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Gender ing the Arab spr ing

Women inspired by religious  

compassion: An experience from  

the Egyptian revolution

Shahinaz El Hennawi

Egyptian women’s participation in a revolution is not a new phenomenon: 
they participated already in the 1805 and 1919 Egyptian revolutions. The 
1919 revolution was one of the greatest examples of peaceful revolutions. 
Women, men, Christian and Muslim, came together from all over Egypt 
to show solidarity and unity against British occupation. 

On January 25, 2011, again women came from all walks of life, and 
regardless of their political or religious orientation, to participate in the 
Egyptian revolution. They went through the same hardships, and faced 
the same consequences. Ever since the beginning, women had a voice and 
share in social networks (such as Facebook and twitter). They were present 
in political meetings and security committees, and they were volunte-
ering in field hospitals. And though there were women martyrs during 
the early months of the revolution, this did not keep other women from 
being present in great numbers again a year later, on January 25, 2012, 
condemning the military rule and calling for the martyrs’ retribution. 

Egyptian women participating in the revolution had varying back-
grounds: they came from different religious beliefs, generations and social 
classes of society. Young girls, 10-11 years old, as well as women of some 
70-80 years, each participated in their own way. Women were out in 
the streets demonstrating; they were volunteering in field hospitals; they 
brought food, clothes and medicine to demonstrators; they documented, 
photographed or worked online as writers, journalists, tweeters and blog-
gers. They were candidates for parliament or presidency, civil servants, 
actresses, singers, writers, faculty members, students and house workers. 
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There was really no difference between women or men for a few months 
time after the revolution; there were only Egyptians. 

Religion, politics and women

Despite this unity, after the referendum on the constitution was held, 
division started. Political parties began forming alliances that put people 
up against each other. Media played a large role in this division, and 
there were even special channels and talk shows for different political 
and religious ideologies. In all this, women tried to gain a unique agency 
and identity by forming a special feminist party, the Egyptian Women 
Union, and by joining several NGOs’ and activists’ initiatives, but these 
efforts remained invisible. 

With Islamic groups, mainly the Muslim Brotherhood and the Salafi 
party, winning together more than 70 percent of the seats in Parliament, 
many fear that women will be pushed back, in agreement with extremist 
and patriarchal interpretations of Islam. Yet, and on the other hand, the 
women wing of the Muslim Brotherhood, aka the Muslim Sisterhood, has 
become very active after the revolution. They hold women’s conferences, 
and their Members of Parliament are active compared to the “Nour” 
Salafi party. However, as a result of the new political situation in Egypt, 
women’s place in political parties is still minimal. Even though most of 
the voters were women, the women candidates represent 1.5 percent in 
the current Egyptian Parliament.

Legal concerns

Years back, some legislation related to family law was amended to ensure 
women’s rights in divorces and regarding custody, among other issues. 
During the revolution, these laws were in the risk of being annulled, since 
they had been advocated by the ex-first lady. 

Dr Nihad Abou el Koumsan, chair of the Egyptian Center for 
Women’s Rights, is one of the women who have been very actively 
involved in calling for women’s rights for many years. According to the El 
Masry Al Youm newspaper, she has received death threats for her support 
of women’s rights, and has been accused – in the name of misused and 
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misinterpreted Islam – because she has defended the ‘Khole’ law1 (Aly, 
Wael, Al Masry Al Youm newspaper, 2011).

Women and Islam in Egypt 

Faith and religion are very important in the Egyptian social and cultural 
life. In spite of women’s efforts to take part in this field, there is still a 
long way to go due to the many centuries of male domination. Islamic 
feminism has emerged in Egypt over the past decade, as several women 
– such as Omaima AbouBakr – have taken part in religious interpreta-
tion from a feminist perspective. Aliaa and Aisha Rafea, both daughters 
of the Sufi Master Ali Rafea, continue their father’s teachings on the 
spirituality of Islam as something that harmonises believers with the 
divine order, and brings all believers into contact with one another and 
the world around them.

Interfaith conflict in Egypt (between the Muslim majority and Chris-
tian minority) has a long history. Some of the reasons are historical, social, 
and cultural; others are related to government policies, such as reluctance 
to grant Christians permission to build churches, or other legal matters. 
This is also an issue that still causes trouble for women; in many cases 
they are accused of being the main reason behind a clash. One interfaith 
clash that took place during the revolution emerged because of a girl who 
became the heroine in a religious clash between Muslims and Christians. 
She first disappeared, and when she appeared again, held hostage in a 
church, she declared her conversion to Islam. Muslim men gathered 
around the church to protect and save her – an act that led to clashes and 
eventually to the burning down of more than one church (Abdel Rady 
2011). Women activists and NGOs reacted to this event by issuing a 
declaration, condemning the use of women as a reason for atrocities in 
which both Christians and Muslims took part. 

An initiative: Muslim-Christian women wisdom circles

Two years ago, a group of young women came together with the mutual 
aim of exploring themselves from a psycho-spiritual approach. We wanted 
to discover our ‘lost paradise,’ in terms of dreams and goals of our lives 
that were not pursued, due to self-unawareness, lack of self-esteem and 
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self-confidence, cultural barriers and misinterpretation of religion. We 
thought that searching for the purpose of our lives, and understanding our 
relationship with ourselves, our creator and the universe was the way to 
reclaim our existence. In doing so, the spiritual aspect was very important. 
So we tried to understand the ‘real religion,’ hidden beyond rigid rules 
and regulations, usually the outcome of a patriarchal interpretation of it. 

Meetings are still held regularly to discuss issues such as emotional 
wellness, positive thinking, and important values, in order to reclaim our 
identity, and to make a stand as Muslim women, in our society as well 
as globally. Studying Muslim women’s lives from early on has led us to 
understand Islam from a feminist point of view, and to search women’s 
rights as well as responsibilities within Islam. 

When the revolution began in Egypt, the group was turned into a 
Women Interfaith Wisdom Circle. We decided to start our program 
by studying non-violent communication as Dr Marshal Rosenberg 
approached it.2 Though the majority of this group is Muslim, we meet 
weekly in a church in Alexandria. Our aim is to study the approach and 
use it practically among ourselves, then try to disseminate it into our 
society. Muslim women will partner with Christians and go out to inform 
different community sectors about how to use non-violent communica-
tion. Our topics include how to give in a compassionate way; how to 
listen with empathy; and how to take responsibility of our actions by 
identifying needs and feelings. 

Recently, we have searched global bonding by starting our new project 
of International Women Retreats in Egypt. These retreats aim to bring 
women from all over the world to holy places in Egypt to share their 
dreams; search for their purpose; explore their spiritual path; connect 
with a purpose and level higher than the religious domains constructed 
by patriarchy; and engage in projects to save our humanity. Our plan is 
also to train groups of women on how to start similar initiatives in their 
own societies. 
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Notes

1. Law giving women the right to divorce their husbands according to Islamic Shari’a.

2. Dr Marshal Rosenberg, a Jewish peacemaker who devoted his life trying to bring peace 
among conflicting parties around the world.
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