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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Introduction 

 

The city is believed to have become less safe ―not so much because 

instances of violence that have occurred, but that people feel more 

vulnerable and less safe because the city has become more exclusive and 

less welcoming (Phadke 2007:1514) 

 

Since the 1970s economic activities have become characterized by a combination of 

spatial dispersion and global integration, which as Sassen (1991) emphasized has created a new 

strategic role for major cities. Due to these changes, the “Global City”, a term coined by Sassen, 

has emerged with certain political, economic and cultural characteristics that render it vital for 

the world economy. 

Cairo, a city with a long reputable history and acclaimed regional and continental status 

has been striving to acquire the “global” status. While there is controversy on whether Cairo has 

acquired this title or not, El Khishin (2003) clearly identifies the contemporary changes that have 

taken place in the city, with clear impacts of globalization on its various economic, political and 

social structures. Hence, Cairo could be identified as a city in transition to “global”.  

Global cities have become the grounds where culturally differentiated people meet, where 

the traditional links that have bound people to places have changed. Yet, despite the promises of 

globalization and neoliberalism, where inequality will be controlled and citizens will enjoy 

wealthier and more comfortable lives, we find that safety measures and the discourse about 

safety in these contemporary cities has become the norm of the daily lives of their inhabitants.  
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Several scholars (Sassen 1991 and Holston and Appadurai 1999) have agreed that it is the 

new structure of economic activity and the modern techniques of urban design and governance 

that have had negative impacts on the social order of these cities and led to a shift in job supply, 

visible economic polarization, and urban inequalities between neighborhoods. Bourdieu (1998) 

argues that “the ultimate foundation of this entire economic order placed under the sign of 

freedom is in effect the structural violence of unemployment, of the insecurity of job tenure and 

the menace of layoff that it implies.”  

Moreover, it is globalization that has led to what Sassen (1999) called the 

“denationalizing” of urban space. Globalization has affected identity formation and is said to 

have created paradoxes; hybridization and indigenization, where it “globalized the local and 

localized the global” (Friedman 2003: 19).  

Globalization and neoliberalism‟s modes of governance have created divides among the 

city‟s inhabitants, ranging from insiders and outsiders to the city to what Holston and Appadurai 

(1999) called “formal citizens” who simply carry a membership in the nation state and 

“substantive citizens” who possess a group of civil, political, socioeconomic and cultural rights. 

The authors made it clear that a citizen‟s full access to rights has become independent of their 

simple membership in the nation state.  

As a result, the “differentiated citizens” such as the urban poor (especially those who 

belonged to shanties and informal settlements), women and other groups are seen by groups like 

substantive citizens as “others”. These “others” are “denied respect and opportunity because they 

are different” (Holston and Appadurai 1999:8). 
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Following Phadke‟s (2007:1514) argument,  the city is believed to have become less safe 

“not so much because instances of violence that have occurred, but that people feel more 

vulnerable and less safe because the city has become more exclusive and less welcoming”. This 

represents the point of departure of my research which seeks to understand the meanings of 

violence, risk, crime and danger to Egyptian working women living in Cairo. 

The research provides an indepth understanding of women‟s perceptions and experiences 

of danger and violence in urban spaces and also investigates their constructions of safety and 

access to these public spaces by examining how public spaces are socially and physically 

constituted and reconstituted by women who use them. Globalization and neoliberalism have 

governed these perceptions of vulnerability, risk, and rights to access public space. Furthermore, 

it will interpret rules of exclusion and inclusion that govern public space. 

This research is part of the women's fund at the United Nations (UNIFEM‟s) newly 

launched project the Safe Cities Greater Cairo Region: Safe cities free of violence against 

women and girls. The overall goal of the project in Egypt is to improve the life quality of 

Egyptian women through the creation of safe cities and communities that are free of violence 

against women and girls (VAW & G). 

The geographic location selected for the implementation of the program is the Greater 

Cairo Region (GCR); an agglomeration that comprises Cairo Governorate and the urban areas of 

Giza and Qalyobiya, October and Helwan Governorates.  

Greater Cairo was chosen, as a starting point for the program in Egypt, for a variety of 

reasons. First of all Cairo, although viewed by some (Scott et al. 2001) as having attained the 

“global city” status, others confirmed that it still is “bidding” for this status (el-Khishin 2003). 
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Cairo surely is a city that has undergone major changes. Reviewing Abou-Lughod‟s 1001 Years 

of the City Victorious which describes Egypt in the 1970s and juxtaposing these anatomies to 

today’s Cairo as described by Ghannam (2002) and the progress that has been taking place as 

iterated by El Khishin (2003), one could surely state that globalization and neoliberalism have 

had an impact on this city. It is these changes that make Cairo attractive for a program tackling 

safety and violence in urban spaces. Additionally, Cairo fits the list of criteria adopted by 

UNIFEM for the implementation of this project (UNIFEM 2009-2).   

Research Questions 

Neoliberalism, Globalization and Violence  

My research question evolves around how Egyptian working women construct notions of 

risk and danger in the urban public space of Cairo. I started by first examining the impact of 

globalization and neoliberalism on cities and the relation of this to emerging incidents of urban 

violence and the diminishing of sentiments of safety.  

Implications for Cairo 

Although literature on the effects of globalization on Cairo is wanting, using a historical 

analysis of the city and comparing it to Cairo today, will help me examine the changes that the 

city has undergone in its striving attempts to become modern and gain a global status. Hence, I 

inquired about the manner Cairo is structured today and how is this affecting its social order? 

And given the relation, that has been established in the literature, between globalization, 

neoliberalism and violence, how does Cairo fit within this discourse? What does the urban public 



www.manaraa.com

 

 

5 

 

space of Cairo look like in line with this? What are the urban inequities between neighborhoods? 

Do we see outsiders and insiders?  

Egyptian working women and their feedback 

The literature on the gendered nature of risk perceptions shows that women, aside from 

their fear of sexual assault, also fear other forms of structural and physical violence such as 

threats in the physical environment surrounding their families. Hence, I ask: what do Egyptian 

working women primarily fear and what are the other sources of threat aside from their fear of 

sexual assault.  

Here I hypothesized that women would highlight some flaws and defects in the urban 

design of their neighborhoods that contribute to the heightened feeling of fear and danger. 

Additionally, I hypothesized that fear of losing their reputation and respectability is one 

important source for feeling lack of safety. 

Furthermore, following Phadke (2007:1512), I sought to investigate the presence of 

chosen and imposed risks in the Egyptian context. I hypothesized that Egyptian women, 

especially the group from Manshiet Nasser
1
 would choose to take certain risks (for example by 

being outside their neighborhood despite the fact that the neighborhood is physically safer) to 

avoid the imposed risks to their reputation and respectability in their own neighborhood. 

Given that the groups of women studied in this research come from two distinct 

neighborhoods; Manshiet Nasser, a known informal settlement in Cairo and Heliopolis, a 

“wealthy” neighborhood (as perceived by most Egyptians) I explored their definitions of the 

                                                           
1
 A slum area in the heart of Cairo, near Islamic Cairo 
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urban public space. I hypothesized that not only will different definitions emerge between the 

two groups, but also within the groups.  

Women and Technologies of the Self 

While developing my questionnaire and themes to be covered in the focus groups and 

interviews, I sought to investigate Foucault‟s “technologies of the self”. I wanted to inquire about 

the different techniques women developed to safely maneuver the public space and whether 

some of those techniques are risks (Phadke 2007) in their own right or not.   

Here I found Foucault‟s “Governmentality” and “Technologies of the self” very useful: 

I became more and more aware that there is in all societies, whatever they are, 

another type of techniques: techniques which permit individuals to effect, by their 

own means, a certain number of operations on their own bodies, on their own 

souls, on their own thoughts, on their own conduct, and this in a manner so as to 

transform themselves, modify themselves, and to attain a certain state of 

perfection, of happiness, of purity, of supernatural power, and so on. Let's call 

this kind of techniques a techniques or technology of the self (Foucault 1993:203) 

Urban cities have been shaped by neoliberal forms of governance. This governmentality 

in turn has been passed on to the citizens by governments to control and manipulate people‟s 

behavior, especially that of access to public space. “Risk” has been used as a mechanism of 

controlling people‟s spatial behavior.  

On the other hand, the literature showed that women in general “have not been taught to 

be comfortable in outdoor/public space but instead have learned the private, domestic realm is 

their domain” (Wesely and Gaarder 2004:647). Consequently, because “safety, is linked directly 

to the level of claim that one feels to a space”(Phadke 2007: 1511), I sought to understand 

whether there are spaces women feel they have a claim to or not and how their sense of safety is 
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constructed accordingly. I also inquired about what affected women‟s construction of the public 

space as dangerous.  

Finally, being an intern at UNIFEM, I sought to critically look at the Safe City Model 

being designed for implementation in Egypt.  Based on the findings of my research, I should be 

able to initially identify whether certain components are missing within the model for purposes 

of intervention or not.  

Methodology  

I have designed my research following a comparative approach, whereby I will compare 

findings from two field sites; Heliopolis and Manshiet Nasser. This design was driven by my 

understanding that women are diverse, and the perception of danger or threat is intensely 

affected by a range of factors “including income, class, area of residence, housing status, 

disability, experiences of victimization and many other life experiences” (Pain 2001).  

The decision has also been motivated by Phadke (2007:1516) who emphasized that 

“women‟s differential location does give them differential capacity to engage risks through 

differential access to the material means of producing safety for themselves like access to 

transport”. I expected that in using this approach I will be able to get a comprehensive 

understanding of sources of threat and conceptualizations of safety that will feed into the 

planning process of the Safe City Model.  

I was interested to learn whether greater access to economic capital will grant women 

from Heliopolis greater access to public space in comparison to their peers from Manshiet Nasser 

or, on the contrary, would they be welcome in certain “public” spaces such as malls and coffee 
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shops. Yet these spaces are spatially governed- that is, “these are not public “public” spaces, but 

privatised spaces that masquerade as public spaces and they are carefully protected through glass 

barriers from where the risks and uncertainties of everyday life are carefully edited out” (Phadke 

2007:1514).  

Manshiet Nasser was picked for two main reasons. The first was that it is an intervention 

area for the Safe City program. The second reason is that I have worked in this area before and 

have personal links with the Association for the Protection (APE) and the Spirit of Youth 

Association and these have helped me in establishing close relations with different women in the 

area.  

On the other hand, being a Heliopolis resident myself has influenced my choice of 

Heliopolis as the second research area, since I am also able to have access to a variety of women. 

However, choosing Heliopolis was not out of ease of access, rather it is the hypothesis that 

women from these two distinct areas will have different narratives about meanings of risk, 

danger and violence. It is this distinctiveness that I feel gives a certain depth and 

comprehensiveness to women‟s narratives.  

My research does not aim at generalizing its findings to Egyptian women at large, 

because an urban structure, such as Greater Cairo, makes it as Merry (1981) indicates “a mosaic 

of little worlds”. I am very aware, as Phadke (2007) stated, that the category, “women in Cairo”, 

covers a diversity of identities that intersect with gender – class, religion, age, educational status, 

employment situation, and physical ability that would surely create different experiences. I also 

acknowledge that women from Heliopolis and Manshiet Nasser also encompass inner groups of 
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diverse women and the groups which have participated in my research represent some of this 

diversity. 

My secondary research relied heavily on UN documents and violence against women 

literature. Being an intern at UNIFEM Egypt has granted me access to many internal reports 

produced by UN Habitat, UNIFEM Egypt and other institutions affiliated to the Safe City 

program, all of which have helped me in conceptualizing violence and safety in public spaces.  

Chapter two will focus substantially on what the UN literature says about safety and 

violence against women in public space. However, the corner stone of the UN ideology in this 

regards is that “Safety for Women is Safety for Everyone”. This statement has been subject to 

critiques and currently UNIFEM‟s global program is sending missions to cities aiming at 

implementing the safe city approach, to evaluate the feasibility of realizing the aforementioned 

declaration.  

As for literature on Cairo; Ghannam (2002), Ismail (2006), Singerman (2009) and Abou-

Lughod (1971) were among the secondary sources of literature I consulted. These sources have 

tackled the various changes that the city has undergone over the past four decades. These were 

juxtaposed with narratives of women collected from the field, to provide an indepth analysis of 

these accounts.  

Considering literature on the field work sites, I have found relatively enough scholarly 

work on Manshiet Nasser, such as Sims (2003), Fahmi and Sutton (2006) and Tekce, Oldham 

and Shorter (1994). However, literature on Heliopolis is inadequate; I have found one study, Al 



www.manaraa.com

 

 

10 

 

Shieby (2006), while other scholarly work tackled the architectural aspect of Heliopolis.  Hence, 

I also relied on my own “ethnographic” experience of the area.  

In terms of conceptualizing urban public space, Yücesoy (2006) elaborately discussed the 

important characteristics of urban public space. “Public space as the physical space with the 

variety of ways it is configured”, “public space as a political space” and finally “public space as 

interactional and experiential space”. The definition of urban public space provided in Yücesoy 

(2006) includes “those areas of the city that are legally open to everybody: streets, parks and 

places of public accommodation”. The author added public buildings and public buildings of 

semi-private and semi-public buildings (such as shops, cafes, cinemas, malls). Phadke (2007) 

added modes of public transport (such as buses, metros, taxis) as well as sites like bus-stops and 

metro stations. These were in line with UNIFEM‟s operationalization of urban public space:   

Streets and other public neighborhood spaces; public spaces of work, both in 

terms of women‘s productive and reproductive roles and responsibilities (e.g. 

markets, water distribution sites, river beds); public transportation (e.g. buses, 

taxis, trains); routes to and from schools and educational institutions; public 

parks and other recreational and sports facilities (Youth Centers); and other 

public recreational spaces, such as coffee shops (UNIFEM Egypt, Morsy 2009:6). 

Yucesoy (2006) also informed my definition of the term “public”, the design of my 

questionnaire, the selection of themes for the interviews and focus groups, and finally in 

analyzing the findings. “Public” could give the impression of a fixed dichotomous relation 

between public and private. However, “publicness” according to Yucesoy (2006) is about “co-

presence and sociability”, which is in turn continuously changing from one place to another. 

Yucesoy (2006:5) said “we experience the urban public space with varying degrees of publicness 

and privateness based on our perceptions, conceptions and the relational context”. This has also 
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guided the way I posed my questions with regards to what my participants considered public or 

private.  

Literature on neoliberalism and its impact on Egypt is rich, especially that which analyzes 

the impact of the Economic Reform and Structural Adjustment Program (ERSAP). I examined 

more closely scholarly works that focused on the impact of these processes on Egyptian women. 

Assaad and Arntz (2005) has been one of the influential papers that directed my decision to 

choose working women as my target group and guided my questionnaire design.  The paper 

aimed at understanding the reasons behind the drop in women‟s participation in the labor force 

especially in the private sector, by looking at the gendered differences in geographic mobility. 

They found that structural adjustment has resulted in an increased need to commute on the part 

of men, but that women were unable to accommodate such an increase, due to the code of 

modesty restrictions which prohibit women from returning late at night and working far away 

from their houses (World Bank 2004:114, 115). I also found out that safety concerns among 

women compounded this phenomenon.  

Additionally, many women are involved in low income jobs due to what many 

economists call “occupational segregation” (Estevez –Abe 2006 and Said and El Hamidi 2009) 

with unusual working hours such as cleaners, nurses…etc. Such jobs force women to use 

different public spaces during unusual hours of the day, where fewer people are around, 

especially during the night.  Presented in the context of women‟s safety in public spaces, the 

rhythms of women‟s work explain women‟s hindered access and participation in different 

activities. This is particularly relevant to women from Manshiet Nasser and explains their choice 

of work.  
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My primary research was qualitative, exploring how women construct their perceptions 

of risk and safety. Most of the scholarly work that has been developed over the past decade has 

been premised on the assumption that street harassment is THE danger facing Egyptian women 

in Cairo‟s public space, and very few scholars attempted to adopt a community based approach 

and engage women in identifying sources of risk, danger and violence. This research seeks to fill 

this gap in the Egyptian context.  

Throughout my field engagement with UNIFEM Egypt, several meetings with potentially 

partnering Non Governmental Organizations (NGOs) were conducted. The main driving force 

encouraging these NGOs to take part of this UN led program was their belief of the project‟s 

perfect timing. Egypt, they argued, is ready now than before, to tackle women‟s safety. Before 

2006
2
, sexual harassment was not a word you would hear Egyptians use. Hence, sexual violence 

was what I might call a “silent disease” that was never discussed in public. Today, sexual 

harassment is hitting the frontlines of newspapers and reserving slots in major talk shows in the 

country. However, other sources of threats facing women in the public space have not been 

explored yet, which is the primary aim of my research.  

Furthermore, Gustafson (1998) has motivated my qualitative approach for he found out 

that qualitative methods give space to respondents to define the risks and dangers, which help in 

identifying gender differences, something quantitative tools fails to distinguish. Gustafson (1998) 

demonstrates how quantitative studies showed that while men and women perceive the same 

risks, with various degrees of seriousness, when the gender dimension was introduced gender-

                                                           
2
 A sexual harassment incident took place in downtown Cairo during Ramadan Feast. A group of young men 

attacked a small group of women exiting a cinema, surrounding them, groping and grabbing their clothes and veils.  
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specific risks emerged, whereby men and women not only perceived the same risks differently, 

but also identified different risks.  

Accordingly, my research relied upon the use of interviews, focus groups, textual 

analysis and visual materials‟ analysis. The choice of focus group was driven by the 

appropriateness of this method for the study. The group interview assisted in orienting me to a 

new field of study in Egypt – that is – the general safety of women in public spaces and how 

women construct these notions. UNIFEM‟s project seeks to build on women‟s general safety 

concerns for policy initiatives.  

Additionally, the group interviews assisted me in observing how women interact with one 

another around the issue of safety and space. It is these differences in positions and perspectives 

within one group and between the two target groups that encouraged me to adopt the 

comparative approach between Heliopolis and Manshiet Nasser.  

Given that the Egyptian safety audit tool is currently being designed by the Social 

Research Center at the American University in Cairo, I had to opt for a simpler auditing 

technique which I developed. I asked some of my research participants to think carefully of their 

routes to work and home and take pictures of sources of threat they encounter. 

I hope that the visual component of my research will guide other scholars and civil 

society organizations to adopt a similar approach, whether using still photos or video to present 

their findings through a comprehensive community involvement approach.  

Chapter two will give an overview on UNIFEM‟s work and a brief on the Safe City 

Program with its tools and methodology. This is important in order to critically analyze the 
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feasibility of such an intervention in the context of Greater Cairo. Chapter three is the “journey” 

I took with my participants and the space I have dedicated for their voices and visions. These 

voices will be critically juxtaposed with UNIFEM‟s approach to safety, in the concluding 

chapter, in order to highlight any possible recommendations that could be of value to UNIFEM 

and any agency working on violence against women and safety measures.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

CONSTRUCTIONS OF SAFETY IN UN BODIES 

 

 

Cairo: A Glimpse on History 

Founded in AD 969, Cairo was a military capital established during the Fatimid‟s era. 

