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Women of Fayoum:

Tragedies of Early marriage, Rape and Harassments
Asmaa Shalaby — Egypt
Al-Youm Al-Sabea
15 May 2017

Every morning, a group of female workers, accompanied with their children, rides a pick-up truck to
go to farms in desert-climate areas working for 16 hours. However, they get little amount of money
in return.

Their faces covered with grief and sorrow. Their hands are rough like men due to cruel working all
day. This group of female workers, whom includes teen parents and grandmothers under the age of
30, lives in a village that could not be pinpointed on a map due to its bad situation. The village located
in Fayoum Governorate, south west of Cairo.

In spite of fact that the group’s women work for 16 hours daily, they gets only LE30 (€ 1.37) each.
Those women could not escape not only forced labor, but also sexual harassment, early marriage,
violence and female genital mutilation (FGM).

Some of the women hesitated about talking to al-Youm al-Sabea (Youm?7); they were fearing their
husbands and parents. So, some of them spoke on condition of anonymity and be given nicknames
to not be identified, while others prefered to be interviewed with Nigab (clothes that covers woman's
face).

Boundless tragedies

In Al-Shall and Al-Kurdi villages, which are affiliated with Itsa city in Fayoum Governorate, women
started talking about their daily suffering. Um Mohamed is one of those women, whose unemployed
husband forced her to work in farms. She was exposed to sexual harrasment. When she sexually
harassed, she complained to her husband. But he did not care, asking her to continue working. “He
(Husband) told me ‘we need to live. Shut your mouth. Do not disgrace us’,” Um Mohamed quoted
her husband.

She explained that all what she wants for herself is a respectful and decent life. She wants to be
protected from her husband’s continues violence.

“I’'m now even afraid of looking at my son’s eyes when he saw me getting abused in silence,” she said.

“I am worried about my daughter’s fate, which will not be different from mine due to poverty that
coils around us,” Um Mohamed continued.

In another nearby small reed house, a 15-member family is living in extreme poverty. “If you can help
me, please do. I live her with my unemployed husband who married two other women. All of us have
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twelve children and we live here together,” Nagat said in a begging voice, complaining from her
husband’s violence.

“I have to work daily and return home with money; otherwise, my husband, named Ramadan, hits
me.” Najat says. “Poverty is cruel...We are forced to shut our mouths and work for more than 16
hours just for LE30 (€ 1.37),” the 30-year-old women added.

Ibsheway city of Fayoum Governorate is known of being one of the most violent places against
women according to data from the authority of family courts in Egypt. The city includes 18 villages.
All girls usually get married at ages of fourteen and fifteen as parents forged birth certificates and
marriage documents for not being held accountable for early marriage. According to Egypt’s laws,
marriage age should not be under the age of 18. Everything gets done inside these villages just with
small amount of bribery.

“Our gitls, who are at age of 15, usually marry their cousins. By the end of her first year of marriage,
she ends up with a baby child. No gitls are allowed to get proper education, and none of them can
refuse anything,” Fayza of Tohbar village in Ibsheway told Youm?7.

The 15-year-old mother spoke about education deprivation. “There is no education,” Fayza said,
noting that girls should be married at age of 14; otherwise, they will be shamed.

“This is how I ended up serving a family of 23 people. I was forced to accept everything starting from
marrying to my current unemployed husband, and working to feed them without complaining. Despite
that, I have been assaulted. When I complain to my parents, they force me to go back to my husband,”
the breadwinner added.

‘Treated like animals’

In Zaid village in Ibsheway, most of women agreed on one description of how they are being treated
by their husbands. “They treat us like animals,” the women said.

A 23-year-old wife, who got married twice, spoke about her suffering. Huda said that her first
marriage, when she was only sixteen years old, did not last for more than six months. “I was about to
die during my first marriage as a result of beatings and continuous assaults,” Huda explains.

She added to Youm?7 that women in most of Fayoum villages suffer from oppression, humiliation and
poverty. “They sleep while tears on their cheek...This is just our daily life”, Huda said, adding that
complaining never was an option.

Husbands are dating women like animals and women cannot dare complaining, she added.

“If returned home without money, I would be beaten. My husband is not just unemployed, but he is
a drug addict as well. He takes all of my money to buy drugs...I tried to talk with him once but he said
that he is the man, accordingly, he does whatever he wants.” Huda continues, admitting that she knows
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that this will be always her life. Even if she got divorce again, she will be forced to re-marry worse

someone.
‘I can say no’

When some women said “No” for anything, the consequences were unfortunate. A woman named,
Huda lives in Tamiya village said that she tried to refuse her early marriage and said ‘no’ to her family.

