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Introduction 

 The current regime in Egypt has embarked on a campaign of stifling political activism 

and dissent domestically. Countless individuals have been arrested, tortured, imprisoned and 

executed since al-Sisi’s rise to power. The judicial system is corrupt and it charges defendants 

on the basis of vague laws. These human rights violations that are routinely perpetrated by the 

regime have horrified international media and human rights organisations. While the world 

watched with enthusiasm Egyptians’ call for democracy and freedom in 2011 and Mubarak’s 

subsequent fall, human rights activists are very pessimistic of the current situation. Indeed, 

many have argued that the level of repression Egypt is currently witnessing tops that of 

Mubarak’s regime.  

 One of the groups of society that is currently facing wide-scale repression are women. 

Al-Sisi has used the topic of women to galvanise support among Egypt’s conservative 

elements, in order to portray himself as a staunch supporter of Islam despite his crackdown on 

the Muslim Brotherhood. This tactic has resulted in a wave of arrests of female online 

influencers, as well as belly-dancers and rape victims. Applying ruthlessly outdated and vague 

morality laws to these women is a new policy of the current regime, which seeks to gain support 

across the religious and cultural dividing lines in Egypt. Women have been reduced to 

scapegoats and instruments for al-Sisi’s political agenda. This has resulted in flagrant human 

rights violations, in particular the right to free trial.  

 This essay will seek to shed light on current events that illustrate this new tactic. It will 

then analyse the legal context, by highlighting the legal provisions that are used to prosecute 

these women. Notably, it will become clear that al-Sisi not only sought to revive outdated legal 

codes, but also introduced new laws that can be applied to virtually any situation that is in the 

interest of the regime. Finally, this paper will seek to place this phenomenon in the broader 

context of Sisi’s repression of political dissidents and activists. It will also briefly explain the 



peculiarities of the relationship the regime entertains with political Islam, that is to say, Sisi’s 

special relationship with the Salafi Al-Nour party and his animosity for the Muslim 

Brotherhood.  

 

A timeline of recent events 

 

 Since April 2020, the Egyptian regime has embarked on a campaign of massive 

prosecutions of women, who are targeted after posting online content that is deemed to breach 

public morals and decency. This encompasses a wide array of situations, ranging from the 

arrests of TikTok influencers to the persecution of victims of rape or sexual abuse.  

 When it comes to the repression of female TikTok influencers, according to a Human 

Rights Watch report, the content published by the defendants solely included (in the majority 

of cases) videos in which the women were depicted fully dressed. The first of such cases was 

the one of Haneen Hossam, who was arrested on April 21 2020 and who had a large social 

media support base and followers. She was arrested for posting a video on TikTok, which 

invited “her women followers to use another video-sharing platform, Likee, telling them they 

can earn money by making live videos for Likee that get more viewers”1. The prosecutors 

brought her to court on the grounds that her actions undermined family values and principles2. 

They joined to her case that of Mawadda al-Adham, who was arrested less than a month later, 

on the charges of once again “undermining family values and principles by “publishing 

‘indecent’ videos and creating and managing websites for that purpose”3. Three men who had 

assisted both women were charged as well4. The Economic Court in Cairo convicted both 

                                              
1 Egypt: Spate of Morality Prosecutions of Women, Human Rights Watch, August 17, 2020 

https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/08/17/egypt-spate-morality-prosecutions-women  
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid.  
4 Ibid. 

https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/08/17/egypt-spate-morality-prosecutions-women


women to 2 years jail sentences and a fine of 300,000 EGP each5. The reasoning of the court 

was that the videos of al-Adham were meant to seduce young men in order “to gain more 

viewership and followers to gain more money through advertisements”6. One may note that 

this way of reasoning attempts to draw a parallel to sex work, as the court stressed the link 

between seduction and gaining money. Besides, the court noted that al-Adham was wearing 

“revealing clothes” and was “dancing in an immoral way” on the videos7. Al-Adham’s lawyers 

demanded a review by the Constitutional Court, yet this request was rejected by the Cairo Court 

on the grounds that “such laws do not restrict free expression but are necessary to address 

‘deviant ideas’ and ‘moral degradation’”8.  

