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Demographics and a Brief
Historical Perspective

ROBERT T. FRANCOEUR

A. Demographics
Egypt is lo cated in the north east ern cor ner of Af rica

and the Si nai, a small Asian pen in sula be tween the Mid dle
East and north ern Af rica. Egypt’s bor ders in clude a coast -
line of 1,523 mile s (2,450 km) fac ing the Med i ter ra nean
Sea on the north and the Red Sea on the east. Is rael is on the 
north east bor der of Egypt’s Si nai Pen in sula, be tween the
Med i ter ra nean and Red Seas. On the south is Su dan and on
the west Libya. Egypt’s 386,660 square mile s (1,001,450
km2) make it about one and a half times the size of the state
of Texas. Al most all of Egypt is arid, des o late, and bar ren,
with hills and moun tains in the east and along the Nile
River. The Nile River and its fer tile val ley, where most
Egyp tians live, stretches 550 mile s from the east ern Med i -
ter ra nean Sea south into the Su dan. Three per cent of the
land is ar a ble and 2% is de voted to permanent crops; 2% of
the land is irrigated.

In July 2002, Egypt had an es ti mated pop u la tion of
70.71 mil lion. (All data fol low ing are from The World Fact -
book 2002 (CIA 2002) un less oth er wise stated.)

Age Dis tri bu tion and Sex Ra tios: 0-14 years: 33.96%
with 1.04 male(s) per fe male (sex ra tio); 15-64 years:
62.18% with 1.02 male(s) per fe male; 65 years and over:
3.86% with 0.84 male(s) per fe male; To tal pop u la tion sex
ra tio: 1.02 male(s) to 1 female

Life Ex pec tancy at Birth (1999): To tal Pop u la tion:
64.05 years; male: 61.96 years; fe male: 66.24 years

Ur ban/Ru ral Dis tri bu tion: 45% to 55%; Cairo: 9.7
mil lion; Al ex an dria (El-Iskandri yah): 3.6 mil lion (1999)

Eth nic Dis tri bu tion: East ern Hami tic stock (Egyp -
tians, Bed ou ins, and Berbers): 99%; Greek, Nubian, Ar me -
nian, and Eu ro pean (Ital ian and French): 1%

Re li gious Dis tri bu tion: Of fi cial gov ern ment sta tis tics
cite Mus lim (mostly Sunni): 94%; and Coptic Chris tian and
other: 6%. How ever, sev eral out side au thor i ties claim the
Coptic Chris tian pop u la tion is actually 15% to 20%.

Birth Rate: 24.41 births per 1,000 pop u la tion
Death Rate: 7.58 per 1,000 pop u la tion
In fant Mor tal ity Rate: 58.6 deaths per 1,000 live births
Net Mi gra tion Rate: –0.24 mi grant(s) per 1,000 pop u -

la tion
To tal Fer til ity Rate: 2.99 chil dren born per woman
Pop u la tion Growth Rate: 1.66%
HIV/AIDS (1999 est.): Adult prev a lence: 0.02%; Per -

sons liv ing with HIV/AIDS: NA; Deaths: NA (For ad di -
tional de tails from www.UNAIDS.org, see end of Sec tion
10B.)

Lit er acy Rate (de fined as those age 15 and over who
can read and write): 51.4% (male: 63.6%, fe male: 38.8%)
(1995 est.); at ten dance for nine years of com pul sory school: 
95% (ed u ca tion is free and com pul sory from age 6 to 13)

Per Ca pita Gross Do mes tic Prod uct (pur chas ing
power par ity): $3,700; In fla tion: 2.3%; Un em ploy ment:
12%; Liv ing be low the pov erty line: 22.9% (2001 est.)

B. A Brief Historical Perspective
Civ i li za tion and ur ban life were born around 5000 B.C.E. 

in the fer tile val leys of the Nile, Indus, and Tigres/Eu phra tes
Rivers. About 3200 B.C.E., King Menes es tab lished the first
of many dy nas ties of pha raohs who grad u ally uni fied the
coun try from the Nile Delta to Up per Egypt. The pha raohs
pro duced a dis tinc tive an cient civ i li za tion of great wealth
and cul tural bril liance, built on an eco nomic base of serf dom, 
fer tile soil, and an nual flood ing of the Nile Val ley. The de -
cline of an cient im pe rial power fa cil i tated the con quest of
Egypt by Asian in vad ers, the Hyksos and Assyrians. The last
phara onic dy nasty was over thrown by the Per sians in 341
B.C.E. Al ex an drian and Ptol e maic Greek dy nas ties then re -
placed the Per sians, who were in turn re placed by the Ro man
Em pire. Egypt was part of the Byzantine Em pire from the
3rd to the 7th cen tu ries of the Com mon Era, when it was con -
quered by Arab in vad ers who in tro duced the Mus lim re li -

345

*Com mu ni ca tions: Bahira Sherif, Ph.D., De part ment of In di vid ual 
and Fam ily Stud ies, Uni ver sity of Del a ware, New ark, DE 19716-
3301 USA; Bahira.Sherif@mvs.udel.edu. Hussein Ghanem, M.D.,
Pro fes sor of Andrology, Sexol o gy, and STDs, Cairo Uni ver sity;
hmghanem@hotmail.com.

(CIA 2002)



gion and Arabic lan guage. (The an cient Egyp tian lan guage is 
still used in the Chris tian Coptic lit urgy.) Around 1250, the
Mameluke dy nasty, a mil i tary caste of Cau ca sian or i gin, re -
placed Arab con trol. In 1517, the Turks defeated the Ma -
melukes, and Egypt became part of the Ottoman Empire.

In 1798, Na po leon’s ar mies in vaded Egypt and oc cu -
pied Cairo. His ef fort to block Brit ish trade routes to In dia
and es tab lish a francophone so ci ety was ul ti mately un suc -
cess ful. Nev er the less, Na po leon’s in va sion had pro found
re per cus sions for the Arab and Mus lim world, which con -
tinue to af fect the re gion’s po lit i cal and so cial de vel op ment. 
This was the first Eu ro pean con quest of a ma jor Arab coun -
try in the his tory of Is lam, and it sig naled the rapid de cline
of Is lam as a world po lit i cal power. Some an a lysts even
trace con tem po rary Muslim fundamentalism to this initial
shattering defeat.

The French oc cu pa tion, de feat, and with drawal desta -
bilized Egypt and left it vul ner a ble to an in ter nal po lit i cal
strug gle that was won by Mo ham med Ali, an Al ba nian lieu -
ten ant in the Ot to man army, who set about mod ern iz ing the
eco nomic and ed u ca tional struc ture of Egypt. How ever, the
ex pan sion ul ti mately put Egypt heavily into debt, and, at
the end of the Amer i can Civ i l War with the re sump tion of
Amer i can cot ton pro duc tion, ini ti ated a ma jor re ces sion in
Egypt’s cot ton in dus try. As a re sult of the eco nomic cri sis,
the Brit ish began to assume greater control over the country.

The Suez Ca nal, built by a French cor po ra tion from
1859 to 1869, was taken over by the Brit ish in 1975. Af ter
the Brit ish Em pire ex panded into East Af rica and the Su -
dan, the Brit ish es tab lished their de facto rule in 1882, al -
though Egypt re mained a nom i nal part of the Ot to man Em -
pire un til 1914. Egypt be came a Brit ish pro tec tor ate in 1914 
and a League of Na tions Man date in 1922. The au ton omy of 
the Egyp tian mon ar chy was strength ened in the An glo-
Egyp tian treaty in 1936, al though Great Brit ain con tin ued
its mil i tary pres ence in Egypt and its control of the Sudan.

Af ter the heavy fight ing of World War II, a grow ing na -
tion al ist move ment led Egypt to ab ro gate the 1936 treaty in
1951. A mil i tary up ris ing the fol low ing year forced King
Farouk to ab di cate. Farouk was suc ceeded by Gamal Abdel
Nassar when Egypt de clared it self a re pub lic. Brit ish troops
were with drawn from the Suez Ca nal Zone in June 1956, and
the fol low ing month, Egypt na tion al ized the Ca nal. At the
end of Oc to ber, Is rael in vaded the Si nai Pen in sula, and
French and Brit ish forces came to Is rael’s aid. United Na -
tions in ter ven tion main tained the peace be tween 1957 and
1967. Egyp tian in cur sions into the Gaza Strip in June 1967
led to a full-scale war with Is rael that con tin ued through
1970, when Nassar died and was suc ceeded by Anwar Sadat.
In Oc to ber 1973, Egyp tian forces crossed the Suez Ca nal and 
at tacked Is raeli po si tions. Eigh teen days later, the Yom Kip -
pur War ended in a ceasefire. Mean while, So viet in flu ence
had risen with Rus sian con tri bu tions to the Aswan High
Dam, and then waned. In 1974, Sadat’s gov ern ment be came
in creas ingly friendly to West ern and American investment,
and relationships between Egypt and Israel improved.