The name Al-Qahirah (The Victorious) was given in celebration of the triumphal entry of the 

Fatimid Caliph, rendering Cairo today as one of the great cities of Islam. The city has witnessed 

wide oscillations and rulers throughout its history (Pharoas, Romans, Mamluks, Ottomans, 

British Colonial Rule), yet it has survived the downfalls and developed to become the 

megalopolis we experience today – a city seeking a “Global” status (El Khishin 2003). 

During the reign of Ismail in late 1860s, Egypt began to experience financial distress, 

after the urban prosperity that prevailed, the financial difficulties leading to a decline in urban 

prosperity. In 1882 British Occupation followed and it is during the occupation period that a new 

division of the city took place. Cairo‟s old city witnessed many transformations in the way its 

public spaces were used, yet without much change in its physical structure. The significant 

presence of foreigners due to the occupation led the organization of a new city to the west (Al 

Sheiby 2006).  

Consequently, since the end of the nineteenth century and the dawn of the twentieth 

century, Cairo has been described as a divided city, whereby there was a “European or western 

Cairo” in the west and the “Egyptian Cairo” to the east (Abu-Lughod 1971) with inequities 

clearly observed between the two. The eastern city was preindustrial in technology with unpaved 

“harat” (alleys), social structure and non modern way of life clearly visualized with the presence 
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of itinerant water peddlers. The western city, however, had its steam powered technologies, 

paved roads with traffic, water reaching its residents through water networks pumped by steam 

engines and a general faster pace of life with a western façade.  

Al Sheiby (2006) confirmed that inequalities appeared between the old and new cities 

prior to the British occupation, but colonialism has accentuated these inequities which became a 

perpetual feature of Cairo. Abu-Lughod mentions that “the discontinuity between Egypt‟s past 

and future, which appeared as a small crack in the early nineteenth century, had widened into a 

gaping fissure by the end of that century. Cairo‟s physical duality was but a manifestation of the 

cultural cleavage” Abu-Lughod (1971:98).  

Egypt: Neoliberal, Urbanized and Globalized  

Over the past decades, cities have experienced rapid transformations as a result of the 

economic, social, cultural, technological and communicational shifts that urbanization processes 

bring with them, including changing patterns of social behavior and interaction (Falú 2000). This 

included rising insecurity. Over the past five years 60 per cent of all urban residents in 

developing countries have been victims of crime (UN Habitat 2007-3). The issue of urban safety 

is especially critical today, since more than 50% of the world‟s population lives in cities, 

equivalent to 3.4 billion people (UN Habitat 2007-3). Urban safety according to UN bodies is 

closely interrelated with poverty and inequality, both within cities and across countries. 
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This is important to contextualize here, especially with the rapid urbanization Egypt has 

and is undergoing. In 2000, the USAID
3
 published an urban profile on Egypt indicating that 45% 

of the Egyptian population lives in urban areas and it estimated that by 2015 this percentage will 

rise to 51%. Moreover, 44% of the country's poor live in urban areas.  

 Bayat and Denis (2000) provide a unique look at the demographic shift that took place in 

Egypt between the 1970s and 1990s. According to them, Egypt has experienced a 

deconcentration of population at both the metropolitan and national levels. The stabilization and 

diffusion of urbanization is justified by the “urbanization” of large villages and the rapid growth 

of small towns. Furthermore, rural migration to large Egyptian cities has stabilized, thanks to the 

prevailing urban conditions (such as the high price of land, population densities and the shortage 

of affordable accommodation). Hence, many newcomers decide to reside on the peripheries of 

these big cities.   

While Egypt‟s integration in the world economy has not been as extensive as other post- 

colonial countries, globalization processes are said to be “deeply entwined with a neoliberal 

agenda and that this limited integration has had profound impact on the city” (Singerman 

2009:4). “The Egyptian state seeks to remake itself as the “tiger on the Nile” argues Singerman 

(Ibid), affirming El Khishin (2003) it seeks to become a truly global capital attracting resources 

and investment for its industries, through its franchises and services. The “Cairo Contested” 

scholars have used the term “neoliberal globalization” to describe the current forces affecting the 

city. 

                                                           
3
 http://www.makingcitieswork.org/files/pdf/neareast-n-africa/Egypt.pdf 

http://www.makingcitieswork.org/files/pdf/neareast-n-africa/Egypt.pdf
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I agree with Singerman (2009) that globalization does not seem to have “A” clear agreed 

upon definition, however there are implicit assumptions that are evident. First, national 

sovereignty having diminished due several factors such as the judgment of local parameters 

against global norms, the exchange rates being judged against a paradigm established elsewhere, 

prices are measured against global values. Second, financial capital and information 

instantaneously cross national boundaries. Third, powerful regulatory mechanisms replaced 

national decision making.  

Cairo: Housing Problems and the Birth of the “Ashwa’yat” 

Cairo is one of the complex and unique cities of the world. Tekce, Oldham and Shorter 

(1994) confirm this through their analysis of Cairo‟s inhabitants who “are drawn from 

„provincial‟ cultures of Upper, Middle and Lower Egypt and amalgamated with generations of 

Cairenes to produce a mosaic of class and culture that is Cairo‟s very own” Tekce, Oldham and 

Shorter (1994:1). This is similar to what Merry (1981) coined as “a mosaic of little worlds”.  

Deboulet (2009), however, presents Cairo as “architecture from the sky” which conflicts 

with the concept of “mosaic of little worlds”. According to Deboulet, urban planners and 

architects view Cairo from a distance, which disrupts their ability to capture these little worlds 

and differences whether social, historical, or cultural of the city‟s inhabitants. It is this denial of 

“social embeddedness of Cairenes that lies at the core of Cairo‟s problems, hence lead to 

distorted policies and failed solutions to their problems” (Singerman 2009:6). 

As one traces the shifts in the regimes since Nasser‟s era of socialism and post-colonial 

nationalism to Sadat‟s “infitah” (open door policy), which was deepened during Mubarak‟s era, 
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the impact of globalization and neoliberalism becomes more evident. I will investigate the 

impact of neoliberal globalization on Cairo by examining one analytical point – that is – housing. 

Housing in Cairo has been a major problem for the “majority” of Egyptians. At one point 

the government blamed the rural-urban migration and uncontrolled population growth for its 

inability to match the demand for housing units. However, despite the stabilization of rural-urban 

migration, due to the “urbanization” of large villages and the rapid growth of small towns (Bayat 

and Denis 2000), improved medical services and family planning methods, housing is still a 

problem. The improved health conditions are now translated to new families being formed hence 

increased numbers of those seeking housing. Additionally, these families living in a globalized 

city have subconsciously raised their bars of desires. 

Sims (2003) argues that after the 1952 revolution and the pursuit of a socialist regime, the 

phenomenon of informal urban development became a significant feature of Cairo‟s 

development. This is due to fluctuating state policies in managing the housing industry. Initially 

the state was concerned about the housing industry then it withdrew the supply side of housing. 

Eventually the state became unable to finance the desired number of units especially, when 

priority was accorded to the military expenditure as a result of a quasi- permanent state of war 

and the rise in construction costs. Other factors such as lease regulations of housing units have 

come to play a role, all of which led to an increase in informal housing.  

As a coping strategy and in order to absorb the increasing number of families seeking 

housing yet unable to purchase on the market, three (physical dimensions) alternatives were 
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invented by the people: expanding existing structures, spilling over into surrounding areas or 

shrinking the size of home accommodations (Tekce, Oldham and Shorter 1994:9).  

In early 1990s, however, the government embarked on the stabilization program 

(ERSAP) promoted by the World Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF). The main 

objectives of this program were to transform the economy to a market based one and diminish 

the state‟s role. ERSAP has changed the way the Egyptian society has been managed.  The 

government‟s role as the primary employer started shrinking, overtime and privatization started 

taking over, leading to a drop in job opportunities for fresh graduates. The dynamics of 

neoliberal globalization and its resistance, in turn, started becoming more evident (Singerman 

2009).  

Following a neoliberal agenda and a “partially free-market cost of housing” (Bayat and 

Denis 2000), increased housing and land prices. Hence, Cairo‟s increasing families, pursued the 

informal urban development that had started since the 1950s. After exhausting most of the 

coping strategies within the city, Cairenes began building affordable housing on the only 

available land surrounding Cairo, when it was technically illegal to build, because it was for 

mere agricultural activities. So as the Egyptian economy became internationalized, ashwa‘iyat
4
 

(slums) were being institutionalized.  

Ismail (2006) clarifies how at first the Egyptian government was indifferent and 

pretended to be tolerant as more and more informal settlements were being created. In fact, it had 

                                                           
4
 There are several operational definitions for slums, I would cover them in Chapter Three 
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ignored them, being busy branding and marketing the city to attain the global status
5
. However, 

as some of these settlements started hosting Islamic opposition members, hostility began around 

the 1980s.  

As the state stepped back, the Islamic opposition started mobilizing and organizing 

followers by seizing opportunities such as the 1992 earthquake and quickly offering help to 

affected groups. Scholars, like Ismail (2006), have shown how these groups have acted as a kind 

of parallel government, offering people services and asking, in return, for greater reinforcement 

of policing through their members and leaders, morality, increased piety and religious 

observance.  

 Ben Nefissa (2009) and Dorman (2009) sought to understand whether the negligence of 

the government was intentional and the reasons behind overlooking the needs of millions of 

Cairenes. Dorman (2009) believed that the logic behind the “negligent governance” is not lack of 

resources, but “a mix of disengagement, clientelism, and fear that views land and housing itself 

as an important spoil to distribute to loyal followers”(Singerman 2009:10). On the issue of 

disengagement Harvey (2005) stated that:  

The Neoliberal state is expected to a take a back seat and set the stage 

for market functions, yet it is supposed to be active in creating a good 

business climate and to behave as a competitive entity in global politics 

and market … this poses the problem of how to ensure citizen loyalty 

(Harvey 2005: 79)  

                                                           
5
 Attempting to build a multi-million dollar National Museum, and having constructed a Stock Exchange Complex, a 

new French university, and a smart/hitech research park. An ambitious gentrification scheme for the Islamic city is 

in the pipeline. Over the past decade, moreover, Cairo‟s transportation infrastructure was boosted by the 

inauguration of the second and third subway lines, and a ring road. Exclusive residential estates have sprung up 

around the city. Entertainment, leisure and international events have been served by the construction of an Opera 

House and more. (El Khishin 2003) 
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In short in many developing countries, like Egypt, in the wake of structural adjustment 

and neoliberalism, state power does not retire but “exercises power at reduced cost through 

various intermediaries and private actors” (Singerman 2009:9).  Mitchell (1999: 455) critically 

analyzed the “logic of neoliberalism in Egypt”: 

 Neoliberalism is a success of the political imagination. It makes the window of 

political debate uncommonly narrow and at the same time promises from this 

window a prospect without limits. The condition of the nation and its collective 

well being are pictured only in terms of how it is adjusted to the discipline of 

monetary and fiscal balance sheets. On the other hand, the actual concerns of any 

concrete local or collective community are neglected and the most exuberant 

dreams of private accumulation and chaotic reallocation of collective resources 

are encouraged.  

Neoliberalism has exacerbated individuality; one‟s success or failure became attributed to 

personal factors such as investing in one‟s own human capital through education. Ismail (2006) 

added that poverty management shifted from the macro level whereby policies deal with labor, 

investment and subsidies to the micro level where the individual is made responsible for his or 

her own poverty either through personal mistakes such as not investing in education, not working 

enough, or having too many children.  

“Blaming the victim”, Singerman (2009) argued is an old strategy pursued by many 

politicians. In Egypt, this was manifested in the negative portrayals of lower class Egyptians, and 

those who inhabit ashwa‘iyat. The government‟s discourse constructed this large group of 

Egyptians as backward, inferior, dangerous, drug addicts, ultimately as the “internal other” 

(Singerman 2009, Ghannam 2002). In doing so, the government was throwing the blame on 

these people for being responsible for their poor conditions and hence their unworthiness.  
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In contrast, several urban planners and development practitioners whom I met through 

my internship at UNIFEM viewed the ashwa‘iyat as organized, well governed areas.  They 

believe that the simple fact that whole communities with an internal system of governance, 

infrastructure and services management were established is the mere evidence of planning and 

regularity.  

Chaos is threatening to Cairo‟s image as a modern, global city. As a result, the state is 

exerting a complex kind of control over its public spaces to maintain the aesthetic criteria of a 

modern city. Thus most parks and open spaces have become fenced in and increasingly restricted 

and privatized. The ordinary Egyptians are excluded from local and public spaces, reserved 

primarily for tourism and agents of economic growth.  

Neoliberalism has created stark spatial differences and inequalities in Cairo. Ashwa‘yat 

and gated communities are a clear evidence for this disparity. New towns and gated communities 

are seen by the Egyptian elites as modern and hence safer while the heart of Cairo (with its 

known diverse neighborhoods) is seen as chaotic and thus unsafe. Katameya, for example, was 

originally a very poor popular neighborhood east of Cairo. Today Katameya is a term connoting 

elegance and luxurious living.  It is remarkable for one to revisit the advertisements of many of 

these gated communities and contemplate on how they are promoting themselves through a 

security risk discourse. I will quote one of those advertisements, referring to the Hyde Park New 

Cairo
6
 

 ― a world of exclusivity‖, ―with a pedestrian-friendly environment with over 

seven kilometers of walking and jogging trails‖, ―offer the ideal environment for 

                                                           
6
 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L9-SKWPnFkc&NR=1 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L9-SKWPnFkc&NR=1
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community interaction and children can play safely in close proximity to your 

home‖, ―fountains, trees and flowerbeds create the perfect backdrop for you to 

relax by the sidewalk cafes and restaurants‖ 

Denis (2006) argues that the security risk discourse that underlies the promotion of these 

gated communities aims at depicting central Cairo as menacing, dirty, polluted, unsafe and 

unhealthy. He further emphasizes “urban ecology and the priorities of security are reversed to 

favor suburban desert colonies” Denis (2006:51). I find that it is the “commodification of 

everything” including safety that leads to social incoherence. With divided citizenship (formal 

and substantive) and inequality, violence emerges. This is the backbone of the UN global 

narrative on safety in cities.  

Safety in Cities – a UN approach 

Inequity, violence and stark economic gaps between inhabitants have become common 

traits of city life. UN Habitat estimated that by 2030, two-thirds of humanity will be living in 

towns and cities around the world. Moreover, UN surveys indicate that crime and the fear of 

crime highly manipulate the way we lead our lives, whether it be in our behavior, choices and 

decisions. In its 2008 publication “State of World Cities”, UN Habitat used the term 

“Harmonious Cities” to tackle the different ingredients needed to harmonize physical, social, 

environmental and cultural aspects of a city and the people who inhabit it.  The three ingredients 

covered were the spatial, social and environmental harmony. To summarize, their definition of 

harmonious city reads: 

 

A society cannot claim to be harmonious if large sections of its population 

are deprived of basic needs while other sections live in opulence. A city cannot be 
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harmonious if some groups concentrate resources and opportunities while others 

remain impoverished and marginalized. Harmony in cities cannot be achieved if 

the price of urban living is paid by the environment (UN Habitat 2008:x) 

The three ingredients signify the importance of a comprehensive approach when tackling 

safety in cities. Friedman‟s analysis (2003) of violence makes a distinction between two types of 

violence that are also implicit in the three ingredients of harmonious cities: the violence of 

fragmentation and the violence produced by vertical polarization. Violence of fragmentation is 

defined as: “…a violence of differential identities in competition for economic resources and 

social spaces” (Friedman 2003:25), 

While vertical polarization violence is: “..based on the very destruction of larger identities. It 

consists in the separation of the elites from the people, in the cosmopolitanization of the former 

and indigenization of the latter. (Ibid:27). 

In UN Habitat‟s publications on safer cities, crime and violence are explained as a 

product of urbanization, the exclusion of members of society, and their deprivation from the 

benefits of urbanization and the right to participate in decision making. Crime grows out of an 

unequal and exclusive society and out of a lack of institutional and social control. Additionally, 

the absence of “inclusive” policies and long term solutions to social, economic and governance 

issues are contributors to the rise in violence and crime (UN Habitat 2007-1). In this sense, Cairo 

is no exception.  
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The Safer Cities Program 

For most people, crime is no longer an aberration or an unexpected 

abnormal event. Instead, the threat of crime has become a routine part of modern 

consciousness, an everyday risk to be assessed and managed in much the same 

way that we deal with road traffic (Stanko 1997: 479) 

In 1996, the UN-Habitat launched the Safer Cities Program at the behest of African 

mayors in order to tackle urban violence. UN-Habitat‟s role was outlined to include building 

capacities at the city level to better deal with urban insecurity which will then contribute to the 

establishment of a culture of prevention
7
.  The three main areas of prevention of UN Habitat‟s 

program are: environmental design, advocating for new and alternative forms of justice and 

policing, and finally a focus on groups at risk
8
.  

In June 2009, UNIFEM signed an agreement with UN- Habitat to tackle violence against 

women and girls in world‟s cities. This partnership reinforces UN-Habitat‟s special attention to 

women‟s safety (as a group at risk). Furthermore, it also falls under UNIFEM‟s mission, since 

1976, which aims to promote and respect women‟s rights. The latter materialized in global 

campaigns on violence against women
9
 pursued in collaboration with diverse partners. 

The notion of Safe Cities for women is a relatively new and innovative approach that has 

been put into practice in various sites in different parts of the world by local authorities, 

women‟s and grassroots groups. As such, this UNIFEM-supported Safe Cities global program 

promises to be the first-ever global comparative effort to develop a model that will be rigorously 

                                                           
7
 http://www.unhabitat.org/content.asp?cid=1433&catid=375&typeid=24&subMenuId=0 

8
 http://ww2.unhabitat.org/programmes/safercities/approach.asp 

9
 http://www.un.org/en/women/endviolence/ 

http://www.unhabitat.org/content.asp?cid=1433&catid=375&typeid=24&subMenuId=0
http://ww2.unhabitat.org/programmes/safercities/approach.asp
http://www.un.org/en/women/endviolence/
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externally evaluated for its processes and impact across different settings. The aim is to produce 

a global model, tested and proven through an impact evaluation, which can be widely 

disseminated to policy-makers, donors, and civil society for adaptation and upscaling, tailored to 

the specificities of local contexts (UNIFEM 2009-1).  

