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Egypt – Researched and compiled by the Refugee Documentation 
Centre of Ireland on 13 September 2013 
 
Women Rights in Egypt, especially rights of single mothers and 
divorced women Can they keep children after divorce? Is police 
protection against attacks by family in-laws available for single mothers 
and divorced women available in Egypt? Is internal relocation to Cairo 
currently an option for a single divorced mother of two children? What 
support is there for women victims of domestic violence in Egypt? Any 
information on the treatment of female daughters in Egypt. Can they be 
stopped from going to school? 
 
Referring to the final draft of a new constitution a Human Rights Watch report, 
in a section titled “Women’s Rights”, states: 
 

“One positive development is that the final draft no longer includes what had 
been article 68 in earlier drafts on women’s rights, which stipulated that 
equality for women would be subject to conformity with rulings of Islamic law, 
a provision strongly promoted by Salafi members of the assembly. However, 
the draft no longer lists ‘sex’ as one of the grounds for prohibiting 
discrimination, as no grounds are named. Article 30 now states that, ‘Citizens 
are equal before the law and equal in rights and obligations without 
discrimination,’ without specifying whom this provision covers. Read together 
with article 10, the failure to specify discrimination on the grounds of gender 
becomes problematic, Human Rights Watch said. Article 10 says: 

 
The state shall provide free motherhood and childhood services and 
shall balance between a woman’s obligations toward the family and 
public work. The state shall provide for special care and protection for 
single mothers, divorced women and widows. 

 
The state’s role should be confined to ensuring equality and non-
discrimination, without interfering with a woman’s choices about her life, 
family, and profession or to justify discrimination on that basis, Human Rights 
Watch said. In addition, language prohibiting trafficking of women in a 
previous draft has been excluded from the final draft.” (Human Rights Watch 
(30 November 2012) Egypt: New Constitution Mixed on Support of Rights) 

 
A document published by the United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF), in a 
paragraph headed Divorce rights, states: 
 

“Egyptian women have the right to seek divorce; however, in order to receive 
financial compensation the woman must prove damage. Women can also 
seek divorce without the burden of evidence, but if they do they have to return 
their dowry and do not receive any alimony. If the husband initiates the 
divorce, the woman has the right to alimony.” (UNICEF (United Nations 
Children's Fund) (27 November 2011) Egypt - MENA Gender Equality Profile: 
Status of Girls and Women in the Middle East and North Africa) 



2 
 

 
An article from the independent Egyptian newspaper Daily News Egypt states: 
 

“While divorce is never an enjoyable process, women in Egypt have 
particularly painful experiences, especially if they struggled with abusive 
husbands, addicts, or philanderers. The divorce experience leaves many 
Egyptian women many either traumatised or stigmatised years after.” (Daily 
News Egypt (12 June 2013) On the social stigma of divorce) 

 
An FAQ document published by Promotion of Women’s Rights (Egypt), in 
response to the question “Can the Mother be Deprived of her Legal Custody 
over her Children? (Question 15), states: 
 

“The divorced (or widowed) mother who gets married again loses custody 
over her children. Custody will be given to her mother or to the mother of her 
former husband. The mother can also lose custody, on the request of the 
father, if the judge considers that the interest of the child requires such a 
decision (e.g. she abuses them, neglects them, etc.). She will also lose 
custody over her children when they reach the age of 15, unless the judge 
decides that it is in the best interest of the child to stay with her. According to 
Law No. 4 of 2005, the judge allows the children upon their reaching age 15 
to make a choice regarding which parent they wish to be their custodian.” 
(Promotion of Women’s Rights (Egypt) (March 2010) Personal Status Laws in 
Egypt: FAQ, p.24) 

 
A Social Institutions and Gender Index country profile on Egypt, in a section 
titled “Discriminatory Family Code”, states: 
 

“Women in Egypt face discrimination with regards to parental authority: 
Islamic law views fathers as the natural guardian of children; mothers are the 
physical custodians, but have no legal rights.  Following the introduction to 
new child custody laws in 2005, in the event of divorce women now retain 
custody of children until they are 15; this can be extended until the child 
reaches the age of 21 (or marries, in the case of girls), if the court deems this 
to be in the best interests of the child.” (Social Institutions and Gender Index 
(November 2011) Country Profiles: Egypt, Arab Rep.) 