Sadat’s eco nomic “Open Door Pol icy” en cour aged, in
par tic u lar, the pri vate sec tor to in crease the pro duc tive ca -
pac ity of the econ omy. How ever, as the gov ern ment with -
drew its com mit ment to guar an teed em ploy ment for all col -
lege grad u ates, un em ploy ment in creased. Women, in par tic -
u lar, were af fected by this pol icy. While there had been an
in creas ing ex pec ta tion in the 1960s that women would in -
creas ingly en ter the la bor force, the Open Door Pol icy sur -
pris ingly worked against this ex pec ta tion. The na tional di a -
logue about women’s work started to shift, and the def i ni tion
of women as pri mar ily play ing a role in the do mes tic arena
gained ground. Jus ti fy ing ide ol o gies based on sex ual di vi -

sion of roles be gan to ap pear, sup ported by the newly emerg -
ing Is lamic fun da men tal ist groups, which ad vo cated that a
woman’s place was in the home (el-Baz 1997, 149). Fur ther,
a pro vi sion was added to Ar ti cle Eleven of the 1971 Con sti -
tu tion, which de clared the state’s com mit ment to help rec on -
cil ing women’s fam ily ob li ga tions and their equal ity to men
in the pub li c sphere, “pro vided that this did not in fringe on
the rules of the Is lamic shari’a [the “Way” of Is lam, in clud -
ing the law and gov er nance].” The new Con sti tu tion rep re -
sented an im por tant di ver gence from the sec u lar dis course of
the 1960s and cre ated op por tu ni ties for Islamic groups to
oppose women’s rights on the grounds that they were in
opposition to Islamic principles (Hatem 1992, 241).

Through out the 1980s, the Open Door Pol icy be came
in creas ingly in sti tu tion al ized, even tu ally lead ing to the cur -
rent eco nomic Re form Pol icy. While this pol icy has been
rel a tively suc cess ful on a macro level, it has had neg a tive
con se quences for the more vul ner a ble sec tors of so ci ety,
namely the poor, and spe cif i cally, poor women and their
chil dren (el-Baz 1997, 149). As key re sources, such as
health care and ed u ca tion, have be come scarcer, it has been
lower-class women and chil dren who have be come least
likely to have ac cess to them. Also, af fected by the eco -
nomic re struc tur ing have been in di vid u als who would pre -
vi ously have been clas si fied as mid dle class, namely civil
servants and unemployed graduates.

While the pres sures and ten sions of a rap idly chang ing
world in the last half of the 20th cen tury have af fected all the 
na tions and peo ples of the world, these ten sions have been
more ob vi ous in the Is lamic na tions of the Mid dle East and
south east Asia. In par tic u lar, the grow ing Is lamic fun da -
men tal ist move ment sym bol izes the ten sions and con flicts
be tween West ern and in dig e nous tra di tions and be liefs.
Fur ther, in Egypt, this move ment has cen tered much of its
rhet o ric around the “ap pro pri ate” roles for women in so ci -
ety. Gen der is sues thus con sti tute a prin ci pal mech a nism for 
understanding issues of marriage and sexuality.Egypt: Basic Sexological Premises

1. Basic Sexological Premises
Ac cord ing to Egyp tian so ci etal norms, sex u al ity and the

en su ing chil dren are part of mar riage and cre at ing a fam ily,
and do not, there fore, be long in any other sphere of life. With
this ide ol ogy in mind, con tem po rary fun da men tal ists of ten
point to the West and the “loose mo ral ity be tween the sexes”
in or der to le git i mize their ar gu ments about sex u al ity and
gen der roles. The es sence of their ar gu ments is that women
should not work out side of the home and should in stead take
care of their hus bands and chil dren. The fam ily struc ture
emerges as all-im por tant for main tain ing a well-or dered so -
ci ety, prac ti cal mo ral ity, and chan nel ing sex u al ity. As will be 
seen, gen der roles, and in par tic u lar woman’s role at the cen -
ter of the family, thus acquire social importance and political
relevance.Egypt: Religious, Ethnic, and Gender FactorsAffecting Sexuality

2. Religious, Ethnic, and Gender
Factors Affecting Sexuality

A. The Issue of Gender
Egyp tian so ci ety is or ga nized on the prin ci ple that men

and women sim ply have dif fer ent na tures, tal ents, and in her -
ent ten den cies. This be comes most ap par ent in the realm of
the fam ily, where each gen der has a dif fer ent role to play.
Men are cre ated for go ing out in the world and are re spon si -
ble for pro vid ing fi nan cially for the fam ily. Women are
suited for re main ing within fam ily bound aries, car ing for the
home, the chil dren, and the hus band. Fur ther, women’s in -
her ent sex u al ity is be lieved to be con stantly en dan ger ing the
so cial har mony of so ci ety (spe cif i cally, men) and is, there -
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fore, best con trolled through women’s mod esty and women
re main ing as much as pos si ble within the pri vate sphere of
fam ily. This be lief is re in forced through cul tural and re li -
gious norms that in creas ingly ad vo cate that fam ily roles of
both women and men are fun da men tal in main tain ing so ci -
etal struc ture. The dom i nant gen der con struc tions there fore
sup port keep ing women in the home and op pose women
work ing and aban don ing their pri mary roles (Macleod 1991,
85). None the less, con tem po rary im ages of women as eco -
nomic as sets and providers are rapidly coming into conflict
with what are perceived as divinely inspired roles.

Gen der roles in Egypt de rive much of their le git i macy
from the Qur’an. In par tic u lar, women are of ten the fo cus of
quotes that sup pos edly ref er to the ap pro pri ate roles and be -
hav iors of women. Ref er ences to the role of women are
widely scat tered through out the Qur’an. Some pas sages fo -
cus on women’s unique na ture, some on women’s place in
so ci ety, and some on women’s role within the gen eral con -
gre ga tion of be liev ers. As Fernea and Bezirgan (1977, 13)
em pha size, even though the Qur’an is the cen tral source of
Is lamic be lief, there is con sid er able con tro versy about the
mean ing of each of these pas sages and their im pli ca tions for 
the status of women. Consider the verse:

O man kind! Be care ful of your duty to your Lord Who cre -
ated you from a sin gle soul and from it cre ated its mate and 
from them twain hath spread abroad a mul ti tude of men
and women. Be care ful of your duty to ward Al lah in
Whom ye claim [your rights] of one an other. (Qur’an 4, 1)

This verse is used by some in ter pret ers as ev i dence that
women are con sid ered equal within Is lamic doc trine. Oth -
ers, how ever, point to the fol low ing verse:

Men are in charge of women, be cause Al lah hath made the 
one of them to ex cel the other, and be cause they spend of
their prop erty [to sup port women]. So good women are
the obe di ent. (Qur’an 4, 3, 4)

They cite this as ev i dence that women can never achieve
equal ity within Is lam (Fernea & Bezirgan 1977, 18). Se lec -
tively choos ing Qur’anic verses can ei ther un der mine or
sup port di a logues con cern ing the proper role of women.

Verses from the Qur’an, the Hadith (tra di tions about Mo -
ham med, sec ond only to the Qur’an in au thor ity), and theo -
log i cal ar gu ments about their rel e vance, are of ten used as
em pir i cal data for so cio log i cal ex pla na tions of a gen der hi er -
ar chy in which women are sub or di nate to men (Mernissi
1987; Marcus 1992). Not with stand ing the pow er ful as ser -
tion that Mus lim men and women uti lize these sources as part 
of their he ge monic be liefs, con tem po rary schol ar ship has
shown that, rather than de ter min ing at ti tudes about women,
parts of the Qur’an are only used at cer tain times or oc ca sions 
in or der to le git i mate par tic u lar acts or sets of con di tions that
con cern women. The Qur’an is part of the way in which the
gen der hi er ar chy and sex u al ity are ne go ti ated and en forced.
It does not pro vide an ex pla na tion of gen der roles; in stead, it
is part of a con stant pro cess of gen der-role ne go ti a tion.
While cen tral to Is lam, the Qur’an is nei ther the only nor the
most im por tant part of the be liefs and prac tices that in flu ence 
the daily life of Mus lim women and men. Dif fer ences be -
tween men and women are readily ap par ent in sev eral as -
pects of Is lamic law, which ac cords cer tain rights and ca pac i -
ties to both men and women. A Mus lim’s le gal ca pac ity
(ahliyyat) be gins at birth and ends with death. Le gal re spon -
si bil i ties are as sumed un der one’s le gal ca pac ity and are dis -
tin guished as a “ca pac ity of ex e cu tion” and a “ca pac ity of
ob li ga tions.” A free Mus lim man who is sane and con sid ered
an adult has the high est de gree of le gal ca pac ity. A Mus lim
woman, even though she has certain rights, generally has

half the legal capacity of a man. This difference only be -
comes apparent when men and women reach adulthood.

Ac cord ing to the Is lamic le gal point of view, an adult is a:

le gally and mor ally re spon si ble per son, one who has
reached phys i cal ma tu rity, is of sound mind, may en ter
into con tracts, dis pose of prop erty, and be sub ject to crim -
i nal law. Above all, he is re spon si ble for the re li gious
com mands and ob li ga tions of Is lam. (Lapidus 1976, 93)

When a Mus lim man reaches ma tu rity, his le gal ca pac ity be -
comes com plete; nei ther his age nor mar i tal sta tus in flu ences
his le gal rights, re spon si bil i ties, or ca pac ity of execution.

A Mus lim woman’s le gal iden tity also be gins at birth, but
in con trast to men, her le gal ca pac ity and sta tus un dergo var i -
ous changes through out her lifecycle. For a woman, her le gal 
com ing of age and her achieve ment of phys i cal ma tu rity do
not nec es sar ily co in cide. She is a ward of her fa ther or guard -
ian as a child and, as an adult, is re stricted in le gal de ci sion-
mak ing. Her le gal per sona and so cial sta tus de pend on the
state of her sex u al ity, whether she is a vir gin, mar ried, di -
vorced, or wid owed. There is, of course, vari a tion in dif fer -
ent Is lamic so ci et ies as to the per cep tion of the dif fer ent
stages of fe male ness. At dif fer ent times in a woman’s life she
is treated dif fer ently both by the law and by the so ci ety.
Societally and le gally, the young woman (shabba) is the fo -
cus of a great deal of pro tec tion, and her free dom of move -
ment is lim ited. In con trast, an old woman (aguza) is able to
move with much greater ease, and may also move in places
and par tic i pate in sit u a tions where the young woman is for -
bid den even to en ter. It is, there fore, very im por tant to em -
pha size the fun da men tal dif fer ence be tween the sta bil ity of
ma ture men’s sta tus un der the law ver sus the chang ing na ture 
of women’s status. This legal difference pervades and shapes
the lives of women all over the Islamic world.