 In another internationally publicized case, Menna Abdelaziz was arrested on May 28 

for posting a video in which she testified to the beating and rape she had endured. While the 

Office of the Prosecutor General decided to investigate the rape, he also demanded her 

detention “as a suspect in morality-related offenses for her videos generally”9.  

 Moreover, the well-known TV personality Sama el-Masry was arrested and sentenced 

on June 29 2020 to 3 years imprisonment and a fine of 300,000 EGP for “public indecency”, 

due to her “sexually suggestive” YouTube and social media videos10.  She was also, in parallel 

to this case, trialled on July 6 for “inciting debauchery”11. Likewise, Manar Samy was 

prosecuted for “publishing sexually provocative videos on TikTok” that “undermined the 

values and family principles of the Egyptian society”12. Similarly, Sherifa Refaat and Noura 

Hisham were arrested on analogous charges, that is to say, for “undermining the family values 

of Egyptian society” and for posting “sexually suggestive pictures” that amounted to 

                                              
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. 



“incitement to prostitution”13. Menatullah Emad, Hadeer al-Hady and Basant Mohamed were 

also victims of this type of prosecutions for posting “indecent content”14 on social media 

platforms, in particular TikTok. 

 Belly-dancers have been targeted as well. As such, they are forced to work under strict 

scrutiny, in order to be able to continue dancing despite strict censorship and morality laws. 

Each “suggestive” movement or costume might lead them to court and imprisonment. Samir 

Sabry is a pro-regime lawyer who scrutinises belly-dancers and seeks to find those “violating” 

morality laws. His activities have led to the imprisonment of a significant number of belly-

dancers (1900 condemnations15). The extent to which this has been used by al-Sisi to stifle 

dissent is illustrated in the Mona Prince case. Mona Prince was a literature professor at Cairo’s 

University and she was dismissed solely because of a video in which she is seen dancing (fully-

dressed and at home). The video objectively does not contain any sexually suggestive material, 

however, Ms Prince’s human rights activism (including against the regime) was certainly the 

reason underlying this dismissal.  

 

Vague legal provisions allow wide-scale prosecution 

 It is widely recognized that law in order to be effective needs to strike a fine balance 

between being precise and yet wide enough in scope. As such, good law needs to encompass 

enough scenarios to make it applicable, but it needs to be restrictive as well, so as to prevent 

its application to virtually any situation. The latter characteristic is particularly important from 

a human rights perspective. If legal provisions are too broad, it is fairly simple for prosecutors 

and judges to apply these articles with a broad brush and thus incriminate indiscriminately. If 

this takes place in the context of authoritarian regimes, it allows politicians to target dissidents 

                                              
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Egypte : danser contre la censure, Arte, 22 july, 2020, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YXJrDaCFgGQ  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YXJrDaCFgGQ


by presumably solely applying law, regardless of the fact that the legal provisions at stake can 

be tailored to a plethora of situations. 

 Egypt is unfortunately not immune to this phenomenon. Its criminal law provisions, as 

well as those in other legal bodies, suffer from acute vagueness rendering their application 

boundless. Part 4 of the Egyptian Criminal Code addresses offenses against morals. It is worth 

noting that “morals” is a very imprecise term. It is unclear whether it refers to morals defined 

by culture and customs, or whether it ties back to religion. Furthermore, what used to be defined 

as morals in 1937, at the time of the code’s promulgation, might be an utterly different 

definition of what morals entail in Egypt’s current society.  

Article 2278 of part 4 of the Criminal Code stipulates that: “Whoever commits in public 

a scandalous act against pudency shall be punished with detention for a period not exceeding 

one year or a fine not exceeding three hundred pounds”16. This article is symptomatic of the 

systemic vagueness of legal provisions that are used to prosecute women. Indeed, it is evident 

that the terms “scandalous act” and “pudency” are regrettably vague in definition. This 

vagueness is not due to the English translation, as the Arabic original has the exact same flaw17. 