 
A report from the Center for Egyptian Women's Legal Assistance (CEWLA 
foundation), in a section titled “1 - Personal status laws in Egypt:”, states: 
 

“Law No. 4 of 2005 on the custody age is as follows: 
• End the child custody by the age of 15. 
• The judge offers options to the child after reaching that age to stay with the 
custody mother until he or she reaches the majority age.” (Center for Egyptian 
Women's Legal Assistance (CEWLA foundation) (30 November 2009) The 
Shadow Report on the Status of Egyptian women in matters of personal 
status and forms of violence against women according to CEDAW 
convention) 

 
The 2012 US Department of State country report for Egypt, in a section titled 
“Discrimination, Societal Abuses, and Trafficking in Persons” (Section 6), 
states: 
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“Many aspects of the law discriminate against women and religious minorities, 
and the government did not effectively enforce prohibitions against such 
discrimination. In October 2011 the SCAF issued a decree making it a crime 
under the penal code to discriminate on the basis of gender, origin, religion, 
language, religion, or creed, but it was unclear whether the government 
handled cases of discrimination differently following the decree.” (US 
Department of State (19 April 2013) 2012 Country Reports on Human Rights 
Practices – Egypt, p.23) 

 
In a section titled “Women” this report states: 
 

“Domestic violence continued to be a significant problem. A 2011 academic 
survey conducted on a random sample of 1,503 households in Minya, Sohag, 
Cairo, and Alexandria found that 81 percent of men believed they had the 
right to beat their wives and daughters. The law does not prohibit domestic 
violence or spousal abuse, but provisions relating to assault may be applied, 
with accompanying penalties. However, the law requires that an assault 
victim produce multiple eyewitnesses, a difficult condition for domestic abuse 
victims, making prosecutions extremely rare. NGOs reported that police often 
treated domestic violence as a social rather than criminal matter.” (ibid, p.24) 

 
A Middle East Voices document on domestic violence in Egypt states: 
 

“In Egypt, domestic abuse is not a crime. When a woman is beaten by her 
husband, the authorities are seldom called. Hospital trauma centers see the 
extreme cases of internal bleeding and broken bones. Otherwise, it's only 
when marital violence shifts into child abuse that many women seek out help. 
According to a 2007 study by El Nadeem Center for Rehabilitation of Victims 
of Violence, 79 percent of Egyptian women (across all social classes and 
education levels) said they had personally experienced violence in the home. 
The shapes of this abuse included home imprisonment, humiliation, and 
beatings, as well as financial deprivation.” (Middle East Voices (13 November 
2012) Voices : Opening the Closed Door – Addressing Domestic Violence in 
Egypt) 

 
An Amnesty International news article, in a paragraph headed “Indifference 
and inaction”, states: 
 

“Authorities in Egypt have announced a number of laws and initiatives to 
protect women but they are yet to be implemented. Domestic violence is not 
criminalized as such but lumped together under ‘assault’. Nor is marital rape 
criminalized by the Penal Code. The new Constitution, adopted in a rushed 
referendum last December, has failed to protect the rights of women. The 
document sidelines women into roles as homemakers and dependents, and 
does not explicitly prohibit discrimination against them. Instead, the 
authorities are likely to use its provisions on Shari’a law to justify 
discrimination against women.” (Amnesty International (15 March 2013) 
Women stand up to wave of injustice and violence in Egypt) 

 
See also report published by Amnesty International which states: 
 

“Azza Suleiman said that given social pressures women find it difficult to talk 
about violence, especially honour crimes. She added: ‘Women who try to talk 
to the police are not treated well. Police always take a partial position – 
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blaming the women for ‘provoking’ their husband into beating them. There is 
also a culture of distrusting the police, as women fear being illtreated in police 
stations and being treated in an undignified way. And women simply don’t 
trust the judiciary.’ She believes that the main problem for women in Egypt is 
that they lack financial security and suffer from patriarchal and social taboos. 
‘This means they continue to endure abuse because they don’t believe there 
is an alternative and don’t believe they will get justice.’” (Amnesty 
International (15 March 2013) Fighting for Justice and Human Rights: Egypt’s 
Women Activists Tell of Their Struggle, p.14) 

 
A Freedom House report on women’s rights, in a section titled 
“Nondiscrimination And Access To Justice”, states: 
 

“Sustained efforts to address gender discrimination in access to justice have 
been met with immense political and social opposition. Cultural attitudes 
dissuade women from filing complaints in court, which is seen as a public 
exposure of personal problems. Instead, they are encouraged to deal with 
problems in a private, nonconfrontational manner, for instance through 
mediation within the family.” (Freedom House (3 March 2010) Women's 
Rights in the Middle East and North Africa 2010 – Egypt) 

 
In a section titled “Autonomy, Security, and Freedom of the Person” this report 
states: 
 

“While national laws guarantee women's personal security and autonomy, the 
government and private actors undermine these rights in practice. Although 
amendments to the personal status law made in 2000 instituted some positive 
changes, women's personal freedoms remain constricted, especially within 
the marital relationship. In addition, sexual and physical harassment continue 
in both the private and the public sphere, leaving women vulnerable to abuse 
in many facets of their lives.” (ibid) 