Furthermore, the joint program strives to “promote a balanced approach to addressing 

violence against women both in public and private spheres” (Morsy 2009). Moreover, UNIFEM, 

represented by Mrs. Ines Alberdi, the Executive Director, believes that most programs working 

on ending violence against women have been limited to “reaction”, namely merely responding to 

the needs of victims, whether they are justice, care or support. Nevertheless, the Safe Cities 

approach is focusing on prevention which is a neglected area in programs targeting violence 

against women. The latter can be achieved by integrating policies related to “good governance, 

urban planning, women‟s empowerment, political participation, gender equality, gender-

responsive budgeting and access to basic services”
10

 

For UNIFEM, there are certain benchmarks which determine its evaluation of safety, 

particularly safe cities for women. In order to join the global program, cities need to fulfill 

twenty three criteria (UNIFEM 2009 - 1). Some of these criteria include: a city in which public 

safety and security is a priority issue on the policy agenda of the local government and civil 

society; a city area in which forms of violence against women in public spaces are high (i.e. 

sexual harassment, sexual assault, rape); and the area of intervention is a city neighborhood 

characterized by insecurity, inequality, poverty and/or exclusion and where especially neglected 

                                                           
10

 http://www.unifem.org/news_events/story_detail.php?StoryID=882 

http://www.unifem.org/news_events/story_detail.php?StoryID=882
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groups reside. It is important to note that cities are not chosen on the basis of mere presence of 

violence and the choice by no means intends to label or stigmatize the city.  

It is this latter criterion that has triggered my choice of a comparative approach. The 

assumption that an intervention area should be characterized by inequality, insecurity and 

poverty carried a stigmatizing connotation that poor areas and slums are insecure. I wanted to 

challenge this assumption by adding Heliopolis as a field site and juxtapose the narratives of 

women from a slum and a “wealthy” area with regards to the places they feel most unsafe.  As 

will be shown in chapter three, women from Manshiet Nasser feel SAFEST in their area and it is 

not as the UN assumes an insecure place for women. It was women from Heliopolis who felt 

unsafe almost anywhere and reiterated experiences of violence that happened to them in 

Heliopolis.  

The Safer Cities Greater Cairo Region 

In 2009, UNIFEM Egypt applied to join the global program. The country coordinator 

believes that Cairo qualifies for the program. Having read the project document for the safe city 

Greater Cairo, the situational analysis in Egypt was highlighted to confirm the country‟s 

fulfillment of most of the criteria needed to join the global program. The presence of a national 

women‟s machinery such as the National Council for Women (NCW) is one highlighted aspect. 

“Evidence of political commitment to gender equality and women‟s empowerment is evident in 

the National Development Plan, which makes specific references to MDG3 which is linked to 

human development, and a specific national development goal related to increase women‟s 

economic participation” (Morsy 2009), were other aspects.    
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Additionally, as I attended one meeting with potential partner NGOs and women‟s 

groups and foreign experts visiting UNIFEM Egypt office to validate the project design, the 

question of safety of women in Egypt today was raised. The experts wanted to know whether the 

political arena is ready to adopt women‟s safety or the project will not receive political support. 

The civil society representatives confirmed that now is a perfect time to address women‟s safety 

in Egypt. They made it clear that it is true that the People‟s Assembly and Presidential elections 

will monopolize the political arena for the coming two years. Nevertheless, the overall 

environment is welcoming because of the recognition of sexual harassment, as a problem in 

Egypt, thanks to years of feminist movements and women‟s groups lobbying with policy makers. 

However, it seems to me that women‟s safety on public spaces should have been tackled 

earlier. Sexual harassment has prevailed in Egypt for long and not a phenomenon of the 

millennium. I have found an interesting article, through a textual analysis I had undergone, in an 

Egyptian magazine called “Al Ethnein” (Monday), which discusses sexual harassment in Egypt 

in 1954(see appendix two) . For the Arabic reader it would be clear that the language used to 

describe women‟s concerns and feelings towards harassment then, is very different than today‟s.   

The article‟s language indicates that harassment was not aggressive or demeaning as it is 

today, but it was more of an irritation. It was not even called “harassment”, but “Samaga” 

(annoyance or nuisance). Nevertheless, the complaints (stalking, cat calls, and flirts even in the 

presence of male partners) then still are the complaints today. The difference between the past 

and the present is the severity and immorality of the incidents.   
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What I want to say here is that if I “hypothetically” considered harassment existed since 

the 1950s (during which this article was published), why did it take us 50 years to recognize it is 

a problem? Why did our feminist movements focus on political and economic empowerment 

before working on the roots – that is – empowerment through safe mobility? Can this be 

explained by looking at the leaders of the Egyptian feminist movement? Are the interests of the 

elites the driving forces of this movement?  

The evidence based research 

According to the UNIFEM literature, primary research on notions of security as 

perceived by women is imperative before launching the safe city program. Given that I was 

working closely with UNIFEM Egypt on their Safe cities Greater Cairo Region, which seeks to 

gain support for a women‟s safety audit and guide policies to make intervention areas safe for 

women and girls, my research represents part of the program‟s evidence-based research 

component.  

The questions posed by this research are novel in the sense that they move beyond 

analyzing sexual harassment to bring other safety concerns of women to the foreground. 

Violence against women sometimes takes place subtly and hence remains as a “silent disease”. 

This research adopted a qualitative comparative approach. The research participants were two 

groups of young working women from two very distinct neighborhoods in Cairo: Manshiet 

Nasser and Heliopolis. I have chosen “working” women based on my hypothesis that work 

exposes women more to the public space. However, the “young” criterion was to satisfy my 
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hypothesis that young women tend to question social realities and continuously adopt adaptive 

techniques to maintain their safety, more than older women.  

As I discussed my choice of areas with UNIFEM‟s country coordinator, it was confirmed 

that in the Egyptian context program‟s intervention areas are all informal settlements (following 

the global criteria mentioned above). It was clear to me, however, that the country coordinator 

did not adopt this (stigmatizing) way of thinking when designing the Greater Cairo project. She 

believed that women in general are exposed to sexual violence wherever they are, informal or 

formal settlements. However, accepting and including all intervention areas as slums was mainly 

to assist in improving and developing these areas for both men and women. She hopes that the 

interventions would provide slum dwellers with some of the basic needs they have lacked for 

long.  

What is safety? 

What is safety? When trying to answer this question one comes across several 

perspectives such as occupational health and safety, traffic safety, building security, etc. Safety 

and security have multiple meanings. Programs targeting women‟s safety are mostly concerned 

with the personal physical safety of women. Feelings of safety in any given space are defined by 

our own past or present experiences of that space or the experiences of friends, relatives or 

people we know or have heard about. For instance, if a woman has experienced a violent incident 

in a certain space, she would probably feel less safe every time she accesses that particular space. 

Many women around the world tend to limit or modify their behaviors in order to 

maintain their personal safety. Many women worldwide have surrendered (some mentally and in 
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practice while others in practice only) to the fact that they are at risk of becoming victims of 

violence whether by simply walking on the streets, returning late from work, taking buses or 

parking their cars, simply because they are women. Hence, most women have developed 

techniques to reduce these risks; some avoid going out alone at night while others avoid or 

minimize their walking distances, and the list of adaptive techniques goes on.  

UNIFEM‟s operationalization of public space includes the streets and other public 

neighborhood spaces; public spaces of work, both in terms of women‟s productive and 

reproductive roles and responsibilities (e.g. markets, water distribution sites, river beds); public 

transportation (e.g. buses, taxis, trains); routes to and from schools and educational institutions; 

public parks and other recreational and sports facilities (Youth Centers); and other public 

recreational spaces, such as coffee shops the urban public space, in their operational definition of 

urban public space (Morsy 2009). 

Gender-based violence against women and girls in public spaces as covered by the Safe 

Cities Program, includes sexual violence, including sexual harassment (verbal, physical); 

unwanted sexual advances (such as being touched, grabbed or brushed against in a sexual way); 

rape or attempted rape and fatalities resulting from such violent assault, and degrading remarks 

or gestures of a sexual nature. Furthermore, stalking ─ including via use of modern 

communications technologies (e.g. SMS/texting), and other emerging forms of gender-based 

violence ─ will be included on a case-by-case basis depending on local context (Morsy 2009).  

My research however, will try to expand its scope to include threats and crimes such as 

theft, drugs, murders, and prostitution. In doing this I seek to engage my research participants in 
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deep reflective sessions which will help them consider other threats aside from sexual 

harassment that could bring an added value to the program. Additionally, if sexual harassment 

emerges as the sole or most threatening factor in the public space, then this in itself has a value 

that would take sexual harassment discourse to another level.  

Despite the operationalization of violence, the baseline component, of UNIFEM‟s 

program, aims at using a participatory approach. This approach will work on developing the 

indicators of what constitutes safety and threat to women in the intervention areas
11

, to be used 

during “safety audits”. These indicators will also be discussed with Civil Society Organizations 

(CSOs) and women‟s groups working in these areas to ensure a comprehensive list of safety 

indicators in each area.  

The Tools and Methodologies of Safer Cities programs 

In crafting a „model‟ global program, the initiative adopts a strong evidence-based 

approach, building on the pioneer efforts and lessons learned of civil society organizations, some 

local authorities and UN agencies (such as Women in Cities International and UN Habitat) which 

began addressing the issue of gender-based violence in their work on cities and women‟s rights, 

as well as, UNIFEM‟s methodological innovations in other countries. 

The program‟s premise is that through a process of community women‟s empowerment, 

community organization and mobilization for social change, and partnership with and capacity 

                                                           
11

 The term “intervention” areas is adopted by UNIFEM Egypt in order to distinguish between the areas where the 

project will be implemented and the other areas that will be used as “control” areas for the sake of the impact 

evaluation. 
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development of local government authorities, practical measures for improving women‟s safety 

in urban spaces can lead to significant reductions in the prevalence of gender-based violence 

against women and girls within a five-year time frame (UNIFEM 2009-1). 

UNIFEM will utilize and integrate community-based approach to address issues and 

forms of violence against women and girls in the public spaces. As opposed to a top-down 

strategy in which action is imposed from above, the project will work with and through members 

of the community to foster power, raise awareness, and provide support. In this way, community 

members will be able to take action themselves.  

Moreover, the project will employ a media advocacy strategy to combat violence against 

women. The project will conduct awareness raising campaigns to change community attitudes 

and behaviours about women and girls‟ rights, in addition to establishing partnerships with men 

and youth networks, youth councils in universities, and media. 

The project will focus on the capacity development of the “Right Holders”
12

 and “Duty 

Bearers”
13

, with an ongoing policy-oriented advocacy targeting the private sector, local 

authorities, national women machineries, relevant line ministries and community organizations.  

The project will aim at building a constructive dialogue and partnership between local 

government and the civil society to ensure women and gender equality issues in the local 

budgeting, as well as the planned infrastructure development with the community.   

                                                           
12

 In UNIFEM‟s language it includes women, other grassroots and community members 

13
 In UNIFEM‟s language it reflects Local authorities‟ 
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As I pondered on the element related to local governments‟ roles, I questioned how 

applicable would it be in Cairo. In Egypt, the local government is very weak and very 

bureaucratic. This was confirmed by a GTZ (The Deutsche Gesellschaft für Technische 

Zusammenarbeit) representative, backed by his experience through their Participation-Oriented 

Development Program in Densely Populated Urban Areas
14

.   Through my internship and 

presence in UNIFEM I have learnt that for anything to take place in Egypt at least two criteria 

need to be fulfilled; the political willingness for the program‟s objectives and acquire the 

“blessing”
15

 of the concerned ministries.  It was hence clarified to me that the Egyptian program 

will contextualize the areas which have to do with the local government to fit the nature of the 

political system in Egypt.  

Safety Audits’ Background 

According to the Safe Cities approach, changing the physical environment is one of the 

powerful means for reducing violence against women. The main tool used to conduct a strategic 

analysis of a given area is the women‟s safety audits.  This tool is one of the global tools that will 

be employed by UNIFEM Egypt in their Safer Cities Greater Cairo Program. Given its 

popularity and controversy, an elaborate look at this tool is necessary.  

This tool was first developed in Canada in 1989, following the recommendations of the 

1989 report on violence against women, by the Metropolitan Action Committee on Violence 

Against Women and Children (METRAC). METRAC is a not-for-profit, community-based 

                                                           
14

 http://www.gtz.de/en/weltweit/maghreb-naher-osten/aegypten/5663.htm 

15
 A term used by the UNIFEM country coordinator.  

http://www.gtz.de/en/weltweit/maghreb-naher-osten/aegypten/5663.htm
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organization that works to prevent and end violence against diverse women, youth, and children 

(Guberman 2002, UN Habitat 2007 -2, Women in Cities International 2008).  

The process was developed in response to women‟s stories, which depicted their 

concerns for personal safety in public places in the city. Women described where they were 

afraid to go, the characteristics of those areas, and when they were afraid to go there. They talked 

about what they did to protect themselves, and what they did not do for fear for their safety 

(Guberman 2002:2). Moreover, it is believed that this tool also helps in identifying other threats, 

in the physical environment (such as open manholes impeding wheel chaired people‟s 

movement), to other marginalized groups, who are usually overlooked by policy makers.   

The safety audit typically works like this: 5-6 women get together, identify the 

geographic area they want to ‗audit‘, and do so based on a series of questions on 

a checklist. The checklist is based on factors that affect safety (Guberman 

2002:2). 

Women‟s safety audit was then developed by UN Habitat in different cities undergoing 

the safer cities program, as well as other NGOs and groups of women all over the world. Since 

this tool exists today in many different formats and has been widely adapted, it is no longer 

considered the creation of merely one organization. It is in a constant state of modification and 

improvement.  

Understanding that changes in the physical design alone will not end sexual assault and 

harassment of women, the safe cities programs include upgrading of infrastructure as a primary 

intervention. The physical environment, its layout and design are only one part of what affects 

our sense of safety. Although METRAC‟s original checklist in 1989 focused solely on the 

physical environment, the checklist has grown and developed to cope with the scope of women‟s 
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(and other vulnerable groups) concerns. Hence, the checklists today include issues of attitudes 

and behaviors, policies and practices, and how effective they are.  

Not only does the safety audit encourage physical environmental changes, but it also 

“aims to empower women to take ownership of public space and participate in local decision-

making” (Women in Cities International 2008:9). It also helps improve policy makers‟ 

understanding of how men and women experience the urban space differently. Other positive 

outcomes of the audit process, include participants‟ increased interest in their communities, the 

development of new relationships between organizations, governments and service providers, 

gaining new skills such as the use of cameras, interview skills, and work in groups (Women in 

Cities international 2008). 

For any city aiming to use this tool, cultural adaptation is an essential first step since the 

physical and cultural environment have to be analyzed and understood. UNIFEM Egypt is 

currently undertaking this first preparatory phase, in partnership with the Social Research Center 

(SRC) at the American University in Cairo (AUC) and in the process are developing the tool for 

Egypt.   

Safety Audits: A Critical Appraisal 

The audit process has been used by several organizations as a women‟s empowerment 

tool since women use their own “language, gestures and symbols” (Guberman 2002) to develop 

recommendations for decision makers. However, there seems to be doubts around its success at 

the institutional level. Sometimes audits fail due to the absence of a gender-sensitive approach 

adopted by the implementing institution. As the literature confirms, danger would carry different 
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connotations to different women; danger and risk are also very different for men and women. 

Furthermore, women and men use spaces in different ways, thus if women‟s perspectives are not 

taken into consideration, certain safety concerns will not be disclosed. 

Guberman (2002) describes the audits as becoming “diluted” whereby they are no longer 

focused on women‟s needs and concerns. Rather they became gender neutral. Additionally, they 

end up focusing on solely the physical environment and exclude the complex relations between 

attitudes, behaviors, policies, practices, and the physical environment. As a UN-Habitat report, 

argues, as safety audits become gender neutral they become less successful (Women in Cities 

international 2008).  

Aside the gender neutrality, a safety audit could fail in generating any meaningful results 

due to other factors. Lack of resources to implement the recommendations highlighted by the 

process is a primary concern. UNIFEM Egypt has considered this problem and plans to benefit 

from the growing Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)
16

 culture in Egypt and engage some 

private sector corporations to sponsor the physical/ infrastructure-related implementation.  

A second identified factor that hinders the success of an audit process is failure to follow-

up – that is – acquiring recommendations from the women with no further action taking place.  

First of all this could be the result of another problem which is ineffectual diversion of funds.  

                                                           
16

 Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is about how businesses align their values and behavior with the 

expectations and needs of stakeholders - not just customers and investors, but also employees, suppliers, 

communities, regulators, special interest groups and society as a whole. CSR describes a company's commitment to 

be accountable to its stakeholders. (http://www.csrnetwork.com/csr.asp) 

http://www.csrnetwork.com/csr.asp
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I personally foresee that this problem might take place in the Egyptian context, however 

not due to failure on the side of UNIFEM or other implementing institutions but due to the 

impossibility of change in given situations. To elaborate, I shall give an example, if women 

identify the inability of fire fighters to get into their area and this jeopardizes their lives and 

families‟ at times of emergency, this is primarily due to the very narrow roads of their 

neighborhood. In this case, widening the roads is practically impossible, and so a direct 

infrastructural intervention does not seem possible. This is where I believe the community 

participatory approach is highly relevant, for the people might think of local solutions for this.  

Additionally highly regulated government procedures are another problem experienced 

by other cities which adopted the safety audits and safe city approach. I do not foresee this 

happening in UNIFEM‟s project, since the Egyptian office has a rich social capital and a large 

network with top policy officials and decision makers in the country. I would, nevertheless, 

expect governmental procedures to encumber the work of a small NGO seeking to replicate the 

model in its area of work.  

Nevertheless, I have never worked for a UN agency before and most of my work 

experience was through local NGOs working on a small scale. I therefore, cannot confirm the 

degree of success of a safety audit in an Egyptian context. My field work for this research 

however proved that women are willing to walk around and pinpoint areas of threat as was the 

case for my visual component. I would only question Egyptian UNIFEM office‟s capability in 

orchestrating all the activities identified and the input of large number of partners involved.    
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The coming chapter will provide an indepth understanding of the research sites and 

relates this to the narratives of women. In relating these narratives with the construction of safety 

in UN bodies I hope I can critically reflect on the possible changes in the discourse on women‟s 

safety in Egypt that could take place.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE JOURNEY….THE SPACE 

 

Background Knowledge on Research Sites 

As stated in chapter one, this research adopted a comparative approach whereby 

Manshiet Nasser, an intervention site by UNIFEM‟s Safe City Program and Heliopolis were the 

two research field areas. A brief background on both areas is imperative to shed light on the 

distinctiveness of each and to place the narratives of both groups in their context.  

  

Google Earth: Location of Heliopolis and 

Manshiet Nasser in relation to Cairo 

 

Google Earth: a close up of both areas 
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Manshiet Nasser – The Garbage Collector’s (Zabaleen) Community 

Manshiet Nasser is one of the well-known informal settlements in Cairo. In a study 

commissioned by UN Habitat (Sims 2003), Manshiet Nasser was identified as a “Type B: 

Informal Area on Former Desert State Land”, which means it is one of the areas that has 

emerged as the result of constructing private residential buildings on vacant state land under a 

process known as “Hand claim
17

”. Other informal settlement types identified in this study were 

type A: informal areas on former agriculture land, type C: deteriorated historic core and type D: 

deteriorated urban pockets.  