One wonders whether pudency is defined as a form of conduct, dress, speech or other. As to 

“scandalous act”, one is left to ponder whether there is a universal perception of scandal or 

whether what might be scandalous for somebody may not be for somebody else. Hence, it is 

evident that prosecutors and judges can easily demonstrate that a given situation violates 

“pudency” and constitutes a “scandalous act” given that they can tailor the breadth of scope of 

these terms depending on the case at hand.  

                                              
16 Egypt Criminal Code, 

http://www.ilo.ch/dyn/natlex/docs/ELECTRONIC/57560/111585/F1337119832/EGY57560.pdf 
-https://sherloc.unodc.org/res/cld/document/egy/1937/criminal-code-of ,”كل من فعل عالنية فعل فاضحا مخل بالحياء“ 17

egypt-arabic_html/Egypt_Criminal_Code_Arabic.pdf  

 

http://www.ilo.ch/dyn/natlex/docs/ELECTRONIC/57560/111585/F1337119832/EGY57560.pdf
https://sherloc.unodc.org/res/cld/document/egy/1937/criminal-code-of-egypt-arabic_html/Egypt_Criminal_Code_Arabic.pdf
https://sherloc.unodc.org/res/cld/document/egy/1937/criminal-code-of-egypt-arabic_html/Egypt_Criminal_Code_Arabic.pdf


This code also contains another provision that is routinely applied to prosecute women, 

namely article 80D. This article incriminates “each Egyptian who deliberately discloses abroad 

false or tendentious news, information or rumours on the country’s internal situation, which is 

all bound to weaken the country’s financial credibility, dignity, and prestige, or exercises, by 

any method whatsoever, an activity that is liable to cause damage and harm to the country’s 

national interests”18. This legal provision is also deceivingly vague. For instance, the terms 

“dignity” and “prestige”, in the context of a country, seem utterly imprecise. Once again, it is 

all too easy to apply this article to a significant number of scenarios. Likewise, “any method 

whatsoever” points to the fact that it may encompass a plethora of cases, including disclosing 

information online through social media.  

Besides the Criminal Code, it is paramount to mention in this context the Egypt Law 

No.10/1961. This law is primarily designed to punish prostitution and debauchery (note how 

the latter term is again very vague). It is interesting to note that “debauchery” is included under 

the same umbrella law with prostitution. This testifies to the importance that is ascribed to 

debauchery, given that it is put on the same level as prostitution. In practice, prosecutors have 

often initially levelled acusations of sex work against defendants, such as in the case of 

Hossam, al-Adham and Masry, before reducing them to charges of debauchery or violations of 

public morals19. This highlights the intrinsic link the system considers to exist between 

prostitution and the offenses at stake. Crucially, though this law is not included in the Criminal 

Code, but rather operates separately, the sanctions it determines for “offenses” of a similar 

nature are more severe than those prescribed by the aforementioned articles of the Criminal 

Code. Article 1(a) states that: “hoever incites a person, be they male or female, to engage in 

debauchery or in prostitution, or assists in this or facilitates it, and similarly whoever employs 

                                              
18 Egypt Criminal Code, 

http://www.ilo.ch/dyn/natlex/docs/ELECTRONIC/57560/111585/F1337119832/EGY57560.pdf  
19 Ibid., Human Rights Watch 

http://www.ilo.ch/dyn/natlex/docs/ELECTRONIC/57560/111585/F1337119832/EGY57560.pdf


a person or tempts him or induces him with the intention of engaging in debauchery or 

prostitution, is to be sentenced”. Moreover, Article 14 of that same law stipulates that: 

“Whoever publicizes by any form of publicity an invitation which includes inducement to 

debauchery or prostitution, or draws attention to this, is to be punished”. Analogously  to the 

issue identified with the Criminal Code provisions (as mentioned above), the articles of the 

1961 Law are flawed due to their systemic vagueness. This has far reaching consequences, as 

it allows for a wide-scale application of these articles and thus incriminations. An example of 

this vagueness, is the term “debauchery” which is routinely used in al-Sisi’s discourse 

regarding the LGBT community. Indeed, al-Sisi’s regime has classified homosexuality as 

“debauchery”, as the term “is vague and flexible enough to be used for the repression of the 

LGBT community as needed”20. 