 
This section of the report refers to freedom of movement for Egyptian women 
as follows: 
 

“Freedom of movement, one of the most basic personal freedoms and a 
prerequisite to any reasonable level of autonomy, is restricted for women in 
some respects. In 2000, the Supreme Constitutional Court (Case 243 of the 
21st Judicial Year) ruled that women no longer needed the permission of their 
husbands or fathers to obtain passports and travel. However, a husband or 
father can still restrict a woman's travel if he obtains a court order to that 
effect, for example to prevent the woman's flight during a child-custody 
dispute. Social restrictions regarding appropriate behavior for women inhibit 
freedom of movement, particularly for those who live in rural areas and 
belong to socially and religiously conservative families. The notion that a man 
has the right to prohibit his wife from leaving the house, while still prevalent, is 
being increasingly contested even in rural contexts. Generally speaking, 
women of all backgrounds exercise their agency by seeking to negotiate the 
terms of their mobility, and they often do so successfully, enabling them to 
pursue greater opportunities for education or employment.” (ibid) 

 
A UN Human Rights Council report, in a section titled “Shelters” (paragraph 
31), states: 
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“At the time of the Special Rapporteur’s visit, there were no shelters 
specifically intended for trafficked persons. However, the Special Rapporteur 
visited shelters for women and girls who are victims of violence, maintained 
by NGOs under the supervision of the Ministry of Social Solidarity. There are 
reportedly nine shelters of this kind in Egypt. In Cairo and Alexandria, the 
Special Rapporteur visited two shelters which provide temporary refuge for 
battered women and assists their recovery and reintegration into their 
families. The shelter in Cairo has a maximum capacity of 22 persons, and 
four women and one child were staying at the shelter at the time of the 
Special Rapporteur’s visit. In 2009, the shelter accommodated 75 women, 
and none of them was reported to be trafficked. The shelter is designed to be 
a temporary refuge for victims of violence and they may only stay at the 
shelter for a maximum period of one month, except where the Supervisory 
Committee of the shelter determines that a longer stay may be permitted. The 
shelter in Alexandria accommodated 15 cases in 2009, none of which 
concerned trafficked persons. Most of the cases concerned physical or sexual 
violence within the domestic context. The Special Rapporteur observed that 
neither of the shelters provides adequate protection to victims of violence, as 
their predominant focus is on reconciling families through mediation so that 
women and girls can return to their families, rather than providing them with 
protection from violence and necessary support to address its root causes. 
Further, both shelters impose eligibility criteria, which exclude trafficked 
persons who are most likely to be unmarried and non-resident. For instance, 
these shelters do not accept divorced women. Women must also produce a 
valid identity card and be physically and mentally fit. They must also reside in 
the governorate where the shelter is located and must not have any close 
relatives in the same governorate.” (UN Human Rights Council (15 April 
2011) Report of the Special Rapporteur on Trafficking in Persons, Especially 
Women and Children : Addendum, Mission to Egypt, p.10) 

 
A UNICEF document on education for girls in Egypt states: 
 

“Yet here in rural southern Egypt, Yusriya recently had only a slim chance to 
even attend school. She lives just down a single-lane road from Al-
Soulieman, where tenant farmer families like hers dot wide fields. In this rural 
region, four and half hours south of the capital of Cairo, very few adults are 
educated – virtually none of them women. Yusriya’s mother and older sisters 
were not allowed to go to school, nor were any of her older female relatives.” 
(UNICEF (16 August 2010) Education reaches girls at a child-friendly school 
in rural Egypt) 

 
A case study published by academics Kaitlyn Coogan and Professor Diane 
Singerman from the School of International Service, in a section titled 
“Gendered Education”, states: 
 

"Women in Egyptian society do not have equal status to that of men. 
Singerman states, '[Women] were encouraged to see motherhood, within 
marriage, as their most valuable and relevant social role and their source of 
power, security and status…from early childhood they strove…to acquire the 
reputation for being a good marriage partner'. The role of women in society 
directly affects the choice to send girls to school. Families measure the 
opportunity costs for sending daughters to school and find that 'girls 
performed valuable household chores'. The costs far outweigh the benefits 
when later in life women are meant to marry and remain in the home, 
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according to many rural families in Upper Egypt. Gender roles affect future 
employment as well which all leads back to the initial decision to send girls to 
school.” (Coogan, Kaitlyn & Singerman, Diane (2011) Community Schools In 
Rural Egypt: Hardly Ancient, Highly Innovative – A Case Study of Education 
in Egypt, p.35) 

 
This response was prepared after researching publicly accessible information 
currently available to the Research and Information Unit within time 
constraints. This response is not and does not purport to be conclusive as to 
the merit of any particular claim to refugee status or asylum. Please read in 
full all documents referred to. 
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