Ex ist ing side by side, and some times in con tra dic tion to
the re al ity of women’s daily strug gles in Egypt, is the cul -
tural re li gious ideal of comple mentarity be tween the sexes.
Within this con cept, women are not de val ued as per sons, or
some how con sid ered to be in her ently lesser in value than
men, or thought to be lack ing in abil i ties. In stead, Egyp tian
women tend to em pha size that ev ery one—man, woman, or
child—is thought to be part of an in ter re lated com mu nity,
and that gen der complementarity is part of the mes sage of
the Qur’an and Hadith. Even though men over whelm ingly
act as the pub li c spokespeople for Is lam, as ulama (teach ers
and schol ars of Is lam), or as sheikhs (spir i tual lead ers),
women tend to cat e gor i cally em pha size that they are just as
capable of spreading the word of Islam as men.

While women are clearly not al ways as much in the
spot light as men, they per form their du ties in other ways.
Women are val ued as the first teach ers of their chil dren in
the ways of Is lam, both through their in struc tion and also by 
their ex am ple in daily life, which ex tends be yond the home.
There are also many ex am ples of women in Is lamic his tory,
be gin ning with the wives of the Prophet Mu ham mad and in
folk Is lam, who have be come spir i tual lead ers in their
communities (Ahmed 1992).

While both Mus lim men and women are ex pected to be
ob ser vant prac ti tio ners of re li gious rites, the ac tual prac tice
of Is lam among men and women in Egypt var ies. Ac cord ing 
to the male view of Is lam, all be liev ers have the same re -
spon si bil i ties to God and the same du ties to per form. This is
sup ported by the Qur’an, which states: “And they [women]
have rights sim i lar to those [of men] over them in kind ness,
and men are a de gree above them (2, 228).” In one sense, the 
Mus lim com mu nity is made up of equals, and this is sup -
ported by the be lief that all are equal be fore God. This doc -
trine is sup ported by ref er ence to the Qur’an, and serves as
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the foun da tion for the as ser tion that Is lam is egal i tar ian.
How ever, while it is stated that all are equal be fore God, at
the same time men are in charge of women. Mernissi (1987,
41) con sid ers the Is lamic com mu nity, umma, to be the male
Mus lim world, while women’s world is the other por tion, a
kind of sub-uni verse. How ever, this is only par tially ac cu -
rate. There is an im por tant dis tinc tion be tween the con cept
of the umma as the imag ined moral com mu nity to which all
peo ple nat u rally be long, and the so ci ety of be liev ers on
earth. The two spheres of the moral com mu nity and the
world of daily life are connected, but in a manner that may
not be directly apparent.

B. The Dangerous Sexuality of Women
A dom i nant gen der ide ol ogy is an ac tively ne go ti ated as -

pect of many Egyp tians’ daily live s. Con tem po rary con struc -
tions of what it is to be male or fe male are only par tially
shaped by Is lamic be liefs. West ern im ages, in dig e nous fem i -
nism, new Is lamic views of women, and the re quire ments of
the in sti tu tions of fam ily and state all con trib ute to the cre -
ation of the ever-chang ing im age of “proper” woman and
man. None the less, an Is lamic frame work is be com ing ever
more pop u lar as the foun da tion for gen der dis course in cer -
tain seg ments of Egyp tian so ci ety. Fun da men tal ist dis course
lends le git i macy and cul tural au then tic ity to all po si tions in
the ar gu ment. Much of this gen der dis course is based on the
“dan ger ous” nature of women and the evils of unbridled sex -
uality in society.

The con tem po rary so ci ol o gist Halim Barakat com ments 
that, in the Arab world in gen eral, “the pre vail ing re li gious
ide ol ogy con sid ers women to be a source of evil, an ar chy
[fitna] and trick ery or de cep tion [kaid]” (Barakat 1985, 32).
Through out Egyp tian so ci ety, one finds the ex pres sion of a
per va sive gen der ide ol ogy that per ceives women as posing
extreme danger for men.

This same ide ol ogy pre scribes mod esty in the form of
dress and be hav ior for women. Con tem po rary Egyp tian be -
liefs re gard ing the mod esty of women rep re sent a con ver -
gence of ide ol ogy with cus tom ary prac tice and mod ern
prob lems. In Egypt, as through out the Arab world, de scent
is traced through the male line, and a woman re mains a per -
ma nent mem ber of her fa ther’s fam ily. Even af ter mar riage,
a woman keeps her fa ther’s name and re turns to him, or to
an other male rel a tive on her fa ther’s side, if she is di vorced
or mis treated. She re mains tied to the pres tige struc ture of
her fa ther’s fam ily, even though she is in cor po rated into the
house hold of her hus band. The honor of the fam ily is
closely bound to the mod est be hav ior of women, and honor
is as so ci ated with the fam ily group, not just with an in di vid -
ual. Thus, one finds that the ac tions of one fam ily mem ber
af fect the honor of ev ery one in that group. This leads to the
com plex sit u a tion that a woman’s dis hon or able ac tions be -
fore mar riage threaten her fa ther’s whole fam ily, but such
ac tions af ter mar riage threaten both her fa ther’s and her
hus band’s fam ily. As head of the fam ily, a man must in sure
the in teg rity of family honor by watching over the behavior
of the women of the group at all times.

One way in which these ex ist ing at ti tudes and prac tices
are re in forced is by the rec i ta tion of pas sages from the
Qur’an and Hadith that re late to women’s mod esty, and by
in ter pret ing them in a way that un der scores the so cial val -
ues of keep ing un re lated men and women sep a rated from
each other. For ex am ple, “And when ye ask of them [the
wives of the Prophet] any thing, ask it of them from be hind a
cur tain [higab]” (Qur’an 33, 53). The word higab in some
con texts is in ter preted var i ously as a screen or a cloth used
as a space di vider in a tent, or in a met a phor i cal sense as
mod est dress or main tain ing a dec o rous dis tance be tween

men and women. A key word re lat ing to the mod esty of
women is zina, which is de fined as adorn ment, ornament, or 
beauty. The Qur’an states:

And tell the be liev ing women to lower their gaze and be
mod est and to dis play of their adorn ment [zina] only that
which is ap par ent, and to draw their veils over their bos -
oms, and not to show their adorn ment [zina] save to their
own hus band or fa ther or hus band’s fa ther, or their sons or
. . . And let them not stamp their feet so as to re veal what
they hide of their adorn ment [zina]. (Qur’an 24, 31)

This verse has been al ter nately in ter preted as de fin ing zina
as adorn ment, such as makeup or jew elry, or all of a woman, 
ex cept for her face and hands or nat u ral beauty (Hoffman-
Ladd 1987, 29). It has be come in creas ingly com mon in
Egypt to hear that a woman must cover all of her zina in the
name of honor and for the pro tec tion of pub li c mor als. In a
con stantly chang ing world, women have thus be come the
lo cus for many of the de bates that ac tu ally deal with wider
issues in the society.

Much of con tem po rary Is lamic dis course on women
deals with the un der ly ing pre oc cu pa tion with what it means
to be a Mus lim in a chang ing world. As tech no log i cal de vel -
op ments in trans por ta tion, com mu ni ca tion, and the me dia
be come  accessible to a wider seg ment of the Egyp tian pop -
u la tion, some Mus lims are turn ing to the fun da men tal ist
scrip tural ver sions of Is lam, which are un fa mil iar to much
of the pop u la tion. In an at tempt to val i date their po si tions,
these Mus lims cite the works of me di eval ju rists as the ba sis 
for their views on the ap pro pri ate roles of men and women.
These works pro vide some in sight into current develop -
ments with respect to gender roles.

First, one should note that the Qur’an spe cif i cally en -
cour ages sex ual re la tions in the fol low ing verses ad dressed
to husbands:

And when they [the women] have pu ri fied them selves,
then go in unto them as Al lah hath en joined upon you.
(Qur’an 2, 222)

Your women are a tilth for you to cul ti vate so go to your
tilth as ye will, and send [good deeds] be fore you for your
souls. (Qur’an 22, 23)

Hav ing said this, me di eval ju rists re garded women as a ma -
jor site of dis rup tion, fitna. This was based, in part, on the
spe cific no tion of the po ten tial dan ger of women’s sex u al -
ity. In their ar gu ments, the pres ence of women pre sented so -
ci ety, i.e., men, with the ever-pres ent threat of fitna. None -
the less, this pres ence was re la tional. Even though the dan -
ger of fitna was lo cated in women, it was not their ac tual
be ing that rep re sented dis or der, but the pos si bil ity of their
un reg u lated re la tion ships with men. A pop u lar Hadith, fre -
quently cited in con tem po rary fun da men tal ist lit er a ture,
states: “I have not left any dis or der [fitna] more dam ag ing to 
men than women.” Thus, women’s dis rup tive sexuality
presented a constant danger to a harmonious society.