It is important to understand how slums are defined within the discourse on informal 

settlements. The recent operational definition of the UN Habitat identifies a list of factors lacking 

in a slum‟s household. These are
18

; access to improved water; access to improved sanitation; 

security of tenure; durability of housing (permanent and adequate structure in non-hazardous 

location); and sufficient living area (not more than two people sharing the same room).  Hence, if 

one or more of these factors are absent in a given neighborhood, it is considered a slum. In the 

Egyptian context a slum means “manteka aashawai” which literally translates to “random area” 

implying that it has illegally emerged in an unorganized manner. The term, in fact, carries 

derogatory connotations within the Egyptian‟s daily discourse. On the other hand, the Central 

Agency for Public Mobilization and Statistics (CAPMAS) defines slums as  

                                                           
17

 وضع اليد 

18
 http://ww2.unhabitat.org/mdg/ 

http://ww2.unhabitat.org/mdg/
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“Neighborhoods that have been constructed by individuals either on their 

own agricultural land or on vacant state desert land under the process of ―hand 

claim‖ without formal licenses or building documents”(Khadr, Hamed and Nour 

Draft report)  

Pursuing this definition, in 2000 CAPMAS identified 76 areas, in Cairo governorate that 

match the definition. Slum literature in Egypt challenged this definition for it backed the 

government‟s negligence to take responsibility for providing these neighborhoods with the basic 

needs and facilities, on the grounds that they are “illegally built” (Batran 1998; Sims 2003). 

The History of the Area 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Source: Google Earth 

 

The autostrad 

Citadel 
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Manshiet Nasser is located at the foot of the Muqattam Mountain east of Cairo. There are 

two main entries to the area, one from the main highway (known as autostrad) and the other 

opposite the Citadel. The Manshiet Nasser community was originally a group of squatters, 

primarily migrants from Upper Egypt (specifically from Qena, Sohag and Assiut) who initially 

resided in different areas in Cairo (near the historic bazaar area, and Gamaliya). Some of those 

migrants were specialized recyclers of low grade steel, which later became a vibrant trade and a 

recycling center for cheap building supplies was established. Those people were evicted several 

times before their final removal to the Muqattam hills in 1960. The name “Manshiet Nasser” was 

then chosen in honor of president Gamal Abdel El Nasser “to help ensure continuing land 

tenure” as explained by the elderly residents of the area (Tekce, Oldham and Shorter 1994).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Fahmi and Sutton (2006) 
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The houses were constructed out of tin shacks. The area as a whole lacked the entire 

basic infrastructure. Water was obtained from mosques across the road in the cemetery, while 

kerosene lamps were the main lighting source (Tekce, Oldham and Shorter 1994). Accordingly, 

“high mortality and morbidity rates (especially among children), high incidence of animal 

epidemics, widespread illiteracy, poor environmental conditions, and low income” were the main 

traits of the community in the 1970s (Fahmi and Sutton 2006).  

The leaders of the old settlement (known as Ezbat al Safih, before the eviction to the 

Muqattam) became the leaders of the new ones, who grouped people coming from the same area 

of origin together in residential blocs. The principles guiding social relationships in this 

community are kinship and place of origin, which contributed to the emergence of a local 

governance system inspired by the Bedouin system of governance as led by a Umda (similar to a 

Mayor) for the management of conflict resolution. However, this system did not last as the 

government authorities weakened the system. This is because as the community grew, so did the 

conflicts and needs of the community which necessitated the need to interact with official bodies, 

especially when it came to negotiations around the supply of urban services. As a result, the 

government authority started growing and the community system collapsed with the death of the 

Umda in 1989. 

Manshiet Nasser hosts Christians and Muslims. For the sake of my research I will focus 

on the Christian part, for this is where I have established relations with many women over a 

period of nine years. The Christians mainly work as garbage collectors and are known as the 

Zabaleen. This Christian group is clustered together in the area near the second entrance opposite 
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the citadel, known locally as El Zarayeb. Yet some Christians also live in El Dweiqa.  The 

Muslims inhabit the remaining part of the area commonly known to them as El Ezba.   

The Zabaleen Environmental Development Program (ZEDP), a World Bank upgrading 

program, established in 1977 was followed by other projects by international donors throughout 

the decades of the 1980s and 1990s. these programs contributed to major changes in the living 

conditions of the Zabaleen. Improvements took place in the physical infrastructure, health, 

educational and social facilities.  The era of tin shacks thus became a history passed on from 

generation to generation through oral history telling.  

My mum told me the area has changed; the houses were not built of 

concrete they were like shacks, now there are huge buildings and wide streets 

(Madiha) 

Moreover, the Zabaleen have established community-based organizations (CBOs) which 

helped in the improved infrastructure and launching micro-enterprises (often exporting plastic 

and other materials abroad). In the 1980s, they began to enroll more of their children in schools, 

especially girls, whilst NGOs and (CBOs) introduced health and hygiene programs.  

Today if you walk through the streets of the area, high concrete buildings are visible and 

some of the major streets are paved and moderately lit. I understood from my field research that 

in the El Zarayeb area (or the Zabaleen‘s area) there are no apartments for sale, all apartments 

are for rent and the maximum rent would be around 350-400LE/month. Most tenants would not 

choose to leave the area or their apartments but rather improve them. This is due to a variety of 

reasons such as access to cheap and “valued goods and services, ambiance and affective 

relationships” (Tekce, Oldham and Shorter 1994). 
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The area is not that bad, the lifestyle is cheap, but people are not aware, 

they are not mature, they should realize that time changes and people change, so 

they have to change their habits (participant NI)  

The main source of income for the Zabaleen community members is generated through 

garbage activities. It is believed that the Zabaleen used to collect up to 3000 tons of garbage 

every day and up to 85% of that waste was recycled by them directly through micro-enterprises 

that generate jobs and incomes for some 40,000 people (such as producing handmade crafts from 

rags and paper) (Fahmi and Sutton 2006).  This was before the introduction of private garbage 

collection companies. The money generated from the recycling activities is invested in building 

houses for family members.  

Sorting and recycling of garbage is a household activity managed by women and 

children. This task represents the backbone of the trading activity of a Zabal. The garbage is 

collected, from the affluent areas of Cairo, where rich and expensive raw materials (such as tin 

from cans, fine plastic from water bottles, cardboard from cereal boxes and the like) are sorted 

out and resold in kilos or tons. However, due to lack of awareness among most Cairenes, the 

garbage arrives all mixed up; with organic and non organic items in the same bag. This makes 

the sorting task a strenuous and unpleasant task for most women, taking up to 10 hours every 

day. It is important to note that residential and industrial activities are interconnected spatially, 

whereby workshops or commercial shops are below the residential building and most of the 

sorting activity takes place in a yard inside the building or infront of it.  

My field experience showed that most young girls today try to avoid getting married to 

men working in garbage collection, to stay away from this demanding and repulsive task that is 

on top of their other household responsibilities such as cleaning, cooking and taking care of the 
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children. They would rather get married to a man who owns a shop or works in any trade but not 

in garbage.  

Tekce, Oldham and Shorter (1994) provide an insight on women in Manshiet Nasser 

which was relevant for my field work. First they note that most women in El Manshia (as known 

by its residents) are young between 20 and 35. Women usually interact among themselves at the 

grocery stores or infront of each others‟ houses. Grocery shops are considered safe areas for 

women without incurring criticism from community members. It is rare for a woman to visit 

non-relatives.  

In sum, life in Manshiet Nasser still follows in many aspects the style of villages of 

Upper Egypt.  “Dokhla Baladi”, where the groom checks the bride‟s virginity on the night of the 

wedding and the bride‟s family proudly raises a handkerchief with blood confirming her 

virginity, is still practiced. Honor crimes are still prevalent. Showcasing the furniture in the 

whole neighborhood before the wedding day is also still very common. Today, these traditions 

kept from village life are sources of nuisance for many young women in the area, a theme 

relevant for contextualizing women‟s fear and definition of personal security.  

 

Heliopolis – A recreational city  

Whenever I mentioned I was conducting a comparative study between Manshiet Nasser 

and Heliopolis, to any Egyptian friend, I got different reactions. Some believed the difference 

must be intriguing and expected that interesting findings would be generated. Others inquired 

about the reasons behind the stark differences between the two chosen areas. To many Cairo 

residents, Heliopolis and Manshiet Nasser are not to be placed on the same plane of discussion 
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for comparative purposes. One could deduce that the two areas belonged to the two extremes of a 

continuum.    

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Google Earth 

Geographically, Heliopolis lies on the northeast of Cairo. It is well known by tourists as 

the area where Cairo International Airport is located. It is also familiar to Egyptians as the area 

of President Mubarak‟s private residence. Additionally, it is the site where the Egyptian 

Presidential Palace, the Almaza Military Air Base and Egyptian Air Force headquarters are 

located.  

The period between the end of the nineteenth century until the 1950s was considered an 

era of renaissance in the architectural and social structure of Cairo. Tracing the history of 
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Heliopolis, many of the buildings, stores and deserted recreational spots still stand today. The 

impact of the British occupation and the significant presence of foreigners in the city affected 

upper class Egyptians. Cairenes developed a fondness for the Khawajat (foreigners) demeanor 

and foreign ways of seeing, became the way the city saw itself (Al Sheiby 2006).  

As a result, this upper class, which Al Sheiby (2006) called the “leisure class”, started to 

move out of their residences in old Cairo to the newly constructed quarters by foreign investors 

and constructors, like Garden City. Heliopolis was later to become one of these quarters. 

However, since its inception, when the Belgian industrialist Baron Edouard Empain persuaded 

the government to grant him the land, it was intended to be a leisure city.  

In 1894 Baron Empain obtained the commission to provide Cairo with a tramway system 

which is considered the first seed in the birth of Heliopolis. According to Al Sheiby (2006), 

Heliopolis was established as a result of the presence of a tramline.  

The Heliopolis Oasis Company (Societe des Oasis) was established to start the 

construction projects on the deserted land in the north east region of Cairo. Al Sheiby (2006) 

indicates that the company‟s name reflects the initial objective of Heliopolis –that is- becoming 

an island of greenery in the midst of the desert. Nevertheless, when the economic crisis hit Egypt 

in 1907, two years after the Heliopolis Oasis dream started, the dream had to be altered and the 

city of leisure had to be transformed into a residential area.  

In order to attract people to purchase residential units in the new city, the Company 

started installing the necessary infrastructure.  The electric metro, public and private lighting, and 

water and garbage removal were among the several services offered. The area hosted Egyptians 
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and foreigners varying in their economic status from middle class employees to wealthy traders 

and government officials. The architecture of Heliopolis was and is still (in certain areas) unique 

and attractive to the eyes. El Korba (an area in Heliopolis) still carries the architectural design 

that prevailed in the past.  

However, Heliopolis today is different than the Heliopolis of Baron Empain. As most 

Cairenes would have noticed between 1960 and 1990 construction was void of any architectural 

aesthetics. Today, as I walk down the street where I live, I see “ugly” brown or irregularly 

colored blocks standing one next the other. Maybe only recently, few architects are reviving the 

importance of architectural appeal and one could see a handful of appealing buildings scattered 

throughout Heliopolis.  

It is true that Heliopolis still accommodates wealthy Egyptians, such as those living in 

villas on Oruba Street or owning buildings in the district, yet it is also housing middle class 

families who are living in rented apartments, some of which are still following the old renting 

laws, which means they pay less one hundred pounds a month
19

 where the apartment if sold is 

worth a million
20

 or slightly less
21

 depending on the street and area.  

Heliopolis is thus catering to different economic backgrounds. Nevertheless, some of the 

wealthier segments of Heliopolis‟ residents have recently purchased new villas and larger 

apartments outside of Heliopolis as in El Rehab City and New Cairo. One reason behind the 

                                                           
19

 http://www.coldwellbankeregypt.com/property/1285.html 

20
 http://www.coldwellbankeregypt.com/property/10859.html 

21
 http://www.coldwellbankeregypt.com/property/1590.html 

http://www.coldwellbankeregypt.com/property/1285.html
http://www.coldwellbankeregypt.com/property/10859.html
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move is the search for a more luxurious style of living. Another reason is the crowdedness of the 

city and absence of any recreational public spaces that used to be present in the past. Most parks 

have become fenced and some transformed to buildings, the hippodrome is locked and deserted 

and even the sufficient spaces for pedestrians to enjoy walking around have vanished. City Stars 

(a known mall) has become one of the very few leisure places for Heliopolis residents, being free 

to everyone and providing ease of walking around. The mall replaced the streets of Heliopolis for 

leisurely walks.  

Heliopolis today, as many districts in Cairo, suffers from lack of parking spaces with a 

yearly increase in the number of private cars. Most Heliopolis households own at least one 

private car. A Bawab (doorman) is an important person for most Heliopolis households. He is the 

man who is supposed to guard the house and assist in quick errands from the neighborhood. A 

Bawab, usually comes from Upper Egypt and is either on his own or brings his family to live 

with him in a one room at the base of the building. In some recent buildings, the Bawab is 

replaced by a private security firm represented in a security guard and believed to be more 

professional.  

The history of both settlements thus confirms their distinction, the origin of the area, the 

background of its inhabitants or current life style.  
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The Journey Begins… 

As research and media attention are focused on sexual harassment, I find that there 

should be more attention devoted to women‟s safety in public spaces. Sexual harassment could 

be a strong source of danger, yet it is surely not the exclusive threat.  Although I am the 

researcher, I am a woman myself. I started an exercise of deep reflection on risky situations that I 

avoid, but no longer do it consciously as it became more of a habit. When I discovered that there 

are a lot of issues and rights that I as a woman have given up in order to maintain my safety, I 

realized that it is worth exploring.  

For me this research was a journey that I decided to take with all my participants. It did 

not start out or end on the day of the focus groups or interviews. I asked my participants to 

reflect on issues of unsafety in Cairo‟s public space before they arrived to the focus group. More 

intense reflections and perceptions were taken during the interviews. After each focus group I 

asked several participants to go through the realizations they have reached while participating in 

the focus group. 

I also requested that they take a deeper look at their routes to work, home, shopping areas 

or any daily activities and take pictures of what they considered a source of risk, threat, unsafety 

or a simple hindrance to their freedom of accessing the public space. I adopted this approach 

which I shall call a “pictorial safety audit” when I realized that the Egyptian version of 

UNIFEM‟s audit tool would not be ready by the time I submit my research. I shall present some 

of these pictures in this chapter to prove that textual, visual, oral, or practiced evidences 
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converge to say the same thing – there is more on Cairo‟s public spaces other than sexual 

harassment.  

I am starting off this section with two commentaries from two participants; one from 

Heliopolis and another from Manshiet Nasser, on how they felt while participating in this 

research.  

Just wanted to tell you that I enjoyed it so much and found it to be very 

beneficial (DONIA - Heliopolis) 

―No lets not finish..I like this‖(NI –Manshiet Nasser) 

I added these testimonies to show how much women want to express and be heard. This 

chapter is the space I gave to some women living in Heliopolis and Manshiet Nasser to reflect on 

and share their perceptions, fears and victories on the public spaces of Cairo. By no means do I 

intend to generalize my findings, but I aspire that more women will go through the journey we 

took, develop a new outlook regarding the spaces around them and start seeking change.  
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Heliopolis Residents 

.....انا نفسى اتمشى  (I aspire to walk around) 

We are currently negotiating our right to walk around and we no longer 

think of our right in jogging or riding a bike (Donia, Focus group one 

Participant) 

After conducting two focus groups for Heliopolis participants, one for those women 

working inside the area and the other for those working outside, I figured out that the area of 

work is not linked to safety or risk matters, but merely a traffic issue. Accordingly, I decided to 

present their discussions and themes covered as a collective, while identifying the differences 

and commonalities that each group had around certain issues.  

The focus groups took place at the researcher‟s house since most participants are 

acquaintances. For the first group there were three Muslim and two Christian participants, with 

two out of the three Muslims being veiled (wearing the head cover). The second group had six 

participants, two of which arrived late and did not join the first two questions. In this group there 

were two Muslims and four Christians; with one of the two Muslims being veiled.   

My choice of participants was not accidental, but I wanted to make sure that different 

groups (yet not all groups) of working women living in Heliopolis were being represented; the 

Muslim and the Christian, the veiled and the unveiled.  
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In order to maintain the anonymity of the participants I intended to refer to them using 

pseudo names. However, I will use my first name when I refer to myself.  

On “Public” and “Private” 

When examining the two focus groups which were conducted at different times, the first 

striking variation was in the answers to the first question; which was a free listing question 

asking them to take half a minute to think of the public places they enjoy accessing. One 

participant from the second group asked me to “primarily define public”. I redirected the 

question back to the participants asking them to define public. They had different definitions 

including “any place outside one‟s house”, or “the streets and means of transportation”, and “the 

malls and restaurants”. From here the discussion on private versus public kicked off and this was 

the main purpose of the first couple of questions; understanding how women define public space. 

In the first group, however, there were no questions asked, they directly started writing their list 

on the papers provided. The conceptualization of the term “public” took place after the 

participants have listed their places and the researcher had to poke questions about how public or 

private were the places listed.  

The places mentioned by the participants of the first group were: 

 Heliopolis Sporting Club 

 El Korba area 

 Oasis restaurant and café‟ complex 

on the way to the airport 

 El Rehab 

 City Stars Mall 

 A Feluka (small rented boat in the 

Nile) 
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 The new Tivoli restaurants and cafés 

complex 

 Zamalek in general 

 Azhar Park  

 The Shooting Club 

 Cinema (City Stars) 

 Mc.Donald‟s El Merghany branch 

particularly 

As a couple of participants have listed sporting clubs, I inquired whether they considered 

them public or private. They explained: 

 DONIA
22

: its public…but.. it’s not public no (with some hesitation and giggles) 

 NAILA
23

: actually, I consider it….(was interrupted by DONIA) 

 DONIA: its private but not very private as well.. I consider I’m with El Sha’ab 

(all “people” in slang).. a certain standard of “El Sha’ab” 

 RANIA
24

: I also wrote the club like DONIA, because it is public, it is not private 

like our house.  

The conceptualization session did not last long with the first group and I realized the 

terms public and private were not clearly defined, so later on I decided to send an email asking 

                                                           
22

 Donia is 26 and got married three years ago. She is a graduate of Faculty of Commerce at Cairo University. She is 

self employed as a make-up artist. 

23 Naila is 27 and got married last year. She is a graduate of the Faculty of engineering at the Arab Academy for 

Science, Technology and Maritime Transport (a private university). She just finished her Masters in Architecture 

and works as a Teacher Assistant at her university.   