Crucially, Egypt has recently promulgated a new law in 2018, the so-called “Anti-

Cyber and Information Technology Crimes Law”, often referred to as the “Cybercrime Law”. 

This law had been criticised for enshrining in law internet censorship21. The imminent 

consequence of that law was the shutting down of websites that were considered to be violating 

that law22. In other words, the law allowed the Egyptian government to silence online content 

that contravened the regime’s agenda and that criticised the current situation. This law figured 

among Human Rights Watch’s 2018 World Report23 due to its alarming breach of the right to 

freedom of expression. It has repeatedly been applied in the prosecution of female TikTok 

influencers. Indeed, article 25 of that law states that “anyone who violates the values and 

                                              
20 M. Mandour, Sisi, the guardian of sexual morals, Opendemocracy, 13 December 2017, 

https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/north-africa-west-asia/sisi-egypt-lgbt-arrest-prison-middle-class-sexual-

morals/  
21 Egypt’s new cybercrime law legalizes Internet censorship, Reporters Without Borders, August 21,, 2018 

https://rsf.org/en/news/egypts-new-cybercrime-law-legalizes-internet-censorship  
22 Human rights organizations call on Egypt’s government to end internet censorship and website blocking, 

Accesnow, 4 November 2020, https://www.accessnow.org/human-rights-organizations-call-on-egypts-

government-to-end-internet-censorship-and-website-blocking/  
23 World Report 2019: Egypt, Human Rights Watch, https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2019/country-

chapters/egypt  

https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/north-africa-west-asia/sisi-egypt-lgbt-arrest-prison-middle-class-sexual-morals/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/north-africa-west-asia/sisi-egypt-lgbt-arrest-prison-middle-class-sexual-morals/
https://rsf.org/en/news/egypts-new-cybercrime-law-legalizes-internet-censorship
https://www.accessnow.org/human-rights-organizations-call-on-egypts-government-to-end-internet-censorship-and-website-blocking/
https://www.accessnow.org/human-rights-organizations-call-on-egypts-government-to-end-internet-censorship-and-website-blocking/
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2019/country-chapters/egypt
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2019/country-chapters/egypt


principles of the family in Egyptian society”, by posting certain online content, will be 

prosecuted. Likewise, article 26 punishes online content that violates public morals24. The 

terms used in the articles are deceivingly vague, analogously to the provisions of Egypt’s 

Criminal Code or of the 1961 Law.  

According to Masaar (Technology and Law Community), which stands for free media 

expression, these vague articles breach article 95 of the Egyptian Constitution25. Indeed, article 

95 of the Constitution enshrines the principle of no punishment without law, which implies that 

the law needs to be precise enough so that “penalties are personal” and so that “crimes and 

penalties may only be based on the law”26. As such, Masaar argues that “Article 25 [of the 

Cybercrime Law] lacks the clarity and specificity Article 95 of the Constitution requires of 

criminal law, as the phrase ‘assaulting the principles and values of Egyptian family’ is ill-

defined and open to a variety of interpretations”27. Furthermore, Masaar highlights that this 

repression violates the constitutionally-guaranteed right of freedom of expression28. Indeed, 

article 65 of the Egyptian Constitution states that “freedom of thought and opinion is 

guaranteed. All individuals have the right to express their opinion through speech, writing, 

imagery, or any other means of expression and publication”. Despite these violations of 

constitutionally guaranteed rights, a combination of Article 25 and Article 26 of the Cybercrime 

Law is used in “most TikTok cases brought before the court by the Public Prosecution and the 

State Security Prosecution”29. Violations of the cybercrime law regarding family values and 

                                              
24 Ibid., Human Rights Watch, 2020 https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/08/17/egypt-spate-morality-prosecutions-

women  
25 The TikTok Case: A New Platform to Oppress Women in Egypt, SMEX, August 28, 2020 

https://smex.org/the-tiktok-case-a-new-platform-to-oppress-women-in-egypt/   
26 Egypt Constitution, 2014, https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Egypt_2014.pdf  
27 Smex, Ibid. 
28 Smex, Ibid. 
29 Smex, Ibid. 

https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/08/17/egypt-spate-morality-prosecutions-women
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/08/17/egypt-spate-morality-prosecutions-women
https://smex.org/the-tiktok-case-a-new-platform-to-oppress-women-in-egypt/
https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Egypt_2014.pdf


public morals “mandate up to five-year prison sentences and/or large fines for online 

content”30.  