In their so cial iza tion of men and women, the me di eval
so ci et ies of the Is lamic world pre sumed that the sexes needed 
to co ex ist. Nev er the less, men and women needed to in ter act
in pre scribed ways. This was based on an ide ol ogy that as -
sumed that women were se duc tresses and men were sus cep -
ti ble to se duc tion (Bouhdiba 1988, 20-29). Based on an as -
sump tion of their in nate abil i ties, men were ac corded the re -
spon si bil ity to set lim its for women, who were con sid ered to
be be low them. Ju rists based this as sump tion on the Qur’anic 
verses that state: “men are a de gree above women” (2, 228).
While me di eval ju rists’ em pha sis on fitna must have af fected 
at ti tudes to ward other con cepts re lat ing to women’s mod -
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esty, these dis cus sions were not by any means original or ex -
clusive to the societies of that time.

The fear of fitna, which was posed by the vis i ble pres ence 
of women, added an el e ment of vested com mu nal in ter est to
the se clu sion of women, an in ter est which was re li giously
sanc tioned (al-Misri 1994, 512). Not only was women’s
mod esty sup posed to be guarded by men, who did so in or der
to guard the honor of their fam ily, but women them selves
were seen to bear a re li gious ob li ga tion to up hold their own
mod esty (Ibid.). Part of a woman’s duty was to pre vent fitna,
to pre vent men from feel ing aroused, for if a man mis be -
haved as a re sult of arousal by a woman’s phys i cal pres ence,
she, per son ally, was to blame. Fur ther more, this was con sid -
ered to be a woman’s duty, not just to ward her own fam ily,
but also to ward so ci ety at large. Thus, Ibn al-Hajj, for ex am -
ple, writ ing in 14th cen tury Cairo, sug gests that in or der for a
woman not to cause havoc in so ci ety, she should leave the
house three times in her life time: “at the time of her wed ding; 
at the fu neral of her par ents; and at her own fu neral” (1973, 1, 
119). Any con tact be tween men and women was deemed as
po ten tially dan ger ous, as seen in an other of his ex am ples,
where he warns the wa ter-car rier to lower his gaze upon en -
ter ing a house, be cause of the pos si bil ity of see ing an un -
veiled woman (1973, 3, 123). A spon ta ne ous glance, in this
case to tally with out fore thought, was quite nat u rally as -
sumed to lead to wards se duc tion. These ex am ples pro vide
some in sight into the un der ly ing is sues of gen der ide ol ogy
which are un der go ing change in mod ern Egypt and re veal
why women and sex u al ity remain a central focus of conten -
tion in contemporary debates about the centrality of marriage 
and family.Egypt: Knowledge and Education about Sexuality

3. Knowledge and Education
about Sexuality

A/B. Formal and Informal Sources
There is no form of sex ed u ca tion in Egypt. While Is -

lamic cul ture has a cer tain fas ci na tion with all sex ual mat -
ters as ev i denced in the bawdy na ture of A Thou sand and
One Nights, in con tem po rary Egypt, no sex ual is sues are
dis cussed, ei ther in schools or in the me dia. This is also in
con trast to Qur’anic teach ings, which en cour age mar ried
cou ples to have sex both for re pro duc tive as well as plea sur -
able pur poses. This is ev i denced by an Is lamic law that says
that if, on the wed ding night, the woman dis cov ers that her
hus band’s pe nis is smaller than the thick ness of three fin -
gers, she may divorce him on the grounds of impotence.

While dis cus sions of sex u al ity are a com mon com po -
nent in Egyp tian so cial life, and part of the role of older men
and women is to help youn ger men and women deal with
their sex u al ity, these in for mal dis cus sions take place within
highly reg u lated spheres of in ter ac tion char ac ter ized by
gen der seg re ga tion and, among women, the virgin/non -
virgin category.Egypt: Autoerotic Behaviors and Patterns

4. Autoerotic Behaviors and Patterns
ROBERT T. FRANCOEUR

For Mus lim men, the loss of se men in mas tur ba tion and
noc tur nal emis sions is bound up, as is the men strual flow of
women, with the im pu rity as so ci ated with the evac u a tion of 
or ganic wastes, un law ful (haram) re la tions, and spe cific ta -
boos of the ihram (rit ual pu rity and ded i ca tion of the pil -
grim), vi o la tions of which con sti tute a cap i tal sin against
zina. The life of an ob ser vant Mus lim is a suc ces sion of
states of pu rity ac quired then lost, and of im pu rity lost and
then found again in care fully spec i fied pu ri fi ca tion rit u als.
Man is never ul ti mately pu ri fied, nor is he con demned to
per ma nent im pu rity. Ma jor im pu rity (janaba) re sults from

any emis sion of se men, men stru a tion, or the 40-day lochia
(nafas, the liq ui d dis charged from the uterus fol low ing
child birth). Mi nor impurity is contracted as a result of any
excretion by the urethra or anus.

Faith ful ex e cu tion of pre scribed pu ri fi ca tion rit u als, fol -
low ing emis sion of se men, uri na tion, def e ca tion, and the
men strual flow, en able a good Mus lim to face God. What -
ever the body elim i nates is im pure and sul lies the body, and
that pol lu tion must be cleansed each time. This has noth ing
to do with sin, be cause man’s very life in volves the pol lu -
tion of elim i na tion and ex cre tion, and noth ing else. The se -
ri ous na ture and de tailed pre scrip tions of the var i ous pu ri fi -
ca tion rit u als fol low ing an evac u a tion of or ganic wastes are
often a surprise to non-Muslims (Bouhdiba 1985, 43-57).

The na ture of the pu rif i ca tory act is of a meta phys i cal or der. 
It is the act of sub li mat ing the body, of re mov ing pol lu tion
and of plac ing it at the serv ice of the soul and spirit. A ma te -
rial, phys i cal, psy cho log i cal or moral pol lu tion is never fi -
nal in Is lam and the pur pose of the pu rif i ca tory tech niques
is to re store man to his orig i nal purity. (Bouhdiba 1985, 43)

Not sur pris ingly, in view of Egypt’s Is lamic cul ture and
Is lam’s ret i cence in dis cuss ing sex ual is sues, fe male mas tur -
ba tion is not dis cussed, or even men tioned, in stand ard ref er -
ences on sex u al ity in Is lam or Egypt. A sin gle ref er ence dis -
cov ered by the ed i tor in Sex u al ity in Is lam, by Abdelwahab
Bouhdiba (1985, 31), notes that, while both male and fe male
homo sex u ali ty are equally con demned, fe male homo sex u -
ali ty (musahaqa) in curs the same rep ri mand as in curred by
auto eroti cism, bes ti al ity, or necrophilia. Whether Bouhdiba
would in clude fe male auto eroti cism in this un spec i fied men -
tion of masturbation is open to speculation.Egypt: Interpersonal Heterosexual Behaviors

5. Interpersonal Heterosexual Behaviors
A. Children and Adolescents
Gender Segregation of the Young

An Is lamic mar riage con tract en twines men and women
in a set of mu tual rights and ob li ga tions. The first ob li ga tion
of mar riage is faith ful ness and chas tity. Any in volve ment in 
an ex tra mar i tal re la tion ship con sti tutes adul tery and is
grounds for di vorce. This stems from two Qur’anic verses:

And who guard their mod esty—save from their wives or
the [slaves] that their right hands pos sess, for then they are 
not blame wor thy. But who so craveth be yond that, such
are trans gres sors. (23, 5-7)

And all mar ried women [are for bid den unto you] save
those [cap tives] whom your right hands pos sess. It is a de -
cree of Al lah for you. Law ful unto you are all be yond
those men tioned, so that ye seek them with your wealth in
hon est wed lock not de bauch ery. (4, 42)

Tra di tional prac tices through out the Is lamic world limit
in ter ac tion be tween the sexes, based on the idea that con tact 
en cour ages adul ter ous re la tion ships to de velop. Con tact is
thus lim ited be tween young boys and girls, and com plete
sep a ra tion of boys and girls be comes the ideal af ter the on -
set of pu berty. These ide als have be come ex tremely dif fi -
cult to up hold with the ad vent of large num bers of women
work ing out side of the house, and are pres ently in a state of
negotiation between the sexes.

Faith ful ness and chas tity also ac count for the ex treme
em pha sis that fam i lies and pro spec tive bride grooms place
on the vir gin ity of the bride. Both sexes be lieve that vir gin -
ity guar an tees the faith ful ness of the woman to the man af -
ter mar riage: “She will not de sire oth ers if she has not
known men be fore,” is a com mon phrase that is ban tered
about. While cus tom arily, these rules are not ap plied as
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strin gently to men, men from “better” fam i lies will at tempt
(at least in mixed com pany) to por tray them selves as very
“moral” and as ab stain ing from women un til mar riage. It is
com monly be lieved that one is able to pre dict future behav -
ior based on the past.

In frac tions of the moral code of faith ful ness and fi del ity
are more com mon than is usu ally ad mit ted by most mid dle-
class Egyp tians or than is cited in the lit er a ture on women
and fam ily. For ex am ple, Altorki writes, “In all the fam i lies
stud ied, the fi del ity of the wives was a prin ci ple that was
strictly ob served, and to my knowl edge no in frac tions oc -
curred” (1986, 63). While Egyp tians also ad here to a sim i lar
be lief sys tem where the is sue of faith ful ness and fi del ity is
con cerned, the re al ity may at times differ quite substantially.