24
 Rania is a 25 –year- old Egyptian woman. She is a graduate of the Faculty of Engineering at Ein Shams 

University. She just got married last summer. She is working for a multinational corporation. 
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those participants to reflect again on what they defined as public and private and send me their 

replies via email. I got replies from two of them as follows
25

:   

―For me there's a broad definition for public and private spaces which 

are simply places where everybody has access to or not..So a public space is 

an 'open to pubic' plaza for example where anyone can enter without having to 

pay or show an id or anything…  

Private spaces have more categories I think, starting from semi private 

which could be your building court (where only residents or their friends, 

family etc should be allowed in) and this is where I would also put a club 

cause it is not open for everyone yet not as private as your house for example. 

so it is permissioned for a group of people usually having sth in common 

(social , financial class but kind of wide range too. Therefore I would say that 

between completely private space (my room maybe) and public space (the 

street) there are different categories too..‖ SALLY
26

 

___________________________ 

―About private and public places....What i feel is, that although for 

example the club is a private place but since it's huge and with a variety of 

different people and most of them i do not know or even know where they're 

from specially if i'm on my own there it gives me the feeling of somewhere 

                                                           
25 I have simply copy- pasted the replies, even keeping the typos and grammatical mistakes as they are, 

since this has become a common trend in informal emails.  

 

26
 Sally is 25 years old and is a graduate of the Faculty of Engineering at Ein Shams University. She just got married 

last winter. She works for a local landscape firm. 
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public, although if i'm there with a group of my friends I may feel that i'm more 

comfortable and more at ease and get the feeling that i'm in a private place. 

So, the factors that make me feel that i'm in a privtae place is: 

Size, standard of people, quality of things in the place, safety & know 

how of the people. 

 

Factors that make me feel i'm in a public place: 

Well since i'm talking about most of the public places in Egypt... 

Cleanliness, lower standard of people, absence of security and 

inefficiency‖ DONIA 

 

As for the second group, the full conceptualization of the term “public” took place during 

the session. Initially, what most of the participants have reached was that a public space is “one 

where there are people (strangers) and it‘s outside any ―house”. Only one participant, AMAL, 

was not very convinced and when I asked how she defined public, she mentioned the following: 

 AMAL
27

: for me a street, transportation, mall, public garden are public spaces, 

but I don’t feel that when I go to a restaurant or an outing at night that this is 

public, I know there is no clear boundary but that’s how I feel. 

 After sometime of brainstorming, the different spaces listed by the group members of the 

second focus group were: 

                                                           
27

 Amal is 27 years old, a graduate of the American University in Cairo (AUC), having majored in Economics. She 

works for an international bank in downtown. 
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 Restaurants 

 Malls (City stars) 

 Church 

 Sporting club 

 Historical places 

 Khan el Khalili (a known artisans 

market place in Islamic Cairo, near 

El Azhar Mosque) 

The club was also a controversial place; the way it was perceived differed from one 

participant to another. MYRIAM
28

 considered that it‟s a place out of home where she meets 

different and strange people, hence a club fits her criteria. MYRIAM added that “the club is 

similar to a restaurant, it‟s a place where there are strangers, but you know that the standard 

accessing this restaurant is more or less the same as yours”. SANDY defined it as a place outside 

of the frame of house and where she meets people she does not know even if this is a closed or 

indoors space. YOUSRA
29

 confirmed SANDY‟s definitions while emphasizing the anonymity of 

the people in the place by giving an example about work and how she does not consider it public 

(albeit out of the house) because she knows everyone there. Hence, although a club was not fully 

public for it is not accessible to everyone,  it entailed a degree of publicness according to these 

women. 

AMAL, however, faced some challenges trying to categorize restaurants and hotels; she 

felt that they are open to anyone, but not really public. Hence, I summed up the two proposed 

definitions of public according to this group; “a place free for entry to everyone” or “a place 

                                                           
28

 Myriam is 28 years old, a graduate of the Faculty of Economics and Political Science (FEPS) at Cairo University. 

She works for a local networks company in Maadi. 

29
 Yousra is 25 years old and a graduate of the Faculty of Pharmacy at the German University in Cairo (GUC). She 

works for a local NGO in Mohandessin. 
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outside of homes and where you meet strangers”. SANDY eventually said “it‟s different ways to 

look at it”.  

It is clear from the past review, that publicness although carrying some common features 

such as outside of home and meeting strangers, was also perceived differently by each woman, 

and each woman had her list of factors contributing to her feelings of the level of publicness of 

the place. 

Although Yücesoy‟s (2006) and Phadke (2007) presented a definition for public space as 

“those areas of the city that are legally open to everybody: streets, parks and places of public 

accommodation” as well as, buildings and public buildings of semi-private and semi-public 

buildings (such as shops, cafes, cinemas, malls), Yücesoy‟s (2006) confirmed that the term 

“public” should be evaluated on a continuum. This continuum ranges from more public to more 

private based on their function in social life from one person to another.  “We experience the 

urban public space with varying degrees of publicness and privateness based on our perceptions, 

conceptions and the relational context” Yücesoy‟s (2006:5). 

Nevertheless, as I reflected more on the places the women listed, I find that most of them 

lie in the semi-public and semi-private category according to Phadke (2007). Although one 

would expect that access to power, economic capital or political position would grant women 

more access in the public space, Phadke argues that this is not the case. Women with greater 

access to economic capital (sometimes defined as middle or middle-upper class women as is the 

case of Heliopolis women) are welcome in certain “public” spaces such as malls and coffee 

shops. Yet these spaces are spatially governed- that is, “these are not public “public” spaces, but 

privatised spaces that masquerade as public spaces and they are carefully protected through glass 
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barriers from where the risks and uncertainties of everyday life are carefully edited out” (Phadke 

2007:1514).  

On safe space  

I get horrified in Taxis 

(MAYSA, Focus group one participant) 

In a Taxi I won‘t feel safe but at least I won‘t hear fifty thousand provoking 

comments (AMAL, Focus group two participant) 

 

After having dedicated substantial time trying to reach a definition of the term “public”, I 

inquired about whether the places the women enjoyed accessing were safe and what makes them 

safe. The first group did not reflect on what “safety” entailed, whereas the second group did. 

MYRIAM mentioned that there is no place that is 100% safe, even our homes.  

 AMAL inquired “safe from what? Now, when you ask about safety, I 

subconsciously think of safety from harassment. So, when I mentioned historic 

places as safe, that’s because it’s a place full of tourists, hence not much 

harassment, but I could also think that it’s not safe from bombings, so safe from 

what?”  

This, I found, was a remarkable comment, for it shows that for some women safety is 

translated in terms of absence of harassment and not safety from being hit by a car for instance. 

Again this was supported by other studies; Phadke (2007) referred to the fact that the discourse 

on women‟s safety is the discourse on her sexual safety. I can confirm that throughout all the 
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interviews and focus groups I have conducted, sexual safety of women was what mostly 

influenced their mindsets.  

 

This is right in front of my house. 

I don‘t like passing in front of those ―el shorta el 3askareya‖ (military policing) guys 

They are doing nothing but starring at you and saying rude comments and there‘s 

nothing you could do about it. They keep telling you where to park and where not 

to..etc. 

I don‘t feel threatened by them, but I just hate their presence (RANIA-Focus Group 

one) 

 

 

The participants of the second group argued that safety was not absolute and all the 

spaces they have listed could be theoretically unsafe, but there were surely factors that made 

them list those spaces as more enjoyable and potentially safer than others.  
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Some of the spaces, such as churches and mosques, were perceived by all participants as 

seasonally safe with factors like weekends, Ramadan or religious festivities and public holidays 

affecting their degree of safety. Common examples of unsafe places, identified in both groups, 

were Khan El Khalili (during Ramadan), malls during weekends, and the streets in general 

especially after an important soccer game in which Egypt won, because people tend to behave in 

manners that are sometimes insecure and alarming.  

Concerning the factors that the women pinpointed affecting their security, one factor that 

came up repeatedly was “lighting”. 

 YOUSRA:  Light is important so that people can see each other and so no one 

harasses the other and to avoid having dark corners with drug addicts. It 

happens. It actually happened under my house in Heliopolis, there was a broken 

street lamp so a group of youth gathered under it and shared shots of drugs.  

Additionally, familiarity and the presence of people were other factors. However, the 

presence of people was meant in the sense of not being a deserted place yet not being too 

crowded. Spaces mostly referred to as “too crowded” were Al Mouski and Attaba (popular cheap 

shopping areas), public means of transportation (a point that will be tackled shortly) and spaces 

that entertain alcohol and smoking such as pubs and private party ballrooms.  
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That‘s our parking area (at work); where two incidents of ―bag 

snatching‖ have happened (RANIA –Focus group one).  

 

 SANDY
30

: I don’t feel comfortable because I’m unsafe in these spaces (pubs and 

private parties ballrooms), due to the possibility of having someone burn you 

with a cigarette or spill a drink on you or bumping into you and you can’t tell 

whether it’s for harassment or crowdedness, all of this alarms me. 

One factor mentioned only by MYRIAM was the size of the space. According to her, the 

smaller the space the safer, for it limits the number and variety of people that could cause a 

                                                           
30

 Sandy is 23 years old, a graduate of the British University in Egypt (BUE) majoring in Business Administration. 

She works for a petroleum company in Maadi. 
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threat.  Furthermore, YOUSRA hinted that places that are accessed for a purpose (such as a 

supermarket, hospital or clothes shop) are usually safer than those places which people access for 

no clear purpose as in the case of many malls today.  

Also, different women hinted at their fear of kiosks in the streets especially at night 

because groups of men gather there. According to these women, men present in groups pose a 

greater threat, because they usually like to harass them in order to show off infront of each other 

(displaying machismo).  

Cairo’s Public Transportation: Is Segregation the Solution? 

Interestingly, for the two groups, most of public transportation was perceived as 

unsafe. Group one placed the new “CitiCab” as the safest option in the market. Group 

two mentioned that the train was the most convenient, specifically because of their 

financial ability to entertain themselves in a first class carriage.  

In group one, there was an argument related to the underground‟s (commonly known as 

the Metro) safety. The disagreement was whether it was safer when it‟s crowded or empty. For 

some participants, it is the crowdedness of the metro that makes them anxious, while for other 

this crowdedness gives them an aura of security, especially because they used to use the 

women‟s cart. SALLY said “the metro is a nuisance because it‘s crowded not because it‘s 

unsafe”, but DONIA said “I think it‘s unsafe because it‘s crowded”. For both participants the 

main threat was of a sexual nature; however theft was also another threat.  
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This discussion and argument erupted in both focus groups with the discussion taking 

several directions; crowded versus empty, safety versus convenience and finally feelings of 

alienation which is a point I will tackle shortly. Below is a dialogue between group two 

participants with regards to safety and public transportation: 

 AMAL: I won’t feel safe in a Taxi, but at least I won’t hear fifty thousand 

provoking comments! 

 SANDY: for me the metro is safer than a taxi  

 AMAL: the metro is “bahdla aktar” (inconvenience) 

 SANDY: yes it is but in terms of safety….. (leaving the comment open) 

 AMAL: most of the spaces I do not like accessing are due to the fact that I look 

very awkward among the rest of the people there 

 SANDY: but don’t you feel safer in a women’s cart than in a taxi with a man? 

 YOUSRA (adding on SANDY’s comment):… and he is in control 

 AMAL: I have self (meaning she carries self defense) 

 YOUSRA: ok…(a silent moment) ah this is something important  

 SANDY: although I’m against the idea of separating men and women and all 

this talk, unfortunately I feel safer in a women’s carriage than being on my own 

with a man in a taxi 

 AMAL: I look awkward in most of the public transportations. If I'm in 

the women’s carriage in the metro I feel like I'm “crossed” out or as if 

I’m coming from another continent or another planet. I don’t like people 

(including women) looking at me as if I’m an Alien.  

 SANDY: for me the serious harassment that happened to me was in a taxi 

 AMAL: that’s why 
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 MYRIAM: even if I worked in the metro station itself I won’t use the 

underground! 

 

In sum, taxi is perceived as a highly risky option for most women, some of them would 

never use it and choose to walk rather than take one. Others would use it to avoid “Bahdla” 

(inconvenience) in other public transportations or feelings of alienation. Nevertheless, women in 

Heliopolis have unanimously agreed that all public transportations are unsafe and all of them 

own their cars to maneuver around the city and no longer need public transportation.  

Standard of People, Standard of People 

Any man I do not know, is a threat 

(YOUSRA-Focus group two participant) 

The “standard or quality of people” present in a given space was the major factor, 

affecting women‟s perceived safety. It was mentioned with an apparent consensus among the 

participants of both groups.  

 AMAL: it’s not about the size of the space, but the quality of people 

 MYRIAM: I hate accessing Khan El Khalili or Azhar area during Ramadan, the 

crowdedness is abnormal, very “very” (emphasizing) low standard of people due 

to the presence of “Moulids
31

” you don’t know what could happen.. thefts 

maybe. 

                                                           
31

 Religious festivals 
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 YOUSRA: the places I enjoy accessing would be the parks that are NOT free. 

For instance a free park like the one on the way to the airport wouldn’t be a 

place I would go to because there is a category of people there that I wouldn’t 

want to deal with. But somewhere like Azhar park has an entrance fee, so you 

are kind of “limiting” the type of people entering. The same applies for 

restaurants that are not “that cheap”. So I would go to Abou Ramy (a restaurant 

in a popular district near Islamic Cairo), but I wouldn’t be really pleased about it. 

On the other hand, I would feel more comfortable going to a restaurant like 

“Rostary” for instance – for the same reason of limitation. As for a mall, I 

wouldn’t access all malls, as well. Basically I would access any place where 

certain categories are excluded.    

As I inquired more about what my participants meant by the quality of people, these were 

their elaborations: 

 AMAL: People who more or less resemble me socially. I know they wouldn’t 

want to steal or kidnap or harass me. They are people who think like and were 

raised up, more or less, like me. For example, when I used to go to university 

(AUC) I knew that most of the people are from the same socio-economic class, 

they have the same background, more or less. Thus, the possibility of me being 

intimidated by their actions was almost absent.   

 YOUSRA: When I think of the quality of people, it’s out of my hands not to add 

(on AMAL’s criteria) people who are financially less than me. I have a certain 

belief that the men, who are financially less than us, are unemployed and 
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delinquent. They don’t do anything but wasting their time annoying women. 

They could even steal me to buy drugs or because they are simply poorer. 

The presence of families also defines the quality of people. When I’m in a 

place where there are families, I usually feel safe, because individuals (men) 

would respect themselves in the presence of families. 

Consequently, the characteristics of those who are labeled as belonging to a 

different social standard and potentially harassers were poor and unemployed. However, 

as the participants started discussing these characteristics they found that poverty or 

financial standard aren‟t necessarily the sole indicators, for they have been exposed to 

harassment from old men, as well as, financially capable ones who were driving 

luxurious cars.  

 Hence, AMAL reiterated what she meant by “different social standard” 

confirming that she did not mean lower economically but “people who are used to seeing 

women only in Galabya (traditional robe for rural men and women) – it‘s simply 

someone who hasn‘t seen women!”  
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This is right next to our building; there are workers everywhere. It doesn‘t 

feel safe to go alone in this street, especially at night. (even if it‘s only a-one-minute 

walk, till I reach my car) (RANIA – Focus Group One) 

 

Uneducated was added to the list. However, after a long discussion, “difference in 

upbringing” or “bad upbringing” was seen as the main justification for the different 

harassments that are occurring from different men belonging to various social classes.  

Most of these characteristics match those of the textual analysis of Egyptian 

newspapers and magazines that the Land Center for Human Rights
32

 conducts on a 

semiannual basis to trace reports on violence against Egyptian women. In their 2009 

report that was issued in January 2010, they mentioned the following: 
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 http://www.lchr-eg.org/ 
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We have noticed that men who commit violence against women are 

usually from the poor strata and working in unsustainable (marginal) jobs or are 

unemployed or are listed criminals. There were also many cases of sexual assault 

that were primarily committed by drivers (Land Center for Human Rights 2010) 

Nevertheless, all women additionally expressed serious agitation towards children 

or kids who use dirty words, hit and run. They explained how their state of helplessness is 

aggravated when the kid runs, it is even more demeaning. When I inquired about the age 

of these young boys, the women mentioned they are usually in the preparatory stage, 

around fourteen or fifteen years old. 

As I moved forward with my questions, I wanted to test whether these women 

believed in the discourse linking slum area dwellers and the rise in violence, harassment 

and aggression witnessed recently.  

Most women from both groups refused this kind of discourse. The first group 

refused to generalize that these lower standard people are necessarily from informal 

settlements. 

 RANIA: Sometimes it’s the porter’s son who harasses though he lives in 

Heliopolis and not a slum.  

Although the women refused linking violence and harassment to slum dwellers, their 

narratives embodied contradicting views. Some of them have participated through a church or 

organization in charitable activities in slum areas and they confirmed they were not harassed. 
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However, they affirmed that the image they held, before going from other people about these 

areas was that they would be strongly offended.  

Participant NAILA recalled when she was preparing her thesis and wanted to conduct 

her research in Dweiqa (a slum area part of Manshiet Nasser). Everyone around warned her that 

if she went there “she will not return” and so she gave up and did not conduct her research there.  

On the other hand, participant SANDY justified the spread of crimes in Ard El Golf area 

specifically by reiterating a rumor she heard about El Darb El Ahmar (a popular neighborhood 

next to El Azhar) inhabitants hanging out there: 

 SANDY: it’s a very “very” (emphasizing) informal site and is full of “baltagya” 

(gangs), this is why Ard El Golf is not safe. Areas like El Darb El Ahmar are 

very poor, with unawareness, drugs, and terrible upbringing. So yeah I believe 

informal settlements breed up violence 

 DALIA
33

 (in response to SANDY): but there is no country with only one social 

class on its own, there is always “this” (meaning the poor) beside “that” 

(meaning the rich) 

 SANDY: what I mean is that if these factors are present for instance in a 

household in the same building as yours, the same problem will happen. If a boy 

                                                           
33 Dalia is 23 years old, a graduate of the Faculty of Business Administration at the Arab Academy for 

Science, Technology and Maritime Transport. She is self employed as a founding member of a local media 

company.  
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isn’t well brought up and takes drugs it’s the same issue. So it’s not slums per 

se, but maybe in slums all these factors are highly concentrated 

 DALIA: some men are well off and yet would stop their car wanting you to get 

in with them… 

 YOUSRA (in response to the previous discussion): my own philosophy is that 

unemployment plus poverty threatens the man’s machismo as he can’t feed his 

household. So what will enrich his masculinity would be sexual issues; he could 

go rape a girl to express his manhood! 

 DALIA: If you consider the maids; most of them are the ones working and their 

husbands are staying home, probably taking drugs. The intimate relationship 

between both is hence distorted. As a result the man “diverts” to fulfill his 

masculinity 

Accordingly, most of the women felt that harassment is violence committed by 

poor and rich men. However, they perceived the poor as having masculinity problems 

and are experiencing frustration both of which were factors possibly justifying their 

higher tendency to harass, abduct and rape.  

Other threats  

Aside spaces that are potentially intimidating due to the possibility of harassment and the 

quality of people accessing these spaces, these women have included other sources of threat. 

These threats emerged after a long discussion, and all the stories on harassment were over. It is 
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true that harassment has influenced these women‟s mindsets that they could not think of any 

danger other than it.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 SANDY: other than harassment, streets are no longer safe for driving. 