“I was just sixteen; I didn’t want him, as I didn’t want to marry at all. When he knew my refusal, he
visited my family threatening of taking me by force,” she said. After marrying him everything became
much worse, her husband has never forgotten that she refused him and vowed to make her wish to
die, Huda said.

She added that since then her life was full of violence, humiliation and oppression. “He forces me to
do ‘disgraceful acts’. If my family knew about that, they will kill me.” Huda continued.

Afaf, is another woman lives in Batn Ahriet village, Ibsheway. She tried to commit suicide by throwing
herself from a balcony; however she survived. “He was an elderly man, while I was only sixteen; he
used to hit me until I lose consciousness. I lived with him eight months and then moved to my family’s
house. Three years later, I got divorce,” Afaf said.

She added that shortly later she was forced to marry another person. “He was widowed with children”,
she stated, adding that she turned to be the breadwinner and had to go to farms for working.

‘Is FGM a salvation from shame?!’

It is difficult to know that Wadi El Rayan, which is known of its beautiful nature and national reserves
in Fayoum Governorate, has another cruel face. 30-year-old Fadya told Youm?7 that she is a mother
to five sons and grandmother to a 14-year-old girl. This young girl just got married a year ago,
according to her (Fadya) story.

“We are living in poverty; we have no education, services or decent life. We only aim to make our girls
get married before getting involved in any illegal relationship that disgraces us and that why we submit
them to FGM basic surgeries,” she said.

Fadya says that they know that FGM causes a risk to their girl’s lives; however they are willing to try
it anyway. ““The midwives, here, are clever; they change razors,” she continued. Midwives are using
razors to cut girls’ genital organs.

Gitls should get married in early age even they will live in humiliation, to not bring shame, she said.
“Disgrace is punishable up to death,” Fadya added.

“I am a minor and beaten by my husband...My daughter also is being beaten” She said.
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“If children get sick or bitten by snakes, they are being treated by our own medicine of garlic.We have
no hospitals.” Fadya told Youm?7. If the child’s health case worse, they should travel for two hours to
find a hospital.

Some women also claimed that their friends were sold to wealthy Arabs from the Gulf countries for
money paid to their families in return. “We hear such things, but we are not even sure.” Fathya, a
woman of Sidna Musa village told Youm?7.

She works seven hours daily for LE 30, spent on her three-member family.

Talking to Youm?7, executive director of the Women's Center for Guidance and Awareness, Lawyer
Reda al-Denbouki said that most of the official statistics about Fayoum villages and cities stated that
38 per cent of women are breadwinners.

Most of Fayoum women and children work under inhumane conditions and circumstances as they
even sometimes violate laws for their husbands and families” Denbouki told Youm7. He added that
laziness, shortage of job opportunities, poverty and the lack of faith forced some women to be
‘subservient’ to their families, and accept all kinds of humiliation and violence.

“Women who gets raped or abused in their work feel ashamed to talk about what happened to them
since they know that in-return they will be fired and divorced. Abusers know this (problem) and count
on it most of the time.” Denbouki explained.

He added that unfortunately there is no law or regulations against men, who force their wives to do

anything or to work extra hours for the money. “We need new laws for such cases we witness daily”

“In cases of sexual trafficking, the husbanded could be considered an instigator; however it needs a

lot of complicated procedures that could bring women’s rights,” the lawyer explained.

Finally, Denbouki affirmed that in Fayoum, Kafr El Sheikh or even in Cairo governorates, women
usually appear as victims. “Men usually exploit their (Women’s) weakness and ignorance with laws to
make them do anything, only to bring them (men) more money.” He concluded.

Facts:

. 25 percent of women in Fayoum are breadwinners, while 9 percent of women overall
of the governorate were kidnapped for human trafficking.

. 12 percent were forced to shut mouths against sexual harassment and physical abuse.
Two percent were forced to turn to cross-border prostitution.

. Fayoum ranked ninth among governorates that saw high rate of dropping violence-
related cases against husbands, according to data from the Authority of Family Courts.
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. Ibsheway city is ranked number one in complaints received about violence against
women. A total of 16,000 lawsuits were filed against husbands over accusations of physical and sexual

abuse.

. 12,000 divorces cases were reported. A legal advisory office was formed to legally help
women. A total of 66,000 women are vulnerable to physical and sexual assault after being forced to
work.

. 77 percent of married women are teen mothers (48% at the age of 12-14, while 43%
at the age of 15-17).