B. Adults
Egyp tian so ci ety is char ac ter ized by a gen eral sense of

pa tri ar chy as well as sex ual frus tra tion. Men dom i nate over
women in all mat ters of sex u al ity, and chil dren are from
their first day brought up with very strict sex ual guide lines.
Girls are ex pected to be vir gins at mar riage and are not al -
lowed to ask about sex be fore their wed dings. For many
young women (es pe cially the less-ed u cated ones), the ac -
tual sex act co mes as a com plete sur prise on their wed ding
nights and of ten re sults in life long fri gid ity be cause of the
shock of the ex pe ri ence. Fur ther, be cause of cul tural con -
straints, even if a woman co mes to en joy sex, she is not al -
lowed to show this to her hus band, who will oth er wise be -
come sus pi cious of her de sire and sus pect her of hav ing sex
with other men. Also, women are not al lowed to be the ini ti -
a tors when it co mes to sex. Women are ex pected to ini tially
be com pletely in no cent and then later to “endure” sex in
order to be “respectable” in their husband’s eyes.

Men have a dif fer ent set of chal lenges. While they are ex -
pected to have some “ex pe ri ence” be fore mar riage, men also
are faced with main tain ing their rep u ta tions so that they will
be el i gi ble to marry a “mor ally re spect able” girl once they
are fi nan cially set to do so. This en tails se cret sex ual be hav -
iors, since many men do not marry un til their 30s. Fur ther, it
is dif fi cult to find women to have sex with. Men, there fore,
re sort to en coun ters with pros ti tutes or with will ing mar ried
women. How ever, most of this be hav ior oc curs se cretly and
a man will never tell his bride about his ex pe ri ences. Given
the sex u ally re pres sive at mos phere of the so ci ety and the
lack of sex ual ac cess to women, many men suf fer from im po -
tence and are ex tremely preoccupied with all sexual matters.

In ad di tion, it must be pointed out that there are strong
dif fer ences in de gree be tween ru ral and ur ban ar eas, as well
as class dif fer ences, in terms of in ter per son al be hav iors be -
tween men and women in the pri vate sphere. Men from the
south of Egypt (Saidi’is) are re nowned for their jeal ous be -
hav iors over their wives. None the less, the rules de picted
above ap ply in some de gree to all in di vid u als brought up in
Egyptian society.

Concepts of Beauty
The tra di tional idea that in or der to be at trac tive, women

should be pleas antly plump (mirabraba) is still around, but it
is chang ing in the up per strata of so ci ety. For ex am ple, it is
now pos si ble to find diet Coca Cola and other diet so das in
Egypt. Also, hos pi tals have started treat ing obe sity. There
are no re ported cases of bulimia or an orexia. “Hilwa mira -
braba” or “pretty and plump” is a stand ard phrase, as if the
two words are au to mat i cally at tached. To call a woman
“skinny as a stick” or a “drum stick” (re fer ring to drums, not a 
chicken’s legs) is an in sult. Tra di tional lower-class women
use a dif fer ent in sult, “you rusty needle” (Iya ibra miSad -
diyy), as a standard insult.

As far as ide als of beauty are con cerned, women spend a
lot of money straight en ing kinky hair and try ing to whiten
their skin us ing var i ous creams such as “Fair and Lovely” or 
“Fair Lady.” There are com mer cials for these prod ucts on
tele vi sion all the time. Also, the male ideal of a woman in
tra di tional sec tors is blonde, with white skin and blue eyes.
Women tend to find men who are some what taller, have a
full head of hair, and again fair skin, as at trac tive. How ever,
women do not at tach great im por tance to men’s looks if
they have other fa vor able cri te ria, such as a job, good ed u -
ca tion, and re spect able family background.

Intimacy and Nudity ROBERT T. FRANCOEUR
While the Imams and mul lahs of Is lam are very clear in

their in ter pre ta tions of the Qur’an and what is per mit ted and 
not per mit ted by tra di tion, there is of ten, as Perper points
out in the Pref ace to this vol ume, a real dis crep ancy be -
tween “proper sex” and “for mal val ues,” what the au thor i -
ties say should be done, and “smart sex” and “in for mal val -
ues,” what men and women ac tu ally do in their pri vate
sphere. The com ments of Abdelwahab Bouhdiba in Sex u al -
ity in Is lam are a good ex am ple of this dis tinc tion ap plied to
the is sue of nu dity. Bouhdiba (1985, 37-38) writes about
for mal val ues and proper sex according to the Qur’an:

To be a Mus lim is to con trol one’s gaze and to know how
to pro tect one’s own in ti macy from that of oth ers.

How ever, the con cept of in ti macy is far-reach ing, for
we are con fronted here with the con cept of ’aura, which
tra di tion di vides into four cat e go ries: what a man may see
of a woman, what a woman may see of a man, what a man
may see of a man, what a woman may see of a woman.

Be tween men and women, and also be tween men be -
fore their own wives, the part to be con cealed from the
eyes of oth ers stretches from the na vel to the knees ex clu -
sively, with a greater or lesser tol er ance for the lower part
of the thighs, es pe cially in the case of youths. A woman
must re veal only her face and hands. Be tween hus band
and wife sight is per mit ted of the whole body ex cept for
the part ner’s sex ual or gans, which one is ad vised not to
see for “the sight of them makes one blind.” How ever, this 
is al lowed in cases where it is nec es sary, for ju rid i cal or
med i cal pur poses, to ex am ine the sex ual or gans of the
zani or woman in confinement.

Cer tain fugaha au tho rize the part ners to look at one an -
other’s sex ual or gans dur ing in ter course. Zayla’i, armed
with the opin ion of Ibn ’Omar and Imam Abu Hanifa, even 
af firms that it in creases one’s abil ity to reach the quin tes -
sence of ecstasy.

To tal nu dity is very strongly ad vised against, even
when one is “alone.” This is be cause ab so lute sol i tude does 
not ex ist in a world in which we share ex ist ence with the
djinns [spir its lower than an gels] and an gels. “Never go
into wa ter with out cloth ing for wa ter has eyes,” Daylami
observes.

When the ed i tor asked Bahira Sherif to com ment on the
above de scrip tion of “proper sex” of fered by Bouhdiba, she
of fered the fol low ing com ment: “Pub li c nu dity in all forms
is for bid den for both men and women. The most ex treme
case of this is that some ul tra con ser va tive men will cover
their wife’s feet with a cloth when she climbs in and out of a
bus. Men and women are al lowed to be in ti mate and to see
each other’s sexual organs.”

Islamic Law and Egyptian Marriage
In or der to un der stand sex u al ity in Egypt, it is nec es sary

to clar ify the role of mar riage in Is lamic law (which re mains
in ef fect in all is sues re lated to fam ily in Egypt.) In all schools 
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of Is lamic law, mar riage is seen as a con tract whose main
func tion is to make sex ual re la tions be tween a man and a
woman licit. The term ‘aqd al-nikah re fers to the con tract of
co itus. A valid and ef fec tive mar riage con tract out lines cer -
tain re spec tive le gal rights and du ties for wife and hus band,
to gether with other rights and du ties com mon to both of
them. Very su per fi cially, these rights and du ties can be
summed up as dowry and main te nance for the wife and chil -
dren, as well as the good treat ment of the wife and chil dren
by the hus band, the mu tual right of in her i tance be tween the
con ju gal cou ple, and the wife’s obe di ence to her hus band in
law ful mat ters. At the time of mar riage, other par ties can
stip u late cer tain con di tions, pro vided that they are not con -
trary to the basis of marriage as defined by jurists.

The es sen tial re quire ments for a valid Mus lim mar riage
in Egypt are:

1. con sent of the wife,
2. con sent of the le gal guard ian or al wali,
3. two le gal wit nesses, and
4. pay ment of dowry or mahr.

While each of these el e ments must be pres ent for a mar riage 
to be con sid ered valid, there are other fea tures in ferred from 
Is lamic le gal texts, which com bine to make a le git i mate, so -
cially re spect able mar riage. Be cause mar riage is a con tract,
both par ties can stip u late cer tain con di tions. For ex am ple,
one con di tion may be the wife’s right to di vorce, but a con -
di tion that elim i nates the hus band’s right to di vorce would
be void. Verma (1971, 97-104) has pro vided a list of valid
and void conditions related to marriage.

Be yond its le gal com po nents, mar riage is also re garded
as a re li gious ob li ga tion and is in vested with many eth i cal
in junc tions. This can be at trib uted pri mar ily to the fact that
any sex ual con tact out side mar riage is con sid ered for ni ca -
tion or a vi o la tion of zina, and is sub ject to se vere pun ish -
ment. Fur ther more, Is lam con demns and dis cour ages cel i -
bacy. In this man ner, mar riage ac quires a re li gious di men -
sion; it be comes the way of pre serv ing mor als and chas tity
through the sat is fac tion of sex ual de sires within the lim its
set by God (Maudoodi 1983, 6-7). Mus lim ju rists have gone 
so far as to el e vate mar riage to the level of a re li gious duty.
The Qur’an sup ports this no tion in the verse that states,
“And marry such of you as are sol i tary and the pi ous of your
slaves and maid ser vants” (24, 32), which is com monly in -
ter preted as ad vo cat ing mar riage in or der to “com plete the
re li gion” (Bousquet 1948, 63). A com mon Hadith, still of -
ten quoted, par tic u larly among men, states that “the prayer
of a mar ried man is equal to 70 prayers of a sin gle man.”
Thus, all in di vid u als are en cour aged to marry, and societal
provisions, such as the importance of family reputation,
discourage being single.