Hence, the legal provisions at stake in those cases are riddled with vagueness and 

imprecisions rendering their applications prolific. This breaches the common standard and 

principle of legal certainty, the right to freedom of expression and gives rise to a plethora of 

prosecutions and condemnations. Reem Abdellatif (an Egyptian-American journalist) argues 

that “it is unfortunate but common for vague and loosely worded laws to be constantly used to 

repress women and sometimes activists in Egypt”31. The Hisbah system, which enables 

virtually anyone to denounce an act they deem to breach religious standards, allows for this 

wide-scale repression, as prosecutors’ offices are filled with reports/denunciations of the 

activities of female influencers and dancers. 

As the next part of this paper is going to demonstrate, these persecutions fit very well 

in the current context of massive repression in Egypt, carried out by the al-Sisi government. 

This view is shared by Amr Magdi of Human Rights Watch as well, who claims that “the recent 

wave of arrests reflects the current state of the country, which is heavily monitored and 

censored by authorities”32. In an interview with the Middle East Eye he stated that “it’s very 

concerning and it’s an abusive campaign of arrests and persecution mainly of women and girls, 

based on what they wear and how they behave (...) it shows what direction the country is 

heading in (...) the Egyptian law is very vague and broad. They talk about acts which undermine 

family values, but the law does not define what these acts are, so citizens do not know when 

they are violating the law”.  

                                              
30 Human Rights Watch, Ibid. 
31 N. Osman, Egypt is cracking down on women’s freedoms on and offline. But they are fighting back, Middle 

East Eye, 29 July 2020, https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/egypt-women-tiktok-crackdown-freedoms-online  
32 Osman, Ibid. 

https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/egypt-women-tiktok-crackdown-freedoms-online


The arrests of women influencers in the larger context of al-Sisi’s repression 

 The current wave of arrests and prosecutions of female online influencers and activists 

can be placed back in the current context of wide-scale repression in al-Sisi’s Egypt. As such, 

the fact that these arrests have also targeted rape victims for speaking up illustrates the degree 

to witch the current regime seeks to silence any voice revealing the grave issues Egyptians 

(particularly women) face. Instead of focusing efforts on eradicating the prevalence of rape in 

Egypt, al-Sisi targets victims of such crimes.  

 Yet, the arrests of women influencers on charges of morality law violations are also in 

line with al-Sisi’s religious agenda. Al-Sisi’s position towards religion might seem ambiguous 

at first sight. He grew up in a very conservative milieu and he joined Morsi’s government, as 

he was appointed Minister of Defence. However, this was an act of political opportunism, as 

al-Sisi waited for opposition towards the Freedom and Justice Party to emerge to carry out his 

coup. Crucially, he was backed by Egyptian Salafis. Al-Sisi’s ambiguities when it comes to 

religion reside precisely in the fact that he disavows political Islam, while maintaining strong 

ties with Egypt’s Salafis.  

In order to understand this subteltly it is important to distinguish the agenda of the 

Salafis from that of the Muslim Brotherhood. The Muslim Brotherhood espouses political 

Islam which seeks to transform society top-down, that is to say, by being in office the Muslim 

Brotherhood seeks to promote its conservative lifestyle and Sharia law. Hence, the Muslim 

Brotherhood is an inherently revolutionary movement, which was persecuted repeatedly 

throughout the twentieth century. The Salafis in contrast aspire to an analogous end goal, i.e. 

an Islamic state, yet their approach is bottom-up. Whereas the Muslim Brotherhood attempted 

to be elected (as it was in 2013), the Salafis focus on the grassroots and the domestic sphere. 