 YOUSRA (in addition to SANDY): ..and the trucks are scary, 

 

That building is just in front of my office. I never park there. Coz walking 

in the street (infront of it) will end up with something of this building falling over 

my head. The building looks very unsafe & some thieves or ―rapers‖(rapists) 

might use for hiding. In addition to all of these tires hanging from the building 

that can just fall at any second (YOUSRA –Focus Group two). 
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 YOUMNA
34

 (in addition to YOUSRA):.. especially on the ring road 

As I inquired about possible crimes taking place, the term crime was primarily translated 

to most women‟s mindsets as murder. However, after proceeding with the discussion they 

realized that “crime” includes more than just murder. Theft, especially of mobiles and bags was 

common, and a couple of participants from both groups recounted incidents of theft that they or 

their parents were exposed to. Some of the incidents reiterated included theft under the threat of 

a weapon. These incidents all took place in Heliopolis.  

Beggars were another distinct source of threat referred to by the first group. The fact that 

they approach one‟s car very closely, pass their hands through the windows or keep on nagging, 

worries many women. They expressed their fears of any stealing act that might take place and 

this they explained, justifies their automatically locked cars. 

Additionally, drug consumption seemed to be common in different “known” areas in 

Heliopolis, which is perceived as dangerous, because no one knows what these young people 

could do after they are completely stoned. Hence, they pose threat not only to women, but also to 

everyone as well.  

                                                           
34

 Youmna is 27 years old, a graduate of the Faculty of Engineering at Ein Shams University. She works for a local 

architecture company in New Cairo. 
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I just wanted to show that at night it's a bit scary since the area where my house is located is a bit 

uncrowded. There are guys who smoke and drink and take drugs and that makes me feel very insecure 

especially if i'm back late and alone. They are always there since the place is dark and in a decent area 

where the police is not usually available and that is more insecure for me...(DONIA – Focus Group One) 

 

 

It was made clear by one participant that prostitution, which is also common on some 

known streets in Heliopolis (such as Merghany) is not a cause of threat per se, but discomfort. 

She raised an interesting point, in relation to this, whereby any woman standing by the side of 

the street, whether she is waiting for a taxi or even waiting to cross the street could be perceived 

as a prostitute and cars would be stopping for her. Clothes no longer distinguish standards or the 

prostitute from the other women.  
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I find that this latter source of discomfort is related to what Phadke (2007) referred to as 

risk of reputation. It was implicitly expressed when NAILA said “because my street is known for 

the presence of prostitutes, I avoid walking there”.  

The issue of reputation was further raised in response to the question on night shift work 

and whether women should accept such jobs or not. I find the discussion that took place worth 

quoting here: 

 SALLY: the gazes of the Bawabeen (porters or doormen) influence me 

 MAYSA
35

 (in response to SALLY): the idea of what my surrounding community 

thinks about me isn’t of importance. As long as I know what I am doing and the 

important people in my life know khalas! (that’s it in slang Arabic) 

 RANIA (after reflection on both comments): but I think we can’t generalize, 

Heliopolis Bawabeen got used to the fact that women go out a lot and return late.  

She gave a comical example on how Bawabs get used to Heliopolis residents‟ habits 

My Bawab would one day see me dressed normally, then at night he sees 

me (while going to a wedding) with ―no clothes‖, so he gets used to our style of 

living. 

Another similar discussion or slight argument erupted among the second group participants: 

 YOUMNA: No she shouldn’t quit, it depends on how will she go back and forth 

 MYRIAM (in response to YOUMNA): …it could be a night shift but she finishes 

in the morning so it’s no problem 

                                                           
35

 Maysa is 25 –years- old. She is a graduate of the Faculty of Engineering at Ein Shams University. She is single, 

working for a local interior design firm. 
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 DALIA (in response to MYRIAM): ..people’s perception about her would be 

“zebala” (dirty)  

 MYRIAM:.. but I think if she is a doctor or a nurse people won’t say anything 

 DALIA:… (giggling), that was in the past 

 YOUMNA (in response to MYRIAM):… they would say “ah she says she is a 

nurse…….” (with sarcasm) 

 DALIA (in response to MYRIAM):… others would be talking 

 AMAL (in response to DALIA)… who are the others? 

 DALIA:.. the neighbors and the bawabeen 

 AMAL:.. wouldn’t a bawab talk seeing u dressed like this? (pointing at her jeans 

and top attire) 

 DALIA:…but even your colleagues at work, they would look down at you given 

you accepted to work that late 

 YOUSRA (commenting generally):.. the type of people in the public space late at 

night are very different. I used to work in a pharmacy and as it got late in the 

night the type of clientele was scary  

 DALIA (in response to YOUSRA):.. also this type of people would feel that you 

deserve being harassed being out on your own that late 

 YOUSRA: … or they would say if you are scared go back to your mumy babe! 
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Controversy erupted over people‟s perception of women working late and whether in 

Heliopolis things should be different than other places in Egypt (especially in popular 

neighborhoods). There seemed to be a group of women believing that people talk even if they are 

in Heliopolis, while others felt that Heliopolis residents are different and they would understand 

that some jobs dictate that a woman returns late. As for the Bawab, group one concluded that any 

new Bawab (coming from Upper Egypt probably) would be shocked at first and then he gets 

used to their style of living. 

Both discussions ended with some of these women fearing to break a normative order 

which dictates that women should not return late to their homes. It is important to note that “late” 

in the context of Heliopolis was perceived as after midnight. Phadke (2007:1511) referred to this 

as “the risk to “reputation” of accessing public space against a normative order that defines 

women‟s proper place as being in the private spaces of the home”. She added that this type of 

risk includes other risks such as “the risks of loss of matrimonial opportunity and a questioning 

of sexual virtue”(Ibid). This risk is even more evident in the narratives of Manshiet Nasser 

women, coming shortly.  

On the Importance of Work  

Given that one of my criteria for choosing the research participants was that the women 

are working women, I wanted to enquire about the relationship between work and vulnerability 

to threats –that is – whether going out to work is perceived as more exposure to threats or not. 

With the consensus of all participants, work was seen as exposing women to more threats, yet 

this helps them gain more confidence, teach them how to deal in different life situations and 

become more independent.  
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An interesting comment was mentioned by MAYSA “the Egyptian street will get used to 

women‘s presence”. It was interesting to see how some Egyptian women could be thinking of 

what I might call a “silent movement” to “take back the Egyptian street”.  

Additionally, participants linked increased feelings of safety to access to work, because 

as the woman gains confidence while present in the public space, she does not seem as 

vulnerable to potential offenders. Hence, “the more the woman goes in and out of the public 

space, the more her personal feeling of safety increases” said SALLY. NAILA even said that 

“women staying home are more vulnerable”.  

This feedback is again perfectly in line with the findings of the Land Center for Human 

Rights‟ 2009 Annual Report on Violence against Egyptian women. The report concluded that 

women who do not work such as housewives are increasingly becoming victims of violence such 

as murder and sexual abuse. The report explained this recorded increase to these women‟s 

vulnerability due to their lack of life experiences (given that they are mostly present in their 

houses).  

Heliopolis Residents’ “Technologies of the Self” 

Throughout the focus groups and women‟s narratives, Foucault‟s “technologies of 

the self” became more evident. Women from Heliopolis have unconsciously developed 

their own techniques to ensure better safety while being in the public space.  

Below are some random statements (not a discussion), reflecting some of the first 

group‟s techniques. 
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 NAILA:  I sometimes have an eye contact to read the man’s intentions (is he 

attempting to harass or minding his own business), but this is just for a moment. 

 MAYSA: I feel safer, having friends with me in the car late at night. 

 SALLY: I actually used to go to a private lesson, five minutes away from my 

home, by bike and I was harassed all the way, so I ended up quitting riding the 

bike after a couple of times. 

 MAYSA: A woman shouldn’t take a night shift if she does not have her own car 

or haven’t a man to drive her home. If the work’s bus drops her infront of her 

house it could be possible.  

Here is a dialogue or a discussion that took place among the participants of the second 

focus group. 

 AMAL: I like going to Khan El Khalili, but I do not go there alone when its 

crowded. I could go on my own on a morning, as I usually like buying silver 

from there. 

 MYRIAM: yeah because at night, you need to have a man with you. A group 

of women going on their own at night isn’t possible as well 

 YOUSRA:.. the presence of male friends no longer makes a difference 

 SANDY: …yeah but it’s the feeling you are safer 
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 MYRIAM: ..and even if something happened (while you are with a man) it 

would be verbal but no one would approach or physically harass you 

Other random statements were of high relevance among this group‟s participants as well. 

 YOUMNA: I wouldn’t go like how I look now to a construction site, I would 

have to change my clothes style. I would also not go alone, I have to take 

someone from the office or be accompanied by a male colleague. 

 MYRIAM: A man was asking for directions and as I directed him, he touched 

me so I stopped answering anyone on the street or keep a long distance between 

strangers and me.   

 SANDY: I would protect myself in the future by returning early and lock my car 

while driving. 

 YOUMNA: If I am going to a wedding and wearing a formal dress I wouldn’t 

park away and walk with the dress. I would have a coat or something to cover 

me up.  

 DALIA: I would valet park during weddings or evening parties.  

 YOUSRA: I would wear a sweat shirt (not a tight top) in El Muski (a popular 

shopping district). 

 DALIA: During summer, I would put a shawl on my “cut” or strapped top till I 

reach my destination.  
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Aside the aforementioned techniques these women adopted, they have listed some places 

they would no longer access such as: Damascus street (known street in Heliopolis where 

mechanics are clustered), play station shops and net cafes, and “Qahwa Baladi” (traditional 

coffee shops).  

Some women felt that spaces like “Qahwa Baladi” were controlled by men, and they 

were brought up (by their mothers) believing that they are not socially proper for women to 

access. Accordingly, some women do not access these places for cultural reasons, while others 

felt that their safety was threatened in such places.  Other techniques included slowing down 

their pace of walking in case they felt someone was following them in order to ensure that the 

person is not stalking them. 

 

 

I took that picture from my car, as I was too scared of someone seeing me. 



www.manaraa.com

 

85 

 

This place is a narrow street near my office, I usually avoid walking there, as the men 

are always sitting on this ―2ahwa baladi‖(traditional coffee shop) in the street, 

smoking, drinking tea & harassing the female passengers.  

I am also convinced that these men are stoned, so I feel insecure being around them 

(YOUSRA- Focus Group Two). 

Unfortunately, most women in both groups have given up their right of maneuvering 

around the city on foot. Their cars are the main means of traveling around the city. Nevertheless, 

most of them have expressed their genuine desire to walk freely on Cairo‟s streets and that the 

leisure of simply walking around or loitering are not freedoms granted to women anymore. 

Riding a bicycle, motorcycle or jogging on the streets have become highly gendered activities in 

the Egyptian society.  

The following random comments on the importance of car for Heliopolis women are 

analytically important.  

 MAYSA: I can go anywhere as long as I’m in my car 

 YOUMNA: Harassments might have decreased after I grew up as I have a 

car now. 

 MYRIAM: The secondary school and university years are the highest 

periods of exposure to harassment (due to their dependence on walking and 

public transportation and absence of a car) 

 NAILA: I wouldn’t expose myself to “Bahdla” in order to feel safer, so I’d 

rather not go out. I am someone who if I do not have a car I wouldn’t go 

down. It’s very sad but it’s a fact.   
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I pass from this street everyday on my way home. 

I always think of what will happen to me if my car stops for any reason on that place, 

what will happen if I have to move out of my car. 

 

These small alleys horrify me, because the men inside always treat me as if I am a 

different species of women, other than what they are used to seeing. I feel scared being 

in a small place where all the men know each other,  coz if one of them decides to hurt 

me in any way, the others will join him & won‘t protect me (YOUSRA – Focus Group 

two). 
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This is on my way to work.Though it‘s a deserted area, but I feel safe as long as 

I am in the car.  

 

This makes me wonder, if Heliopolis‟ women lost their ownership to a private car, would 

that lead to what Phadke (2007) referred to as the risk of loss of opportunity to engage city 

spaces and the loss of the experience of public spaces?   

On What Affected their Perceptions of Safety and Threat 

Because we have witnessed a lot we no longer offer help 

(YOUMNA Focus group two participant) 
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Personal experiences in certain spaces and shared experiences with friends and 

colleagues are the most influential factors that impacted these women‟s perceptions of safety of 

certain place. Participant NAILA said: 

“It feels closer- violence and crimes became closer” 

RANIA added that if her car broke down anywhere late at night, she would panic 

and feel scared, even though she knows how to fix the problem, but  

―All the bad stories that I heard from friends would invade my mind and paralyze me‖ 

This matches the definition of “Women's Initiatives for Safer Environments” referred to 

in their Women's Community Safety Audit Guide: 

Feelings of safety in a particular space can be determined by our present 

and past experiences of that space, of a similar space, or by the experiences of 

other people we know or have heard about. We may also feel more or less safe in 

public spaces as a result of whether or not we have ever experienced a violent 

incident. Women who have experienced violence express more concern for their 

personal safety in all situations than women who have not experienced violence 

(WISE 2005). 

Another related factor contributing to women‟s vulnerability is their lack of trust in the 

police institution. When I asked them about their perception of the police and whether they knew 

where the closest police station was, they all knew the nearest one to their houses. Not all of 

them knew the nearest one to their place of work. Nevertheless, all women unanimously agreed 

that the presence of police does not make them feel safer. Most of those who went to the police 



www.manaraa.com

 

89 

 

station were for ID issuance or passport or finalizing papers for car insurance. And when I asked 

them whether they would go to report any harassment or violence committed against them, these 

were some of the replies, in a discussion during the second focus group: 

 YOUMNA: They are the ones who would harass me! 

 DALIA: I am scared to go there (a police station) in the first place; my wallet got 

stolen once and I had to wait till the following day for my brother to come with me 

to file a suit 

 AMAL: I would never go on my own 

 DALIA (interrupting): “Al amen el markazy” (National Security Forces) are the 

worst 

 AMAL:  yeah they made me cry once! (because of the horrible verbal harassment) 

 YOUSRA: I once had a fight because of them!  

 YOUMNA: or when you are driving close to their cars (National Security 

Forces)..ouf! 

 DALIA: yeah you feel as if they will all hop on your car 

To this end, it is clear that personal safety concerns Heliopolis women and that once they 

get over their harassment stories and incidents, other threats emerge. Nevertheless, some of these 

women are slowly and silently challenging feminine passivity and submissiveness by working 

and engaging themselves more in the public spaces of Cairo.  
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Manshiet Nasser Residents 

El Manshia is the safest place we access (group three participants) 

For the Manshiet Nasser research participants, I have conducted two indepth interviews, 

each lasting for an hour and a half, with two women living in Manshiet Nasser, but working 

outside of it. The reason for my choice of interviews in their case is the rarity of their case; not 

many women work outside the area, and this is based on my field experience for eight years in 

the neighborhood. As a result, I wouldn‟t have found at least five women within my circle of 

network working outside the area.  

On the other hand, I have conducted a focus group for women working inside the 

neighborhood – specifically for the Association for the Protection of the Environment (APE). 

The focus group included five women most of whom I know since I started my field work, eight 

years ago.  

In this forthcoming part, I will present Manshiet Nasser research participants‟ feedback 

and narratives, while contrasting these to the narratives and findings from the Heliopolis 

participants. However, I shall elaborate on the commonalities and differences in my last chapter. 

It is important to note that the area of work is highly linked to safety and risks in the case of 

Manshiet Nasser and this will be clarified in this part.  

Additionally, I will present the pictures that were taken. These pictures were captured by 

participant HEND along with four other young working women, who did not participate in the 

interviews or focus groups. HEND was supposed to take the pictures on her own, but for safety 
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reasons she took her four friends to accompany her and assist her in finding the spaces of 

unsafety that they encounter. Although the input of the four young women was not planned, I 

find that they have contributed to the visual auditing by taking a lot of pictures that added to the 

wealth of this component. I have added some of the pictures they have taken covering all the 

themes they have focused on. 

All interviews and the focus group took place in a private school, where these women 

were present over a weekend for a camp organized by an organization I volunteer for. The place 

was very convenient, for I had the chance to be present with my participants alone with no 

interruptions. If I had conducted these interviews in their NGO in Manshiet Nasser I wouldn‟t 

have had this luxury of quiet space with no interruptions for long.  

As shown in the literature on the area, the Zabaleen community which is mostly 

Christians inhabits a certain area of Manshiet Nasser commonly known as El Manshia or El 

Zarayeb, and the Muslims inhabit the rest of Manshiet Nasser (often known as El Ezba). El 

Zarayeb starts from the area‟s entry infront of the citadel and ends at the location of APE. My 

field work was mainly conducted in El Zarayeb, thus all my research participants were 

Christians. The group of women working inside the area was randomly chosen from the NGO. 

The two women I interviewed were identified and asked to participate in person, not on a 

random basis, given their special case. These two women are referred to as Madiha and Nashwa.  

On Public and Private 

For all participants from Manshiet Nasser, public and private discussion did not last as 

long as it did in the Heliopolis groups. None of the participants asked what I meant by the term 
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public and so the conceptualization of the term “public” took place after the women listed their 

preferred spaces. I started off both the focus group and the interviews with the same free-listing 

question of spaces the women “enjoy” accessing (not necessarily safe). The findings from the 

focus group and interviews were as follows: 

 Monasteries 

 El Attaba 

 Carrefour Mall Maadi 

 Geneina Mall 

 Fun Fair Park  

 Downtown  

 Gardens  
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When I inquired on how did these women define “public”, these were the responses I 

received: 

 MADIHA
36

: A place open to everyone. 

 NASHWA
37

: A place where there are many people and everyone could 

enter it. It’s not privatized and fenced. 

 MARTHA
38

: It’s a place anyone could access anytime and it’s not 

private.  

As I asked some of the participants on how they view monasteries within this definition, 

they slightly withdrew their assertion that they are public for they know monasteries are open to 

Christians only. Here, as I pondered on the spaces mentioned, I could find that the majority of 

spaces mentioned lie towards the public side of the Yucesoy‟s continuum and not as in the case 

of Heliopolis‟ participants; semi private and semi public. Places like El Attaba, Downtown, and 

gardens are open to everyone and at anytime. None of the participants here mentioned 

restaurants, cafes or clubs. Additionally, most of the areas referred to were for shopping 

purposes.    I would return to the “purpose” point at a later stage for its imperative to understand 

how women define or see their claim to the public space in terms of purpose.   

                                                           
36

 Madiha is 24 years old. She is single and a graduate of the faculty of Tourism, Helwan University. She works in a 

private sporting club in Maadi 

37
 Nashwa is 25 years old. She is engaged and a graduate of a private institute. She works in a local factory in 

downtown. 

38
 Martha is 25 years old. She is single. The last education certificate she holds is the preparatory one. She works in 

APE 
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Cinema was mentioned by several Heliopolis participants as an enjoyable place to access, 

it was mentioned by MADIHA, but in a different context. To her, Cinema was a place she would 

have loved to access yet cannot because of the traditions in the area stigmatizing the cinema as 

an improper place for decent women.  