Mar riage re mains at the cen ter of con tem po rary Egyp tian 
so cial life. It is the pri mary fo cal point in the live s of both
men and women, fol lowed only by the birth of a child. From
a le gal stand point, the mar riage con tract es tab lishes a se ries
of rights and ob li ga tions be tween a cou ple which have a
long-last ing ef fect on many as pects of their live s. An Is lamic
mar riage con tract nat u rally rep re sents more than a mere ex -
change of money or ma te rial goods. It is a form of so cial ex -
change and is thus a le gal, re li gious, eco nomic, and sym bolic 
trans ac tion (Mauss 1967, 76). The con tract is at tended to
with ut most se ri ous ness and is pre ceded by a set of lengthy
ne go ti a tions, al most all of which cen ter around the ma te rial
pro tec tion of the woman and her un born chil dren once she
en ters the state of mat ri mony. Nev er the less, the mar riage
con tract may in clude con di tions that are ad van ta geous for ei -
ther or both spouses. Con di tions spec i fied in the con tract
may range from the woman’s right to dis solve the mar riage,

to an agree ment that nei ther party may leave the town they
agree to live in, and even that the hus band may not marry an -
other woman. The con tract, as a mat ter of course, also acts as
a me dium for bring ing the var i ous mem bers of the two fam i -
lies to gether and pro vides them with the op por tu nity to dis -
cuss in de tail the pre lim i nary work ings of the mar riage. Most 
im por tantly, the mar riage con tract sym bol izes the pub li c ac -
knowl edg ment of the for ma tion of a law ful sex ual part ner -
ship that will be sanctioned both religiously and socially, and
which marks the beginning of a family and the care and up -
bringing of children.

Mut’a or Temporary Marriage
While mut’a or tem po rary mar riage is not rec og nized as

le git i mate by any school of Sunni Is lam, its ac cep tance and
prac tice among the Shi’as high light the con trac tual na ture
of Mus lim mar riages (Haeri 1989). How ever, Haeri’s ar gu -
ment that all Is lamic mar riage con tracts are ba si cally an ex -
change of money for sex ual in ter course, while thor oughly
re searched and ar gued, is in com plete. While that is one el e -
ment of the ex change, Haeri ig nores the other el e ments of
pro tec tion of the woman and her chil dren. Even tem po rary
mar riages re quire a con tract based on the no tion that should
a child be fa thered, even in a short-term un ion, the man must 
claim pa ter nity. This can be ob served by the fact that af ter
the short-term-mar riage con tract ex pires, the woman is still
re quired to ob serve the ’idda, the pe ri od of wait ing. A mut’a
wife is not en ti tled to main te nance, but should chil dren be
con ceived dur ing a le git i mate mut’a marriage, they are
entitled to inherit from both parents.

For a mut’a mar riage to be valid, the term of co hab i ta tion
must be fixed, and it may be a day, a month, a year, or a num -
ber of years; and a dower should be spec i fied. How ever, it is
still in cor rect to draw con clu sions about the na ture of all Is -
lamic mar riage con tracts based on mut’a mar riage con tracts.
Mut’a mar riages are out lawed among all other schools of law 
be cause they do not ful fill the pur pose that the ju rists ar gue is
the fun da men tal rea son be hind mar riage in the first place.
While law ful sex ual in ter course is one as pect of the con tract,
the le gal i ties bound up with the re la tion ship, I think, in di cate
the mul ti di men sional na ture of an Is lamic mar riage. The
Sunni ju rists em pha size that even un der Shi’a doc trine, tem -
po rary mar riage is not a proper mar riage, since it es tab lishes
no maintenance or inheritance rights for the woman.

Mod ern Egyp tian leg is la tion deal ing with mar riage and
its ac tual prac tice pro vides in sight into the con tem po rary
na ture of the found ing of an Is lamic fam ily through mat ri -
mony. Here we can only give a gen eral sum mary of the is -
sues deal ing with mar riage and di vorce. A gen eral ex am i na -
tion of the le gal is tic in tri ca cies of mar riage is rel e vant to all
schools of law in Is lam and re veals the rights and ob li ga -
tions of both men and women that are es tab lished through
the mar i tal bond. It is not within the scope of this chap ter to
ex pound on the so cial and cul tural cus toms that vary across
the re gions that are to day pri mar ily Is lamic. While these
vari a tions are very im por tant, they are not cen tral to our dis -
cus sion here, be cause of the pre vail ing uni for mity of the le -
gal is sues. Few fun da men tal con cep tual and le gal dif fer -
ences ex ist among the var i ous schools of Is lamic law con -
cern ing the ba sic rights of women (e.g., dowry and fi nan cial 
main te nance), in her i tance laws be ing the ex cep tion. Since
the le gal struc ture for mar riage and di vorce, which con sti -
tutes most of the laws deal ing with women, is de scribed in
de tail in the Qur’an (es pe cially suras, chap ters of the
Qur’an, 2, 221-41; 4, 3-35; 65, 1-7), they are be lieved to be
im mu ta ble. His tor i cally, Is lamic so ci et ies have avoided
mak ing changes to the struc ture of fam ily law be cause of its
der i va tion from re li gious text. Thus, it is of contemporary
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relevance to examine some of the legalistic aspects of
marriage with respect to their derivations from the Qur’an.

Sources such as the Qur’an and Is lamic law rep re sent
norms; they do not de scribe what is or what was, but what
should be. They con sti tute the mech a nism of an ide ally
func tion ing Is lamic so ci ety, the goal be ing to pro vide for
hu man kind the path to hap pi ness and par a dise. How ever,
this does not mean that these sources have no re la tion to re -
al ity. In fact, they do from two as pects. On the one hand, the
so lu tions that they sug gest to hu man ques tions and prob -
lems are of ten de rived, in par tic u lar re la tion to is sues about
mar riage and fam ily, out of the ex ist ing cir cum stances,
even in those in stances when they seek to change ex ist ing
con di tions. On the other hand, these guide lines in flu ence
the given so ci ety, lead ing to changes in so cial practice, in -
cluding marriage, family, and gender roles.

Sexuality Within Marriage
Is lamic jus ti fi ca tion of sex ual in ter course through the

mar riage con tract can be seen in a va ri ety of pro vi sions
(Bousquet 1948, 63-74). For ex am ple, a Mus lim mar riage
only be comes com pletely valid when it has been con sum -
mated. If a man de clares his wife di vorced three times, he
can only re marry her once she has con tracted a mar riage
with an other man and con sum mated the new mar riage—a
Hadith re fers to this as “tasting a bit of honey.” 

[(Com ment 2001) As Zeynep Gulçat, au thor of the chap -
ter on Tur key in this vol ume, ex plained when asked about
this by a grad u ate stu dent in the Ed i tor’s class, this Hadith is 
meant to pro tect the wife from re peated, im pul sive dec la ra -
tions of di vorc ing a wife for mi nor ir ri ta tions and then
 remarrying her on re flec tion. (End of com ment by R. T.
Francoeur)]

Also, once hus band and wife live to gether, the mar riage
is to be con sum mated within a cer tain pe ri od of time. The
dif fer ent schools of law vary on the spec i fied time pe ri od,
but one year seems to be the av er age (al-Misri 1994, 531). A 
woman may not re fuse her hus band’s sex ual ad vances at
any time, even if she is men stru at ing, un less it will cause her 
dis com fort. She, in turn, has the right, not just to sex ual in -
ter course, but also to sex ual sat is fac tion. It is said that if a
woman pleases her hus band sex u ally, she can be as sured of
par a dise, and if she re fuses him, she will be pe nal ized both
on earth and in heaven. If a man swears an oath that he will
not touch his wife any more, then she has the right to di -
vorce him af ter four months, un less he re sumes sex ual re la -
tions with her again (Qur’an 2, 226). All of these pre scrip -
tions in di cate how im por tant and po tent Is lam con sid ers
sex u al ity to be. Both men and women are to be sat is fied
 sexually in order to prevent adultery and consequent chaos
in the society.

The im por tance of sex u al ity in the mar ried life of Egyp -
tian women is very ap par ent in their con ver sa tions, which
are of ten, by West ern stan dards, very ex plicit. Mar ried
women will not speak of their sex live s in front of other men
or un mar ried young women. Nev er the less, once they find
them selves alone with other mar ried women, the con ver sa -
tions will be come very de tailed about the var i ous strengths
or weak nesses of their mar ried live s. Women will ad vise
one an other on all as pects of sex and on how to best “deal
with one’s husband.”

A ma jor is sue among mar ried women is the is sue of fre -
quency of sex. Some women feel that their hus bands place
un due de mands on them, given the fact that they work, have
chil dren, and are run ning a house hold. In ter est ingly, some
other women have the op po site com plaint. Ac cord ing to a
cou ple of my in for mants, sev eral of their hus bands kept
them on a strict sched ule of sex. Thus, the men ini ti ated sex

with their wives reg u larly but in a lim ited fash ion on, for ex -
am ple, Tues days and Thurs days, Thurs days be ing the most
com mon night for sex be fore the holy day on Fri day. Any
at tempts on the wife’s part to de vi ate from this sched ule
were met with great op po si tion. Thus, women are con -
stantly ad vis ing one an other on “se duc tive” tech niques to
force their hus bands to vary the sched ule. Men, how ever,
feel that it is nec es sary to pre serve a strict reg u lar sex ual
sched ule in or der to keep their wives’ sex u al ity un der con -
trol. Men tend to fear that, as they age, women may want or
ex pect too much from them, and that once they are not able
to per form as well, this could ini ti ate a mar i tal cri sis. Fur -
ther more, many men fear that any thing be yond ba sic sex ual 
knowl edge could po ten tially make their wives “pro mis cu -
ous” and “un con trollable.” A ma jor com plaint on the part of 
women is their ig no rance about sex when they married and
their husband’s lack of interest in educating them in this
matter.

While Thurs day night is con sid ered “sex night,” Fri day
is tra di tion ally known as bath day. This is the day that rit u -
ally men get cleaned up to go to Fri day prayer. Be cause of
the tra di tional as so ci a tion of sex with full ab lu tions re -
quired af ter a ma jor im pu rity, wa ter is strongly as so ci ated
with sex. This can even be seen in the term Imayya suxna,
hot wa ter, a phrase used by par ents for some thing that the
chil dren should not be allowed to hear.