As such, Salafis promote their ideology locally and in specific mosques, in order to try to 

convert people to their conservative lifestyle. They believe that once society reaches the stage 

of adhering to Salafi ideology they will automatically rise to power. To some extent in the long-

run both Salafis and Muslim Brotherhood attempt to reach the same goal, yet the Muslim 

Brotherhood in the perspective of Egypt’s regime poses a greater threath given its revolutionary 

and inherently political agenda. Al-Sisi despises the Muslim Brotherhood in particular, as he 

knows that he is viewed as a traitor among their supporters. This is the reason why he embarked 

on a campaign of massive arrests and executions of Muslim Brotherhood members. The Salafis 

see the Muslim Brotherhood as dangerous rivals, as the Salafis believe the Muslim Brotherhood 



challenges Salafi aspirations towards being the true custodians of Islam. Thus, eliminating the 

Muslim Brotherhood and allying with al-Sisi’s regime is a political calculation of Salafis who 

seek to promote themselves as the true voice of Islam.  

 Allying with Salafis signifies for al-Sisi the need to co-opt Egypt’s most conservative 

fringes. Therefore, exalting the importance of morals that are derived from Sharia law is a way 

to reassure Egypt’s conservatives that al-Sisi is not waging a war on Islam, but “only” against 

the Muslim Brotherhood. By satisfying this audience, al-Sisi attempts to discredit the Muslim 

Brotherhood, as al-Sisi portrays himself as a supporter of traditional, religious values. He thus 

attempts to keep the Muslim Brotherhood in check. Regrettably, women are instrumentalised 

in this strategy by becoming scapegoats. Arresting female influencers, who are to a large extent 

very liberal, is a powerful signal towards Egypt’s Salafis and conservatives that the current 

regime will protect religion. Thus, portraying al-Sisi as a secular, who for instance pretends to 

be supporting the Coptic Church, is deeply misleading. For al-Sisi all that matters is clinging 

to power and eradicating his greatest enemy that is, the Muslim Brotherhood. Allying with 

Egypt’s Salafis and satisfying their ideology by attacking Egypt’s young generation of liberal 

women is purely a political tactic. Nevertheless, this religious co-optation might backfire. As 

Salafis are able to spread their ideology, so is Egyptian society turning increasingly 

conservative, which might ultimately challenge al-Sisi’s regime.  

Conclusion 

Women in Egypt are currently facing bleak times as their modes of expression, most 

notably dance and videos, are scrutinised and instrumenalised by the regime in a  quest to stifle 

activism. As Mona Prince eloquently described, in an interview for the above-mentioned 

documentary on the repression of belly-dancers, the regime panics when confronted with 

women who do not shy away from revealing their art, bodies and expression. Repressing these 

forms of expression is an attempt to control women’s bodies and to send a chill through this 

new generation of women activists/artists. The fact that the current wave of arrests of female 

dancers particularly targets those of lower socio-economic status, while those in Egypt’s high 

society are to a greater degree spared, testifies of the dire situation of Egypt’s poor.  

Female influencers and activists have responded in different ways to this offensive 

launched by the regime. Some have succumbed to the pressure and have adapted to the 

restrictions, for instance by trodding a fine line to express themselves in the limits imposed by 



the regime. Others have embarked on political campaigns to denounce this wave of repression 

and have launched petitions.  

This issue should not be analysed in isolation of other trends in Egyptian politics, but 

rather it needs to be placed in the context of state repression and al-Sisi’s cooperation with the 

most conservative branches of Egyptian society, including the Al-Nour party. This persecution 

of female influencers, intellectuals, artists, dancers and activists can be considered from the 

standpoint of al-Sisi’s attempt to eliminate the Muslim Brotherhood, by stealing their 

political/domestic/religious agenda. The question that Egypt needs to tackle in the years to 

come is the balance it needs to strike between the aspirations of all its citizens, as it is definitely 

not a homogenous society. The cyclical back and forth between liberalism, conservatism and 

repression that has been going on since 1952 needs to be halted. Instead, Egyptians need to 

come together to seek dialogue across the socio-economic, religious, cultural and gender 

cleavages. 
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