Manshiet Nasser residents did not consider that going around for errands in their area is 

considered “going out”. MADIHA said “going out means out of the area, going for an errand in 

the area isn‘t outside it‘s as if I'm in my house”. The area‟s streets are not perceived by some of 

these women as public, but more towards the private part of the continuum. NASHWA 

reinforced this point view when she indicated she wears an “Abaya” (loose dress) while walking 

around the area, but would wear more formal clothes if she is going out of the area.  

Hence, it‟s clear that there is a common understanding of what a public space is, yet there 

is a difference in the perception of what a street or “going out”, entails between Heliopolis and 

Manshiet Nasser residents. There is also a clear distinction between the spaces accessed by both 

groups; most of the spaces accessed by Manshiet Nasser women for a couple of purposes; 

worship or shopping, while most of the spaces accessed by Heliopolis women were for a 

different purpose – that is – entertainment, socializing, playing sports and also shopping.  

 

On Safe Space  

MADIHA was the only one to refer to the absence of absolute safety in any space. 

According to her “in any place one feels unsafe; one is prone to any incident, harassment or 

theft”. Although none of the participants inquired about safety from what, there was a subtle 
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consensus that the prime threat was harassment. In most of their narratives on what makes a safe 

space, harassment was implicitly referred to as follows: 

 MARTHA:  A place where there are no men! (giggling with other participants) 

 NASHWA: It’s a place where there is a system. I wouldn’t tell you they shouldn’t 

allow certain people getting in, for eventually everyone pays and gets in, but the 

space needs to be “open”. I mean the space should not have hidden areas. Also it 

(the design of the space) should not encourage “one” taking the “other” in an 

isolated area. 

In NASHWA‟s narrative, she hinted to a point similar to YOUSRA‟s, which is the 

limitation or screening component, whereby certain categories of people are filtered out in order 

for them to feel safer in a given space. It is true that NASHWA did not mean the exact same 

thing, for YOUSRA referred to the screening of a certain category of people who are from a 

different social standard. However, NASHWA meant trying to filter certain people prone to 

behave indecently. I do not assume that both subconsciously meant the same people, but there is 

a possibility that the same description ends up to be the same category of people but described 

from different angles.  In several comments it was clear that she has witnessed indecent scenes in 

gardens that she perceived as risky for her sexual safety and this is why she reinforced the 

absence of hidden areas.  

Al Attaba was mentioned in both interviews as a place women access a lot for shopping, 

despite the fact that it is unsafe: 
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 NASHWA: I like shopping there but it’s not safe. They (the men) always 

verbally harass there. Some could even touch you and or stalk you. Others could 

come to you and ask you where you want to go to give you a ride. Shopping there 

is cheap and nice, but I'm worried when I go, especially at night. At night they 

seize the opportunity that it’s dark and stalk you and could even get into the 

same transportation with you.  

Most of the harassment came from the men selling on tables in the middle of the streets. 

They could grab a woman from her arm to watch their products or keep verbally harassing the 

passersby. City Stars was similar to El Attaba, but in the context of Heliopolis residents. Most of 

Heliopolis participants have indicated that they have heard of scary stories about City Stars 

parking, children being kidnapped and were exposed to some harassment, yet their preferred 

shopping spot was still City Stars. In this however, I believe it was the relative convenience of 

city stars that attracted women, however in the case of El Attaba; it is probably one of the few 

“available and affordable” shopping areas for Manshiet Nasser women.  

In terms of factors influencing feelings of security; familiarity, the presence of shops and 

lighting were of the common ones contributing to the physical safety of a space; and again safety 

from harassment or abduction.  
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(The two arrows show the two side street the women showed me)  

We are scared accessing those streets in El Masaken area. We usually access them for there are 

good hairdressers and it‘s where our exams are often held. However the men there physically 

harass. They usually compete against each other who will give us a kiss or hug us! 

 NASHWA: Presence of shops would make a difference if they are open during 

our working hours, because the owner of the shop could ask the guy stalking us 

to stop. 

Again, like in Heliopolis, the absence of lighting, in small “Haras” (alleys) encourages 

groups of “boys” to gather to get drunk or stoned. I mentioned “boys” for they are not adult men, 

they were described as boys who have dropped out of school and get access to drugs, alcohol and 

“Kolla” (a local addictive inhalant) behind their parents‟ backs. These boys are dangerous when 

drugged for they are not aware of their behavior and have harassed some of the participants 
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either very early in the morning on their way to work or on their arrival from work. Interestingly, 

during the focus group the women agreed that adult men no longer hide their drug consumption 

habits; they explicitly smoke hash and other types in all of the “Qahwas”.   

 

A street in an area known as ―El Masaken‖. It‘s the worst area in Manshiet Nasser. The street 

as seen in daylight is deserted and its very unsafe at night especially with the presence of 

youth consuming drugs 

 

 



www.manaraa.com

 

91 

 

 

 

This is the area near the market in ―El Ezba‖ area and its very crowded which makes it a 

potential space for physical harassment , as in men or kids bumping into you 

Dogs were a recurrent source of threat for all participants. I was intrigued by such a threat 

that I inquired about the reason behind the spread of “aggressive dogs” on certain streets. 

NASHWA gave a thorough explanation that was complemented by participants from the focus 

group. 

 NASHWA: The dogs either come from the Bawab of a wealthy neighborhood 

who wants to get rid of a newly born dog. He, thus, gives it to the Zabal 

(Garbage collector).  Or when some of the residents in the area are scared from 
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robbery of their equipment and houses, they buy these special guarding dogs. 

These dogs could get violent because of the maltreatment.  

 BASMA
39

 and MARTHA: Dogs protect properties like trucks, donkeys, houses, 

and even from potential rape. 

Most participants have indicated that theft was common in the area, not referring to 

casual stealing of a woman‟s bag on the streets, as was the case in Heliopolis, but robbery of 

houses and “big stuff” as referred to by one of the participants.   

Transportation was also a source of threat for all Manshiet Nasser women. This was 

evident when I inquired about the reasons behind the focus group participants‟ preference to 

work inside the area.   

 BASMA: My dad told me no work “down
40

” 

 HEND
41

 (in response to BASMA):… the same reason, my parents know the 

NGO
42

. They told me it’s safer than “down” with all the harassment and 

inconvenience present in transportation  

                                                           
39

 Basma is 19 years old (but 25 in the official certificates). She is married since two years. She did not join the 

formal education but finished literacy classes. She works in APE 

40 Down indicates places outside Manshiet Nasser for it‟s on a hill so they feel they are high and other external 

places are down. 

41
 Hend is 21 years old. She is engaged. She did not join the formal education system but finished literacy classes. 

She works in APE 

42
 The Association for the Protection of the Environment (APE) 
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 NESMA
43

: Me too to avoid transportation. We hear of bad incidents happening 

to and from other women who go “down” and use transportation. 

 BASMA: But now there are many factories that have their own buses picking 

the girls from the area and bringing them back. It’s a better option.  

I knew from my personal links with the participants that none of them owns a car and 

they mostly rely on public transportation for moving around. Even a taxi was not hinted at in 

their discussion. Because transportation is viewed as dangerous and exposes women to 

inconvenience and harassment, along with the absence of a private car, many women in 

Manshiet Nasser have opted to work within the area to avoid the hazards encountered by their 

peers who work outside. Having had participants working outside I have quoted some of the 

incidents they were exposed to and retold to their friends: 

 NASHWA: I was once on a microbus with a bearded driver and I was the last 

passenger. The driver’s gazes were not comforting and the door of the car had 

something broken, which added to my fears. I decided to stop before my original 

end point and took another bus rather than continue with this man. There is a 

proverb that says “slander your money rather than slander yourself
44

”  

During another incident during which I was also the last passenger, the 

driver told me do not you know that the last woman on the bus gets kidnapped? But 

                                                           
43

 Nesma is around 28 years old. She is single. She did not join the formal education but finished literacy classes. 

She works in APE 

44
 هيه قزشك ولا تهيه وفسك 
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I told him that I am not afraid and God is with me. I also told him you won’t do 

anything to me and so he did not mention anything until I went down. 

Additionally, the chaos ruling the usage of the public space was considered a factor 

menacing their physical safety.  

 NASHWA: The side streets are usually not clean or organized. There are many 

workshops there, and the trucks are randomly parked, the cattle and dogs are not 

tied. I could easily stumble into anything in the dark or get chased after by a dog or 

so.  

 

This area is in ―El Zarayeb‖ area. It has a lot of garbage including dead animals and the 

street is very slippery and I could easily slip. Also near the area there are violent dogs, 

but I couldn‘t take their picture as I was scared 
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This picture is shot in ―El Zarayeb‖, a street called Saad Azer. The area is locally known as 

―Mostashfayat‖ (meaning hospitals) because the garbage there is the waste of hospitals. It‘s 

very unsafe on the health level, we are scared to walk fearing a needle or anything with blood 

gets into our feet. We are afraid to place any food in our balconies fearing from flies carrying 

contamination from this waste. The scenery there is also horrible; there is a lot of blood and 

sometimes organs or dead stuff.  

One of the obvious differences in the narratives of women from Manshiet Nasser and 

those from Heliopolis is the discourse on the “standard or quality of people”. This term was not 

even uttered by any of the participants from Manshiet Nasser. As I inquired about the men who 

are alarming to them in the public space, all women agreed that there was no clear description. 

 MARTHA and NESMA: the old men are more than the young 
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 BASMA:  Outer looks no longer tell. The youth in our area are following the latest 

fashion trends so you can’t tell a delinquent guy from a decent one.  

 MADIHA: There is no clear description; there are men the age of my dad who do 

strange things. It’s not the poor only, there are ones with cars and they look very 

decent and they harass and call onto girls to ride with them. It has nothing to do 

with rich and poor or old and young, it has to do with the environment and the 

upbringing.  

 

This a view of one of the Qahwa Baladi, the picture is blurred as I was sneaking to take it, by 

placing the camera on the level of my waist and pressed the shutter button so the man doesn‘t 

see me. We usually get verbally harassed by similar men.  

There was quite a controversy that I have noticed within the women‟s narratives; focus 

group members and NASHWA have confirmed that they are harassed in their area on the route 
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to their work and that the areas mostly potential for harassment are the streets on which an 

Qahwa Baladi is located, only MADIHA has denied being exposed to harassment from men in 

the area.  

 

This area is known as ―El Sekka‖ as there is a railway passing through the edge of the area 

facing the autostrad. This area lacks any lighting at night and is full of Qahawa Baladi which 

makes it very unsafe for us to walk through it. 

 NASHWA: You could find that someone from my area seeing me harassed and he 

does not protect me. Men from my area could also harass me. 

 MADIHA: I get harassed on the street outside of my area on the way to the bus 

stop and in the transportation. No one harasses from my area, on the contrary 

they defend me against men from outside. Even while passing by “Qahawa 

Baladi” no one in my area says anything, but if I passed by an “Qahwa” “down” 

they would.  
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What has been agreed upon by all women that no man dares to physically harass a 

woman from his area, because of the closed community and the fact that everyone knows the 

other; hence a fight could erupt due a physical harassment incident.  

On the other hand, physical harassment takes place from preparatory kids, which is the 

same problem Heliopolis residents complained about; this remarkable discussion took place as I 

inquired about other common areas of harassment: 

 MARTHA: yeah El Gabarty school  

 BASMA: but those are kids 

 MARTHA: you do not get scared except of those preparatory kids!! They 

do strange things (with a shy smile on her face) 

 HEND: they could hit you on the back! 

 BASMA: no no(emphasizing) there is worse than this as well (not 

mentioning what but just stating the fact) 
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This is a dumping site in El Zarayeb area and its usually children who work in it. These children 

are dangerous for they throw us with stones whenever we pass by this particular site 

As I inquired about the common acts of violence and threats to safety in the area; adultery 

(and prostitution), theft and fights using white weapons
45

 were the top ranking crimes throughout 

the focus group and interviews. Honor crimes were also said to be common, but they were not 

truly “honor” crimes; some participants indicated that the women were killed for exposing a 

family secret, while others said they were victims and others said they were truly honor crime for 

the woman was maltreated by her husband or forced to get married so she committed adultery. 

The exact motive behind this type of crime is unknown, however what is known is that most of 
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the murders committed in the area are against women.  Women (specifically wives) are the 

typical victims of murders, while men are victims during street fights.  

Adultery and prostitution entailed more than honor crimes; women‟s reputation was 

highly at stake in the area. Risk of reputation was discussed at length as I posed a question 

checking if there was a best time for women‟s presence in the public space.  

 MARTHA and BASMA: it’s not preferable for women in our area to get out, 

after sunset. This is mainly to avoid people’s talk; “where is she coming from 

where is she going?” 

So as I interfered to comment that accessing public space at night is merely to avoid talks and not 

for the presence of risks, I was confronted with these points of view 

 MARTHA: people’s talk is risk also!  

 BASMA: …people’s talk is the basis of risk. In our area it’s really hard hard 

(emphasis), people keep asking where is she going and coming from 

 MARTHA: people translate our actions the way they want and start inventing 

stories like we were out dating.  

 BASMA: well for me I can’t go out at night without my husband 

 MARTHA: when I go to visit my sister, I can’t return at night, so I sleep over, 

then return in the morning to my work directly. Even so, once I returned the 

other day from another route so some people started asking me where were you? 
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I actually prefer people who ask me rather than those who interpret on their 

own.  

The discussion continued as I posed another question on night shifts and whether women 

would accept taking night shifts for triple their current salary.  

 NESMA: if within my area, maybe 

 MARTHA: a woman in Heliopolis could accept it, for she has her own car and 

people know where she is working but in our area it’s hard. In our area the 

proverb “reputation precedes life”
46

 applies. It means your life could come to an 

end, but your reputation (especially the bad one) will not. This proverb applies 

throughout all of Egypt  

 MARTHA: the problem is that prostitution is widespread; most women fear 

their husbands go to “rented” apartments. On the other hand, most men think 

all women, apart from their wives, are prostitutes. 

 NASHWA : Impossible!! Because of people’s talk and I can’t guarantee the 

quality of people present on the streets at midnight. They could annoy me and 

there might not be people who could defend or protect me.  

Although participant MARTHA hinted that Heliopolis residents could accept night shifts 

due to their access to cars, Heliopolis residents themselves did not feel they could drive that late 
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by themselves. The quality of people present at midnight or after was referred to by both groups 

of residents.  

Phadke‟s (2007) risk reputation is a serious risk affecting women in Manshiet Nasser. 

Nevertheless, women have developed some techniques in order to be able to visit relatives such 

as sleeping over at sisters or brothers and return in the morning or call a brother to pick them up. 

However, most women in the area have given up accessing the public space after nine or 

maximum ten in the evening. As I asked about whether a brother could pick his sister very late at 

night, NASHWA assured that people would still blame the girl and question from where the 

brother picked her up.  

Accordingly, women are very vulnerable to people‟s talk, harassment (from kids, young 

and old), abduction, drug addicts, and even dogs and cattle. The presence of policing was not 

perceived as a source of increased security.  

 MARTHA: No the police officers do not add to our security. In big, serious 

fights, they come and take money from both fighting parties and leave. 

 BASMA: In serious fights they do not show up except after people have almost 

killed each other 

 MARTHA(elaborating on her first comment): after they take bribes from the 

participants in the fights, they go and collect innocent people so that they return 

to the station with “convicts” 
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Work Inside or Work Outside: This is the Question 

The discussions on women‟s work and the place of work were highly informative and 

unlike Heliopolis‟ residents whose areas of work had nothing to do with safety, the areas of work 

of Manshiet Nasser women were deeply embedded in the discourse on sexual safety and 

reputation.  

Both of my interviewees who worked outside of the area have opted for this option due to 

the unavailability of work inside the area and their need for money to secure their future and 

possiblly assist in furnishing their future houses when they get married. I had an elaborate 

discussion with participant NI on what she most hated about the area and it was through this 

discussion that the link between the area of work and the risks of loss of matrimonial opportunity 

and a questioning of sexual virtue was rendered explicitly: 

 CAROLINE: Has the area changed since you were a child? Can you elaborate? 

 NASHWA: The only thing that has changed is people’s fashion. However, there are 

negative habits that, since I was born, are still prevailing. So the change is in the 

clothes and they are no longer less than the people living in wealthy areas, but in 

terms of habits it’s impossible for them to change 

 CAROLINE: Why do not you like the area? 

 NASHWA: The prejudice prevailing based on the time people go in and out of the 

neighborhood annoys me. If someone returns late they would think that this person 

was in a bad place, or if he has a bad friend then he is a bad person. A girl shouldn’t 

return late. After 9pm is not good for a girl’s reputation; they would start saying 
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her work finishes early then she must have been in a bad place or was with 

“someone”    

 CAROLINE: Would being out till late with a friend or a colleague give you any 

extra freedom or prevent people’s talks? 

 NASHWA: No, they would think we are a “duetto” (duet) together and know each 

other’s secrets and we are going together to the same “place”. When I go to my 

sister’s, who is a street next to our house, I call my brother to come and pick me up 

so as to avoid the comments of neighbors (who are family as well) ….  

 CAROLINE: What else don’t you like? 

 NASHWA: The wedding night, they have to wait for…(the honor I continued) it’s 

awful, look this has stopped in many other places, but not in our area. Even in our 

family, during my sister’s wedding she did not want to pass through this but 

because she was working outside the area, she was forced to. My family told her 

“it’s because you are working and outside you have to do it”. People have doubts in 

the girl who works. Working outside the area exposes me to this more than working 

inside of it, because working inside people see where am I going but outside they do 

not know anything,  

 CAROLINE: If you were working in the NGO would it happen? 

 NASHWA: Yeah my parents would do it, but maybe wait till the following day. 

However, now that I'm working outside they will do it on the same night. 

MADIHA also referred to her disapproval of the traditions still prevailing in the area: 
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 MADIHA: It’s an informal area, because there is no planning for it 

and the people are still behaving in a disorganized way. They have improved or 

developed from the outside, but not the inside, their thinking is still Aasha’wai.  

She did not refer to the wedding and showcasing of a woman‟s honor, however she did not 

perceive that working outside exposes her to more questioning on part of other people. She 

usually returns at seven and rarely at nine. She is convinced that as long as a girl is decent no one 

would speak about her and as I asked her to define what she meant by “decent girl” she said: 

A decent girl is known from the way she behaves and talks. She walks 

minding her business, she does not laugh out loud in public, she does not yell or 

call out others , she does not jolly or poke fun with others using hand. She sets 

boundaries or limits that she does not cross and does not allow others as well to 

cross. However, if she dresses in a way that isn‘t acceptable and laughs loud, 

once she is late they wouldn‘t find excuses for her 

Most women felt that despite the inconveniences of working outside or even inside, work 

was important to sustain their future households and it teaches the woman many things. Learning 

how to deal with different people with different mindsets (than those prevailing in the area) was 

one of the benefits of working outside.  