Among many Egyp tians, part of the role of older men and 
women is to help youn ger men and women deal with some of
the fun da men tal as pects of mar riage. While sex u al ity, within 
the le git i mate in sti tu tion of mar riage, is an ac tive, much-dis -
cussed com po nent of Egyp tian so cial life, these dis cus sions
take place within highly reg u lated spheres of in ter ac tion
char ac ter ized by gen der seg re ga tion and, among women, the
virgin/nonvirgin category.

To an in di vid ual brought up in the West, Egyp tian
women’s dis cus sions of sex u al ity are strik ing be cause of
the many al lu sions to the Qur’an. While many women do
not ac tu ally know what the Qur’an says, they do know that
it urges all in di vid u als to marry and that sex u al ity is en cour -
aged and con sid ered of pri mary im por tance for both men
and women. “The Qur’an says it [sex u al ity] is part of our
na ture,” or, con versely, “sex is part of their [men’s] na ture,”
are com mon com ments and com plaints among women. Es -
pe cially among older women, jokes and an ec dotes about
sex and their hus bands are af ter noon en ter tain ment. Youn -
ger women tend to be quite proud of the new power they
have over their hus bands and again val i date these feel ings
with re li gious ref er ences, such as, “the Qur’an urges us to
re pro duce—and we are help ing them [their hus bands] to
be come good Mus lims,” or, “We are help ing them to ful fill
their re li gious ob li ga tion.” Some of the less-hap pily mar -
ried women in my study (in par tic u lar the older ones) re -
peat edly em pha sized to me that, even though they were not
sat is fied with their hus bands, “this was God’s will,” and
that they were try ing to please their hus bands in all as pects,
in clud ing sex, “be cause it is part of our re li gion and we will
be re warded in the af ter life.” Re li gious ref er ences are used
by both older and youn ger women to val i date their pos i tive
and neg a tive mar i tal ex pe ri ences. None the less, none of the
women seemed to have con crete knowl edge of the ac tual
suras or Hadith.

The com plete so cial pro hi bi tion of young peo ple’s sex ual 
ac tiv i ties out side of mar riage nat u rally leads to the al most
non ex is tence of il le git i macy among this so ci etal group. Il le -
git i macy is only spo ken of in hushed tones and is as so ci ated
with un usual oc cur rences, such as a maid get ting preg nant
through the ad vances of one of the men in the house hold. The 
West ern phe nom e non of older, ed u cated, un mar ried women

352 Con tin uum Com plete In ter na tion al En cy clo pe dia of Sexuality



hav ing chil dren is un heard of and evoked ex pres sions of ex -
treme sur prise among my ac quain tances. “That is haram
[for bid den]. Why would a woman do this to her self!” or “A
woman bears chil dren for her hus band. Chil dren need a fa -
ther. How can this be?” A unan i mously shared Egyp tian be -
lief is that re pro duc tion be longs to the realm of the fam ily
and is thus, like sex u al ity, highly regulated by legal, as well
as social rules and responsibilities.

Divorce
Un til 2000, Egyp tian and Is lamic law pro vided the wife

with a very lim ited right to ini ti ate a di vorce, one of these
be ing the right of the wife to di vorce her hus band on the
grounds of im po tence if she dis cov ered when the mar riage
was con sum mated that his pe nis did not ex ceed the thick -
ness of three fingers.

A ma jor de vel op ment oc curred in late Jan u ary 2000
when the 454-mem ber Egyp tian Par lia ment voted to al low
women to di vorce their hus bands with out first hav ing to
prove to a judge that they had been mis treated. Un der the
new leg is la tion, which was quickly ap proved by Pres i dent
Hosni Mubarak, di vorce will still be more com pli cated for a 
woman than a male (Sachs 2000).

[Up date 2002: With the new law, en acted af ter a 15-year
cam paign, an Egyp tian woman now has two choices. A
woman can still use the of ten-pro tracted pro ce dure, which
re quires her to have wit nesses to pro vide a fam ily court
judge with ex act ing proof that her hus band has com mit ted
adul tery or has mis treated and abused her badly enough to
jus tify di vorce. In the end, the court pro ce dure usu ally re -
sults in a rul ing against the wife. The old law gives men ap -
peal rights that can take years to ex haust. Un der the old law,
as lit tle as an hour with the lo cal mar riage reg is trar is all that
it takes for a hus band to get a di vorce, some times with out
even in form ing the wife. Prior to pas sage of the new law of
2000, a Mus lim man in Egypt could end his mar riage by
say ing three times, “I di vorce you,” or by fil ing with a gov -
ern ment reg is trar a doc u ment tes ti fy ing to his ac tion. De -
spite these dis ad van tages, 1.5 mil lion such re quests were
filed each year un der the old law, and 290,000 di vorces
were granted, ac cord ing to gov ern ment sta tis tics. In Cairo,
where one fifth of Egypt’s 70 mil lion peo ple live, roughly
15,000 women filed for divorce annually under the old law.

[Even with the new law giv ing women the op tion of seek -
ing a di vorce, and the like li hood that the courts will tie up a
case for years ex am in ing a woman’s claim, it is still pref er a -
ble for the wife to prove cause, if only to re tain the mahr
(bridewealth or mar riage pay ment) her hus band brought to
the mar riage. The op tion of the quick di vorce de manded by
the wife al lows the hus band to file his own di vorce re quest
and make a quick exit with the mahr.

[The new op tion al lows a woman to de mand a uni lat eral, 
no-ques tions-asked di vorce on the ba sis of in com pat i bil ity.
The only re stric tions are a re quired court-su per vised at -
tempt at me di a tion and a six-month wait for a woman with
chil dren, and a three-month wait if no chil dren are in volved. 
If a judge fails to rec on cile the cou ple in this pe ri od and the
wife still wants a di vorce, the judge has to grant it. How ever, 
the woman has to re turn all money, prop erty, and gifts she
re ceived in the mar riage from her hus band—her mahr—
and forego alimony.

[One com pro mise dur ing the de bate over the new law
elim i nated a pro vi sion that would have al lowed Egyp tian
women to travel with a hus band’s or fa ther’s per mis sion,
be cause it was too dar ing. In late 1999, the gov ern ment re -
pealed a con tro ver sial part of the crim i nal code that al lowed 
rap ists to avoid im pris on ment if they of fered to marry their
victims.

[Dur ing the 15-year ef fort to change the old fam ily law,
the con ser va tive re li gious el e ment ob jected ve he mently
that the pro posed re form would cause ma jor so cial up -
heaval and set women at war with men, while ad vo cates of
re form ar gued that re form would make the le gal sys tem
more ef fi cient and in tune with con tem po rary con cern over
women’s rights. In the end, a di verse co ali tion made re form
pos si ble. Pres i dent Mubarak, whose wife has been ac tive on 
so cial re form is sues, along with le gal re form ac tiv ists, civ i l
lib er tar i ans, and sup port ers of women’s rights, all sup -
ported the re form. Per haps most cru cial were the Mus lim
schol ars who agreed that there was jus ti fi ca tion within Is -
lam for the pro posed changes. It was, in fact, the jus ti fi ca -
tion of the new law on re li gious grounds that won it ap -
proval in a na tion where fam ily law, in par tic u lar, is seen as
deeply rooted in shari’a (Is lamic code). The ac tiv ists for
 reform suc cess fully ar gued that the Prophet Mo ham med
meant di vorce to be a gen der-equal—or at least nearly
equal—op por tu nity for men and women to dis solve an un -
happy mar riage. When schol ars at Cairo’s Al Azhar Uni -
ver sity, the Mus lim world’s old est seat of re li gious learn ing, 
agreed, the re form be came a re al ity (Geissinger 2000;
Schnei der 2000). (End of update by B. Sherif)]

The sit u a tion of the 6% of Chris tian Egyp tians re mains
as bur den some as be fore, be cause re li gious courts, which
ad min is ter fam ily law, rarely grant Chris tian women a
 divorce un less she can prove adultery.

Many lead ing cler ics sup ported the change, in clud ing
the gov ern ment-ap pointed mufti (le gal ad vi sors on re li -
gious mat ters) and the sheik of Al Azhar Uni ver sity, the old -
est Is lamic teach ing in sti tu tion in the world. Sup port ers of
the change point out that even the Prophet Mu ham mad
 allowed an un happy woman to di vorce her hus band over his 
op po si tion, pro vided she first returned her dowry.

In the im pas sioned de bate on the new law, op po nents ar -
gued that Is lam gives only men the right to ini ti ate a di -
vorce. Ex tend ing this right to women, whom they de scribed 
both in Par lia ment and the me dia as emo tion ally ca pri cious
and venge ful, would lead to a mas sive break down of fam ily
life. “This will only lead to more and more splits within the
so ci ety,” Ayman Nour, a mem ber of Par lia ment claimed;
“This law will in sti gate women to be cor rupt. A woman
could just get to gether with an other man and agree to
 divorce her husband.”

Es tab lish ment of a woman’s right to ini ti ate a di vorce is
a ma jor ad vance ment for women in Egypt in light of the
strong fun da men tal ist movement.

Polygyny
While polygyny is al lowed by the Qur’an, it is vir tu ally

non ex ist ent in Egypt. In con trast to the ste reo typ i cal West -
ern im age of Mus lim men with mul ti ple wives, Egyp tian
men be moan the dif fi cul ties of sup port ing one wife in to -
day’s econ omy, and strong so cial sanc tions work against
their even con sid er ing polygyny as a viable option.

