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"I will not let them get in my way… I keep going… They are not able 
to intimidate us. Nothing will stop us."

These Egyptian women were speaking1 for literally millions (!) of their 
sisters when they commented on how the sexual assaults had affected their 
determination to keep fighting for full political liberation in Egypt - a 
liberation that is completely impossible as long as it excludes half of 
humanity there. The female half.

Violence directed against women has reached epidemic proportions 
in Egypt, and the world revolution-in-process, of which the Egyptian 
revolution is a leading part, cannot ignore it. 

Mubarak Regime
Under Mubarak, according to reports, it was continual but at a lower 

level - a constant threat hovering in the background, as was the repression

 in general. But as the movement against Mubarak gathered steam, the 
violent repression increased. Part of this was an increase in sexual violence 
against women - being stripped of their clothes, groped, beaten, subjected 
to "virginity tests" in prison, etc. 

At that time, one "unnamed general" commented2 "The girls who 



were retained were not like your daughter or mine. These were girls who 
had camped out in tents with male protesters in Tahrir Square."

Morsi and Muslim Brotherhood
In June of 2012, Mohammed Morsi was elected president. His 

economic advisors  had committed to working closely with international 
capital - with the IMF, the US regime, etc. He started to move to 
consolidate power for himself and for the Muslim Brotherhood. This led to 
increased protests, which Muslim Brotherhood (MB) supporters met with 
violence. As one Egyptian activist, Magda Adly, put it3 "Under Mubarak, the 
government paid thugs to beat male protestors and sexually assault 
women… this is still happening now…. I believe thugs are being paid money 
to do this…. The Muslim Brotherhood have the same political approaches 
as Mubarak." 

Not Unique to Islamic World
It should be stressed that the violence against women is not unique to 

the Arab world, nor is it unique to Islam. Look at India, a predominantly 
Hindu country, for instance. There, a series of mass gang rapes and sexual 
harassment against women is so bad that some women fear going out into 
the streets alone. And lest Christians claim the higher ground, last year in 
one state alone in Brazil (a predominantly Catholic country) there were 
almost 5,000 reported cases of rape against women. And this in a country 
where many rapes are unreported.

Westerners may claim exemption from this brutality against women, 
although rape within the US military is commonplace and it is covered up 
by the military brass. However, the mass public sexual assaults like in

Egypt do not happen here. But Westerners should not be so proud of our 
history. It is estimated4 that during the witch hunts of medieval times, 
between seven and ten million women were burned alive ("burned at the 
stake"). 



Feudal
This provides one key to understanding the modern day war against 

women in countries like Brazil, India and Egypt - the fact that the witch 
hunts occurred during feudal times. The fact is that in the age of global 
capitalism - or imperialism - the capitalist class in the former colonial world 
cannot shed itself of its feudal heritage. It remains part and parcel of the 
ruling class of that era and relies on the methods - and the prejudices - of 
that era to remain in power. While repression of women is necessary for the 
capitalist class, it is a million times more so for the degenerate semi-feudal 
capitalist class of the underdeveloped world. 

This generalization has some very direct and immediate implications 
for the Egyptian revolution. Millions there are fighting for a different 
society - one where the needs of the individual are met. Such a society 
cannot be based on hatred and oppression. How is it possible to even fight 
for a more humane society, no less achieve it, when one ignores this 
rampant violence and oppression of a sector of society, in fact over half of 
society? It is impossible.

Then there are the more immediate strategic and tactical issues.

Interim Government and Nour Party
In early July, the Egyptian people set a world historical record by 

sending an estimated 33 million people out into the streets to oust 
President Morsi. This outpouring, the largest in world history, made

Morsi's continued rule untenable. It threatened the breakdown of Egyptian 
capitalism. In the absence of a clear alternative that springs from the 
movement from itself, the military was able to step in and save the day for 
Egyptian capitalism. They formed an interim government that included the 
even more extreme Salafist Nour Party. Who are these people?

They are even worse than the Muslim Brotherhood!
"As for the thirty girls who were stripped from their clothes at 



Tahrir Square…of course, those girls are low; actually they go to Tahrir 
Square for that purpose… any girl sitting there; doesn't she have a family 
to take her back home? Of course she doesn't; in fact she goes there 
because of that." So spoke5 Abdullah Badir, "a Salafist Sheikh, religious 
scholar, academic and political leader." He is not alone.

There is the Salafi preacher, Sheik Abu Islam, who whips up hatred 
against women and commented6 “You see those women speaking like ogres, 
without shame, politeness, fear or even femininity. He also said7 it is "halal" 
(permissible) to rape female protesters. Earlier this year, Al-Nour Party 
representative Salah Abdel Salam blamed women for being raped. “The 
woman bears the offence when she chooses to protest in places filled with 
thugs,” he said8.