Contrary to this participant MARTHA felt that a woman should work only if the 

household needs the financial support. She firmly believed in the breadwinner model, whereby 

the woman‟s place is at home taking care of all its related duties and a man‟s role is to work and 

earn for the family. She defended her belief by referring to how working women have exploited 
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their position by disrespecting their husbands (being equal breadwinners) and the marriages 

collapsed because of that.   

Manshiet Nasser Residents’ Technologies of the Self 

Most of the women who have participated with me have been working inside Manshiet 

Nasser and this by itself is a technology of self, for they are protecting themselves from exposure 

to risks outside their area. I have also referred to other techniques such as spending the night over 

at their sisters‟ and return the other day in the morning. 

Additionally, some of them indicated that while finishing some errands in the area, they 

would wear something similar to an “Abaya” (long lose dress) to hint at the purpose of their 

presence on the streets and that it is within the area. In terms of clothes, some also mentioned 

that their dress code while they are with their fiancés differs than when they are on their own. 

Being with a male partner gives them more space to wear some “tight” clothes or “Bermuda” 

pants.  

One woman indicated she is never afraid because she knows how to take revenge if she 

got harassed. She reiterated an incident when her sister hit a man who intentionally bumped into 

her, with her slipper.  

Most women go shopping with an escort usually a friend, cousin, or sibling to decrease 

their vulnerability to harassment and have a support in case of any trouble.  

As a result, with reference to Phadke (2007) “ the manufacture of both purpose and 

respectability in order to legitimize women‟s presence in public space”, most women from  
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Manshiet Nasser have subconsciously worked on manufacturing purpose (through certain dress 

code such as Abaya, or returning with obvious shopping bags) and respectability (by minding 

their own business, not laughing outloud…etc) to legitimize their presence in the public space.  
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CONCLUSION  

The costs of violence against women, apart from the human costs, go 

beyond lowered economic production and reduced human capital formation but 

also include the costs associated with political and social instability through 

intergenerational transmission of violence, as well as the funds required for 

programs for victims/survivors of violence (Secretary General Report on VAW 61 

session of GA. P 36)  

 

My Internship..A Guide 

My internship with UNIFEM has helped me choose the framework for my research. The 

ample literature and internal reports and documents that I have had access to, have introduced me 

to the conceptualization of safety within the UN and the concept of safety audits, which is a 

novel approach not yet practiced in Egypt. 

I have used the themes and adapted some of the questions that were posed in safety audit 

tours to develop my own questionnaires and focus groups. As a result, my focus groups 

indirectly tapped on different themes related to women‟s security without intimidating my 

participants.   

The visual component of my research was also inspired from the safety audits. I have 

found that when women were asked to reflect on their daily routes, they find certain threats that 

they might not think of while participating in a focus group or interview. The visual content has 

confirmed the premise on which this research has been based on – that is – the presence of other 

threats encountered by women in Cairo‟s public spaces. The pictures the participants took 

covered most of the themes covered in the focus groups and interviews, despite the fact that 
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some of these pictures were taken before the actual focus group or interview took place and 

without the participants‟ knowledge of what the interviews would entail.  

Interestingly, Manshiet Nasser‟s pictures were all taken in daylight confirming women‟s 

narratives on the difficulty of being present out in public spaces after sunset. Some of the 

pictures were also taken from a distance to avoid questioning, since they were only protected by 

their presence as a group of women.  

Heliopolis‟ pictures however, included a couple of shots which were taken during the 

night, indicating the relative freedom of accessing public space at night which women in 

Heliopolis have compared to Manshiet Nasser‟s. Interestingly, many of the Heliopolis 

participants‟ photos were shot while they were in their cars. Some indicated that they were afraid 

from questioning, while others seemed to be comfortable taking shots through their cars. This 

again confirms that women living in Heliopolis feel safest in their cars while maneuvering 

around the city. 

As a result, the visual content has linked narratives with practices. It has revealed that the 

narratives I recorded from my focus groups and interviews were not just “talk” where women‟s 

practices were different. I have placed the pictures based on each theme covered in the focus 

groups or interviews. I have not commented on them, merely leaving the participants‟ comments 

as they are. In doing this, I wanted the reader to get engaged and interpret the links between the 

narratives and the pictures on her or his own.  

Additionally, through my presence in UNIFEM, I have participated in several meetings 

with women‟s networks and NGOs working at the grassroots level. These have helped me better 
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understand the nature of informal settlements (like Manshiet Nasser). They confirmed that 

women are willing to talk about their concerns, but in the presence of female researchers they 

knew well and this has guided me in deciding to just focus on the women I know from the 

Association for the Protection of the Environment (APE), for I have had established a long term 

relationship with them.  

It is this strong relationship that has helped me get their visual materials. These women 

have taken many pictures of the areas they fear most in Manshiet Nasser. They told me “if it 

were you who tried to take these pictures you would have been scolded”. They were a bit scared 

themselves when they were taking them, but they went in a group of five to support each other 

and provide different views.  

Personal security a neglected issue 

Having had access to the Safe City Greater Cairo project proposal and related literature 

also assisted me in understanding that personal security is becoming a serious issue in urban 

areas. Violence has and is increasing as a result of the impact of complex forces (such as 

neoliberalism and globalization, yet not exclusively) on city life. With two-thirds of humanity 

estimated to be living in towns and cities by 2030 (UN habitat
47

), personal security of city 

residents becomes imperative.  

Personal security is, thus, an important aspect of gender justice and of social 

development. “Fear for personal safety is a major factor in limiting personal mobility which 
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effects large numbers of individuals, particularly in inner city areas” (Lynch and Atkins 1988: 

260).  

In urban settings, intersections of insecurity occur based on, and are compounded by, 

factors such as gender, race and class identities and/or nationality status.  Generalized violence 

also „hides‟ specific forms of violence against specific groups – such as against women and other 

socio-economic and ethnic minorities.  Concerns with urban crime often focus on protecting 

property rather than lives, with acts of violence against women and girls, or other minority and 

excluded groups, considered as isolated cases by indiscriminate perpetrators (UNIFEM 2009-1).   

Nevertheless, as I have argued, perceptions of safety and risk are gendered experiences. 

Not only do men and women worry about the same risks but with different degrees, also both 

perceive different risks. Women not only perceive and experience cities differently then men, but 

they also use public spaces in different ways. Women often go shorter distances but to more 

diverse destinations in fulfilling their productive and reproductive roles, while men tend to go 

longer distances to a fixed destination that is their workplace (UNIFEM 2009 -1). 

It is argued that women are exposed to higher violence in the private domain than in the 

public and that it is men who are more prone to violence in the public sphere. However, official 

statistics do not register the violence and intimidations women encounter everyday in urban 

public spaces. A clear and known (by now) reason behind this, is women‟s embarrassment to 

report, especially when it is a man they are going to report to. Hence the continuous violence 

against women, which includes intimidation, groping, sexual comments and harassment, threats, 

and other nuisance crimes with sexual undertones, goes unnoticed and underreported.  
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The social construction of safety 

Danger could be real or simply perceived (or imagined), but both influence women‟s 

behavior in public spaces. Lynch and Atkins (1988) quoting Hough & Mayhew (1985) have 

expressed the sentiments of many of my respondents, arguing   

 

There is nothing irrational in worrying about an occurrence that may be very 

unlikely to happen, but is exceedingly distressing if it does. 

 

 

My research has confirmed that women‟s perceptions of risk in public spaces are 

influenced by both the social and the physical settings. Fear is socially produced through 

different sources of knowledge. Primarily knowledge is garnered from personal experience as 

well as from conversations with other women who may have been victims.  

Parental and spousal admonitions are another source of knowledge. As children, women 

are inundated with parental and societal warnings regarding their behavior and appearance in 

public. “Norms” on how they should walk, talk and dress in public have influenced their 

mindsets that they have automatically developed defensive strategies to maneuver safely in the 

public spaces. 

Highly publicized media stories also affect the social production of fear. As indicated by 

my participants, media plays an important role in their perceptions of risks. The vast number of 

television and satellite channels along with the numerous newspapers are competing to report the 

most violent and horrifying incidents. This often misleads people‟s (women‟s) impressions of the 



www.manaraa.com

 

113 

 

frequency of such incidents.  It additionally exacerbates women‟s fear of the public spaces, to the 

extent that some women could have developed “agoraphobia
48

”  

I add another newer source of knowledge –that is- emails (see Appendix One).   Women 

(and men) from Heliopolis (and others who have access to emails) including myself are 

receiving, almost on a monthly basis ,an email warning about a new way of kidnapping, theft (of 

cars, credit cards), harassment and rape. The point is we never know the source of these emails, 

and they get easily disseminated to large numbers of people. I personally remember when I was 

an undergraduate, an email was widely sent to many women (and possibly men) warning us not 

to take taxis as there was an insane taxi driver in Heliopolis who kidnaps girls. I recall very well 

that I stopped taking taxis to the bus stop to reach my university for some time and my parents 

used to drive me to the bus stop early mornings.  

Empowerment…again? 

The research aimed at expanding the scope of investigation on violence and threats 

experienced by women in public spaces. It also intended to juxtapose the UN narrative on safety 

with that of the research participants‟. In doing so, it has tapped on an often “exploited” term in 

the development field – women‟s empowerment.   

Women‟s narratives on themes such as work, adaptation techniques and threats have been 

the driving forces for my reflections on empowerment. Kabeer (1999) has guided my thinking 

accordingly. Kabeer argues that empowerment is hard to define, but she sets certain benchmarks 
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that could guide in grasping what the term entails. She explained that empowerment could be 

viewed as the expansion in people‟s ability to make strategic life choices in a context where this 

ability was previously denied to them (Kabeer 1999:437). 

Mahotra, Schuler and  Boender (2002) described Kabeer‟s definition as distinct  because 

it contained two elements which help distinguish empowerment from other closely related 

concepts: 1) the idea of process, or change from a condition of disempowerment, and 2) that of 

human agency and choice, which she qualifies by saying that empowerment implies “choices 

made from the vantage point of real alternatives” and without “punishingly high costs”. 

Additionally, Mahotra, Schuler and Boender (2002) hint at the availability of different 

attempts by scholars to develop a comprehensive understanding of empowerment by thinking of 

it as a process with several components. Kabeer‟s articulation as a choice making process 

entailed three inter-related components: resources, which form the conditions under which 

choices are made; agency, which is at the heart of the process through which choices are made, 

and achievements, which are the outcomes of choices.  

Resources, however, are argued to be considered as catalysts or enabling factors for 

empowerment and are not empowerment per se. Hence, education and/or employment are 

viewed as enabling factors of empowerment. Thus, women‟s access to education does not mean 

they are empowered. “Agency”, however, is the essence of empowerment, and achievements are 

the outcomes.  

Considering this in the context of the Safe Cities approach and my research is vital. First 

it is important to understand a term coined by Bourdieu - doxa” which indicates the aspects of 
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tradition and culture which are so taken for granted that they have become naturalized (Kabeer 

1999:441). 

Throughout women‟s narratives it is clear that some of the techniques women adopted 

were in line with “doxa”, such as not going out late at night, while others were implicitly 

challenging it. For instance, the mere presence of few women in Manshiet Nasser working 

outside the area challenged the taken for granted norm of women not working outside their 

neighborhood, is one form of agency. Maybe in that case safety is not the resource that led to this 

agency but maybe their education and critical awareness of the importance of exposure to people 

from different backgrounds.  

According to Kabeer (1999), safety, economic status and class should all be viewed as 

resources and these resources emerged in this research as affecting women‟s agency and 

mobility.  For example, it was clear that the travel patterns of Manshiet Nasser women were 

more constrained by security fears than those of Heliopolis (due to lack of access to a car and 

prevailing traditions). However, some women from Heliopolis showed constrained mobility 

practices as well due to perceived fear and did not make use of their economic status and class as 

resources. This is perfectly in line with Mahotra, Schuler and  Boender (2002:9) who emphasized 

the following: 

While resources—economic, social and political--are often critical in 

ensuring that women are empowered, they are not always sufficient. Without 

women‘s individual or collective ability to recognize and utilize resources in their 

own interests, resources cannot bring about empowerment. 
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This is extremely imperative for UNIFEM and Safe Cities approaches working on 

empowering women. Safety is a resource that UNIFEM seeks to make available for women so 

they could have greater access to public space (more mobility as an achievement). However, 

without the essence of empowerment – the agency component - resources cannot lead to 

achievements. So if the project succeeds in making spaces safer, but women have not recognized 

and utilized this due to presence of factors hindering agency, no achievement would take place.   

Safety is NOT enough 

Trench, Oc and Tiersdell (1992) argue that women‟s fear of threats on public spaces are 

believed to be tackled using one of three strategies;  general environmental improvements,  

segregation, and tackling directly the root causes of crime.   

General environmental improvement is one of the strategies adopted by UNIFEM with 

the help of the safety audit tool. I have discussed this aspect with UNIFEM‟s country coordinator 

explaining that design can only create the preconditions for a safer environment, but cannot be a 

substitute for changing the conduct of the offending individual. I also added that those who are 

determined on criminal activity (such as drug consumption, harassment or theft) will not be 

deterred by changes in the built environment alone; they would actually find ways to destroy 

such environment in ways that fits their activities. For example increased lighting in an alley or a 

side street could be halted by the criminal‟s throwing of a simple stone to break the lamp.  

In response the country coordinator emphasized that improving the built environment is 

only one outcome out of four outcomes targeted by the project. She confirmed that UNIFEM 
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Egypt realized the Egyptian context in which this project will be implemented and that they did 

not miss other aspects influencing safety in a given space when designing their program.  

On the other hand, segregation which involves separate protected provision of services 

reserved partly or solely for women is highly controversial. It is viewed by some institutions and 

policy makers as a “resource” that will help women in achieving more access to public spaces. It 

was completely refused by UNIFEM. 

 Literature (Lynch and Atkins 1988, Loukaitou-Sideris and Fink 2008) shows that women 

seem to have mixed reactions to segregation. Some women, as participant AMAL, did not 

necessarily trust all other women and felt like “an alien” amongst other women, which 

intimidates her to use the women only car in the underground. Others feel segregated transport 

facilities would draw attention to them as targets.  

Last March, women only taxis were introduced to Cairo streets
49

. I sent different female 

friends emails asking them what they felt and here are some of the feedbacks I got: 

I think that's a great idea to solve the problem of sexual harassment. on the other 

hand I think there is a dilemma...through the cafes, taxis for females though safer 

I believe we are in danger of legalizing segregation; it is like ur saying ok to 

segregation rather than make men and women assimilate in healthy way in the 

society, I'm not against having female drivers, I'm only reflecting that making 

cabs only for females can have its downfalls on the long run along with other 

"female only services (LN) 

In my opinion, this is a disaster!!  

It's an unhealthy sign of a society going BACKWARDS. 

Instead of solving the problem "sexual harassment" we are only solving the 

symptoms & now the problem of harassment will get uglier, as men will see less 
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women around, so the first female that will be seen around will take a more harsh 

share of harassment.  

We are turning into Saudi Arabia, because before we know it, people will 

give you THE look (howa enty ezay say3a kda) when u start ridding the normal 

cabs & why wouldn‘t extremist start banning the men & women to ride in same 

cab together!!! 

This is simply UNHEALTHY !! (YOUSRA)  

 

It's ok to have women as drivers DEFINITELY I AM FOR THIS and i respect 

women who struggle for their living and do not care if men would be mean to 

them... actually they are the ones standing against the problem. 

YES for women as taxi drivers NO for women only riding with women.(MN) 

Hence, segregation is like putting a bandage on a deep cut that needs surgery. It is a 

strategy which leaves the environment as dangerous as it ever was but exempts women from the 

consequences. Again, looking from an empowerment perspective, segregation will NOT 

empower women, for it will perpetuate the notion that women must operate under some kind of 

protection and thus may actually contribute to increasing women's fear of crime and violence, 

discouraging even more women from using public transport/spaces and hindering their mobility. 

 So we are left with the last strategy, which is tackling the root causes of the problem or 

VAW & G. Stanko (1997:488 ) has helped me articulate a crucial finding in relation to this: 

 ―Lurking within our safety talk is an acknowledgement of blame –both 

from the self as well as from the wider community if they get it wrong. ―Woman‖ 

recognizes that what is at risk is more than just an encounter with men‘s violence. 

It is also a risk of self, a fear of being judged to be imprudent or to be exposed as 

being beyond prudence. Many criminologists fail to see our fear of crime as a 

display of our boundaries of self respectability, constructed within the many 

features of a gender stratified society‖.  

This research has highlighted the seriousness of women‟s reputation. The risk of 

reputation exacerbates feelings of vulnerability. Women are always the ones being blamed for 

any harm that happens to them. If they get harassed, they are blamed for dressing inappropriately 
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or not following the modest codes of behavior. If they return late, they are perceived as having 

been out on a date or had an affair with someone. Even when they get raped, they are blamed for 

having seduced the criminal. Women‟s reputation is always at stake and young ones in particular 

fear for their marriageability if their good reputation is in anyway questioned. 

The Egyptian Center for Women‟s Rights (ECWR) study “Clouds in Egypt‟s sky” 

concluded that 53.8% of the men they surveyed blamed men‟s sexual harassment of women on 

the women. Media also portrayed the fact that women are always blamed for any aggression 

perpetuated against them, as was the case in Youssra‟s “Qadeyat Ra‘y Aam” (a public opinion 

case), a soap opera aired on the Egyptian Channel One during Ramadan, where three women 

were raped and the struggles they confronted when one of them decided to report the incident.  

 As a result, I find that in order to grant women more mobility, safety alone as a resource 

is not enough. What is also needed is similar to what Kabeer (1999:441) has suggested; “the 

passage from doxa to a more critical consciousness through the creation of competing 

alternatives, so that “common sense” propositions of culture begin to lose their naturalized 

character”. Programs like Safer Cities Greater Cairo Region need to work on changing the norms 

(doxa) related to women‟s reputation and the discourse on prudent versus imprudent and decent 

versus indecent woman.  

This is partially fulfilled in the Greater Cairo program where another (one was the 

improved infrastructure) expected outcome of the project is the increased awareness of local 

communities on women and girls‟ rights in public spaces. The activities designed for this 

outcome also seem promising; however they are mainly focusing on sexual harassment. As a 
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result, I recommend that UNIFEM orients the activities of the third outcome in a way that 

encompasses norms about women‟s reputation in general and work on providing “competing 

alternatives” to shake the naturalized comprehension on women‟s integrity, which would be  

major resources affecting women‟s agency.     

Final words.. 

Safety, as Phadke (2007) mentioned, is directly linked to the level of claim that one feels 

to a space. It is the recognition of women as citizens with legitimate rights to the public space 

that has the capacity to convert women‟s relationship to the public space and the public space‟s 

reaction to their presence. Thus, “safe city for women is safe city for everyone”, for when the 

city belongs to all citizens, it is safer to everybody. 
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Appendix One 

Warnings Emails 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An email warning Christian girls from a new way of kidnapping them 
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An email warning from a way of robbery during daylight.  
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An email warning from another form of robbery. 
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An email warning from a new form of kidnapping women (regardless of religion). 
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Appendix Two 

El Ethnein Article 
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