from Aswan, who wish to remain anonymous, were stopped from 
traveling at the airport in 2016 without even a formal travel ban against them; one has had her pass-
port and laptop confiscated and was interrogated about the reasons for her trip for four hours, while 
another was condescendingly told by one of the airport officers, “I can’t [afford to] go to Assiut—you 
want to travel to Lebanon!” Those of them who were allowed to travel eventually were summoned by 
Egyptian Homeland Security (also referred to as the National Security Agency) upon their return to 
Egypt.

Finally, more formal repressive measures were taken toward some of the outspoken feminist activists who 
refused to succumb to pressures and security threats. Both Azza Soliman of CEWLA and Mozn Hassan 
of Nazra had their assets frozen, in December 2016 and January 2017, respectively, in the context of 
Case No. 173 of 2011, commonly known as the NGO foreign funding case.

Response Tactics: Adaptation and Alternative Structures?
Despite the current repressive environment for civil society in Egypt and the harassment NGOs and ini-
tiatives did and still do experience, women’s rights groups and organizations are considering alternatives 
means to function, and even critiquing their own ways of operating and debating the means of circum-
venting the current crackdown.

https://timep.org/press-releases/egypt-unprecedented-crackdown-on-ngos/
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Some of the well-established organizations are providing decentralized support to a network of activists in 
other governorates. This is creating new spaces for women and expanding the targeted constituencies 
to new uncharted territories catering to the needs of women in their local communities. The feminist 
initiative in Daqhalia was born out of a network that formed during the feminist school organized by 
the New Woman Foundation in late 2014, a Cairo-based feminist NGO; it aims to create a grassroots 
women’s movement in the villages and the cities of Daqhalia outside the provincial capital, Mansoura. 

However, not everyone agrees that decentralization is a solution. A feminist group in Aswan commented 
on the lack of collaboration among NGOs working on women’s issues and debated decentralization 
as a solution. Some members argued that the NGOs that try to decentralize tend to do their out-
reach in circles that already adopt their worldview; 
they do not reach the people they should be reach-
ing (i.e., they preach to the choir). However, another 
member of the group blamed the group itself for be-
ing indolent about expanding its outreach outside 
activist circles whenever it is approached by larger 
local organizations operating in Cairo or other big 
cities.17 

Groups are weighing risks and benefits associated with 
institutionalization and how to avoid a need for con-
frontation with the state. The feminist initiative in 
Daqhalia is a clear example. It is considering main-
taining its noninstitutional structure, without for-
mal registration as an NGO, to have more freedom 
and to be able to advance feminist causes without 
antagonizing their local communities, as they are 
normally suspicious of funds; this sense of suspicion 
has been fed by ongoing defamation campaigns that 
Egyptian broadcast and print media participate in.18 
The initiative has therefore adopted a nonconfrontational and reformist approach, extending its ac-
tivities to women, men, and children without creating too much publicity so as to avoid clashing with 
security, which undermines the initiative’s influence. The group in Aswan is in the process of registra-
tion, but is intentionally keeping a low profile to facilitate its work in covering women in marginalized 
areas.

Other organizations chose adaptation as a means of survival. An NGO in Deir al-Barsha village in Minya 
is adapting the scope of its work to address issues faced by the community, such as female genital mu-
tilation/cutting (FGM/C), domestic violence, hygiene awareness, early marriage, and violence against 
children. The NGO cooperates with members of the local community through creative means such 
as street theater. The NGO’s work is sometimes challenged by both the security bodies and its own 
community, which can be resistant to some of its ideas, yet its activities boost the demand for its work 
to continue. 

Implications of NGO Law on Feminist and Women’s Rights CSOs
These recent developments in the context of Egyptian civil society reignite debate regarding the sustain-
ability of CSOs operating under repressive conditions or having their funds cut off, bringing their oper-
ations to a halt. While it is healthy to discuss these debates, it is significant to realize the critical situation 
in which Egyptian civil society is living. While the repressive measures and adaptive strategies referenced 

Picture 1: A poster for one of the street plays organized by an 
NGO in Deir al-Barsha village in Minya.
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herein were under way before the issuance of the NGO Law, the law’s issuance means that the CSOs in 
Egypt are faced with a real challenge to the continuation of their activities. Both reformist and radical 
women’s rights groups mentioned in the aforementioned discussion, whether created in the opening of 
space after 2011 or in the pre-revolutionary period, are grappling with the dire consequences of an escala-
tion and codification of repression. 

Not only does the new law crack down on existing organizations and associations but it also blocks the way 
for the future of any embryonic initiative. Mozn Hassan of Nazra reaffirmed this notion: “This law is not 
for the current civil society organizations. It is for those coming after us who are thinking of opening up a 
future space for activism.” On a hopeful note, some activists and CSOs remain optimistic about the cadres 
that civil society has managed to prepare over the years and that those cadres shall continue working irre-
spective of the institutional structures or the lack thereof.19 

*S. Mohamed is a member of the Civil Society Research Team at the American University in Cairo, a project directed 
by Dr. Amy Austin Holmes, Associate Professor of Sociology at AUC. The views in this article reflect those of the 
author, and not those of the AUC.
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