Centers of Workers' Power
As the world revolution starts to find its feet, as it looks around and 

grapples with its experiences, a key question that it is forced to confront is: 
"What organs of our own movement can we develop to change our society 
and change the world? "So far, it has mainly been forced to accept the 
"alternatives" different wings of the capitalist class has offered. In Syria, the 
alternative has been either the Assad regime or the "rebels", controlled by a 
mixed bag of pro-capitalist religious fanatics and representatives of the 
rotten Turkish regime and their US and Western backers. In Libya it was a 
similar alternative. 

In Egypt, we see the same process. When Mubarak was overthrown, 
SCAF - the military council - took over. When that was no longer viable, 
they maneuvered the Muslim Brotherhood in and when that became 
unviable the military returned and fronted a motley coalition which, until 
they resigned, even included the Nour Party.

From Mubarak to Morsi to al Sisi 
So the question, once again, that confronts the Egyptian revolution is: 

What alternative from the movement itself can challenge all these faces of 
Egyptian (and world) capitalism?

We here outside Egypt have to be cautious. Speaking from here, it is 
very difficult to tell. For one, it is very difficult to get information on what 
role the independent unions are playing. But there are not many reports on 



this from within the movement. Nor are there many reports on what is 
happening in that powerful working class center, Mahallah - the industrial 
center of working class power in Egypt. However, there are reports on one 
very significant development:

Women's Self-Defense Groups
Women are organizing to defend themselves. In some cases, they are 

even marching armed with knives and electrified prods! Given not only the 
history of mass sexual assaults but also the history of mass violence against 
the Egyption revolution in general, this is an extremely important step. In a 
powerful video9 one woman explains why. She describes an anti-Morsi 
march which was confronted by a march of Morsi supporters. She 
comments, "We stopped because we are a group who is not organized 
together. We do not know each other. We also have many independent 
individuals who belong to nothing…. Many women came into the front 
lines….  "

This comment expresses the problem. All the determination in the 
world doesn't amount to much if it's not organized. But it also implies part 
of the answer:

It is the women, the most oppressed layer of Egyptian society (who 
also compose over half) who are "coming into the front lines"; it is the 
women who are leading the way on this central question: Self organization 
for the purpose of self defense. Speaking from some 10,000 miles away, it 
would seem that the foremost potential alternative to the 



Egyptian/international-capital controlled Egyptian state may be through 
these women's defense committees.

From afar, it seems that these committees could be coordinated and 
that larger layers of the Egyptian revolutionaries could be brought in. Also, 
we have to ask whether they could directly approach some of the more 
militant independent unions as well as the workers in their work places. 
Also, it seems to us from afar that the workers in Mahallah have always 
played a key role in the Egyptian movement, and maybe it would be 
possible to make direct connections with them.

Any Revolution Must Oppose Oppression
Some revolutionaries may feel reluctant to confront head-on the 

prejudices against women in Egypt. However, it is the women who bear the 
repression more than anybody else. It is the women who suffer most from 
poverty, as they are forced with the increasingly impossible task of feeding 
their families. And if nothing else, a revolution that excludes half of its 
possible members is a revolution doomed to fail.

The reluctance to openly fight oppression of women in Egypt could be 
compared to to the housing protests in Israel in 2011. Masses of Israelis 
went out into the streets to protest the lack of affordable housing. However, 
one thing that this protest very pointedly ignored was the fact that Israeli 
Arabs, Bedouins and Palestinians in the West Bank are daily being evicted 
from their homes because they are not Jewish. This housing crisis was an 
inherent result of the very mode of functioning of Israeli capitalism and it 
will not be resolved by ignoring what is at the core of Israeli capitalism: 
racism. It is similar in Egypt: The revolution cannot possibly succeed if it 
ignores the problems of women, the most oppressed layer of Egyptian 
society.

In any case, these women, especially the working class and poor 
women, are not going away. As one web site reported many women in 
Mo'assasset el Zakat, "an impoverished shanty town in close proximity to El 
Marg, north of Cairo…. argue that this is a ploy to terrorise and intimidate 
women so that they do not go out to the streets, and the only thing to do is 
push back and not be deterred."10

The rest of the Egyptian revolution will have to organize to push back 
with them if it is to succeed.



Afterword
Since this article was written, the interim regime has announced that 

they have appointed Hazem el-Beblawi as prime minister. He is known as a 
"free market champion", which means that he will try to start implementing 
neoliberal economic reforms like cutting or ending the fuel subsidy. This 
makes it all the more urgent for the revolution to start to develop an 
alternate center of power to the capitalist state.
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