Male and fe male re ac tions must be seen in light of a
1979 rul ing, also known as “Jihan’s law,” so named af ter
Sadat’s un pop u lar mod ern ist wife, who in tro duced a de cree
out law ing polygyny as an op tion for men. Con sid er able de -
bate en sued in the me dia and among sec u lar and re li gious
elites con cern ing the Per sonal Sta tus Laws and their re la -
tion ship to the shari’a (Is lamic law). This amend ment was
even tu ally par tially ab ro gated on pro ce dural grounds in
1985. How ever, in June of that year, a sim i lar law (Law No.
100) amend ing the 1925 and 1929 laws was en acted and is
now the law in place (Karam 1998, 145). The new law stip u -
lates that in the case of a polygynous un ion, the first wife re -
tains the right to seek di vorce, but it is no lon ger an auto mat -
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ic right. In stead, she now has to prove that her hus band’s
sec ond mar riage is det ri men tal to her ei ther ma te ri ally and/
or men tally. Fur ther, the first wife now only has the right to
sue for di vorce in the first year of the new polygynous mar -
riage. It is so cially un ac cept able among the mid dle and up -
per classes for men to en gage in polygynous un ions and, in
fact, is not seen as an op tion. The re vi sions in the law are im -
por tant on a sym bolic level in terms of giving men certain
legal rights over women in the context of the family.Egypt: Homoerotic, Homosexual, and BisexualBehaviors

6. Homoerotic, Homosexual, and
Bisexual Behaviors

While there is no pub li c ac knowl edg ment of homo sex u -
ali ty in Egypt, there is a largely hid den but thriv ing bi sex ual
and homo sex u al com mu nity (Murray 1997c). Nev er the -
less, fam i lies will never ac know ledge that one of their
mem bers is po ten tially homo sex u al. Men will re main liv ing 
in their na tal fam ily for most of their live s and there will
never be any pub li c dis cus sion about their rea sons for not
mar ry ing. Is lam con demns male homo sex u ali ty and pop u -
lar cul ture fur ther re in forces this mes sage. In re al ity, homo -
sex u ali ty is widely prac ticed but is di vided into two cat e go -
ries: the ac tive ver sus the pas sive part ner. The ac tive part ner 
has lit tle stigma at tached to him, or at least much less than to 
the khawal or pas sive part ner, who is heavily stig ma tized.
Ac cord ing to one Hadith, there are three kinds of male
homo sex u al: “Those who look, those who touch, and those
who commit the criminal act” (Bouhdiba 1985, 32).

There is also tra di tional ped er asty be tween older men
and youn ger boys. Long-term do mes tic re la tion ships be -
tween men are un known, given so cial norms that force all
un mar ried in di vid u als to re main in their na tal fam i lies un til
they marry. Since there are many sit u a tions in which males
can in ter act with other males, op por tu ni ties for male homo -
sex u al en coun ters are avail able. Egyp tian cul ture, for in -
stance, en cour ages in ti mate in ter ac tions be tween men, and
it is com mon to see men hold ing hands, em brac ing, or kiss -
ing each other on both cheeks without, again, any sexual
overtones.

There are no sim i lar ven ues for women, who are un der
the con stant su per vi sion of their fam i lies. Thus, there is no
in for ma tion avail able on the prev a lence of les bi an ism in
Egyp tian so ci ety. Also, it is con sid ered quite ap pro pri ate for
women to in ter act with other women in very in ti mate set -
tings (such as help ing each other bathe) with out there be ing
any sex ual over tones to these encounters (Murray 1997b).

Af ter point ing out that the Is lamic world rests on the bi -
po lar ity of the sexes and their un ion in mar riage, Bouhdiba
(1985, 30-33) notes that “homo sex u ali ty is a chal lenge to
the or der of the world as laid down by God and based on the
har mony and rad i cal sep a ra tion of the sexes.”

“God has cursed those who al ter the fron tiers of the
earth.” In these terms the prophet con demns any vi o la tion
of the sep a ra tion of the sexes. Tra di tion has it that four cat -
e go ries of per son in cur the an ger of God: “Men who dress
them selves as women and women who dress them selves
as men, those who sleep with an i mals and those who sleep
with men.” Homo sex u ali ty [liwat] in curs the stron gest
con dem na tion. It is iden ti fied with zina and it is ad vo cated 
that the most hor ri ble pun ish ment should be applied to
those who indulge in it.

In the fi nal anal y sis, liwat even des ig nates all forms of
sex ual and parasexual per ver sion. Nev er the less, in Is lam,
male homo sex u ali ty stands for all the per ver sions and
con sti tutes in a sense the de prav ity of de prav i ties. Fe male
homo sex u ali ty [musahaqa], while equally con demned, is
treated with rel a tive in dul gence and those who in dulge in

it in cur the same rep ri mand as those con demned for auto -
erot icism, bes ti al ity or necrophilia. (Bouhdiba 1985, 31)

[Up date 2003: Al though most Egyp tians view homo -
sex u ali ty as he ret i cal, it is not il le gal. In the late 1990s,
Cairo was gain ing a rep u ta tion in Egypt’s gay grape vine,
and even in some nearby Mid dle East ern coun tries, as hav -
ing a rap idly ex pand ing gay scene. Bars, dis cos, and plenty
of pub li c meet ing places were open ing up in the cen ter of
Cairo where it was rel a tively easy to so cial ize, ex change
cellphone num bers, hold hands, and per haps be more dar -
ing. The gay life flour ished, ei ther largely un no ticed amid
more press ing is sues, like ter ror ism and a gov ern ment
crack down on rad i cal Islamic activists, or tacitly tolerated.

[That changed dra mat i cally in May 2001, when 52 men
were ar rested for “de bauch ery” in a po lice raid on the
Queen Boat, a disco on the Nile known as a gay-friendly
hang out. Af ter the de fen dants were con victed in a No vem -
ber 2001 trial that caused in ter na tion al pro tests, Pres i dent
Hosni Mubarak or dered a sec ond trial. In March 2003, a
Cairo court con victed 21 of the 52 Queen Boat de fen dants
of “de bauch ery” and sen tenced each to three years in jail.
Both highly pub li cized tri als were widely crit i cized by hu -
man rights groups and West ern gov ern ments. While homo -
sex u ali ty is not ex plic itly out lawed in Egypt, a sec tion of
the pe nal code deal ing with “de bauch ery” that is rooted in
Is lamic law has re cently been used to pros e cute gay Egyp -
tians. Ac tiv ist law yers and hu man rights ac tiv ists es ti mate
that 70 gay men have been ar rested in recent months in
addition to the 52 arrested two years ago.

[With the gay hang outs and clubs now closed down, gay
men have turned to con nect ing on the Internet. But the po -
lice are now us ing sting op er a tions on the Internet to track
down gays. Gov ern ment of fi cials deny any ha rass ment of
gays. They also deny hav ing tar geted gays for ar rest. How -
ever, sev eral West ern gov ern ments re main con cerned about 
the treat ment of gays and have been dis cuss ing the mat ter
with Egyp tian of fi cials be hind the scenes (Kershaw 2003).
(End of up date by R. T. Francoeur)]Egypt: Gender Diversity and Transgender Issues

7. Gender Diversity and
Transgender Issues

There is no in for ma tion avail able on trans ves tites or
trans sex u als be cause they can not come out in pub li c. This
topic is not con sid ered le git i mate for dis cus sion in Egypt.Egypt: Significant Unconventional Sexual Behaviors

8. Significant Unconventional
Sexual Behaviors

A. Female Circumcision
In the West, the most con tro ver sial and pub li cized is sue

con cern ing women’s health in the Is lamic world and Af rica
is the prac tice of fe male cir cum ci sion. This prac tice is ex -
tremely wide spread in Egypt, es pe cially among the poorer
classes and in ru ral ar eas. It is con sid ered im per a tive for girls
to be cir cum cised be cause of cul tural norms that stig ma tize
uncircumcised girls and pre vent them from mar ry ing. Es ti -
mates range from 50 to 90% of all Egyp tian women are cir -
cum cised, but pre cise fig ures are not known. A re cent study
con ducted by re search ers from Ayn Shams Uni ver sity found
that 98% of all girls in the Egyp tian coun try side and poor
girls in Cairo had been cir cum cised, both Mus lims and
Coptic Chris tians, while the es ti mate for up per-class girls in
Cairo was ap prox i mately 30% (Botman 1999, 106). The
1995 Egypt De mo graphic and Health Sur vey (EDHS-95)
 indicates that fe male cir cum ci sion is still a com mon prac tice
de spite gov ern ment por tray als to the con trary. Among
women with one or more liv ing daugh ters, 87% re port that at
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least one daugh ter has al ready been circumcised or that they
intend to have the daughter circumcised in the future.

Most cir cum ci sions take place be fore pu berty; the me -
dian age at cir cum ci sion among both re spon dents and their
daugh ters was 9.8 years. Tra di tional prac ti tio ners were re -
spon si ble for more than eight to ten cir cum ci sions among
re spon dents, while trained med i cal per son nel per formed
more than half of the cir cum ci sions among the daughters of
respondents.

The ma jor ity of women sur veyed (82%) think fe male
cir cum ci sion should be con tin ued. Sev enty-four per cent
be lieve that hus bands pre fer their wives to be cir cum cised
and 72% be lieve that cir cum ci sion is an im por tant as pect of
re li gious tra di tion. Rel a tively few women rec og nize the
neg a tive con se quences of cir cum ci sion, such as re duced
sex ual sat is fac tion (29%), the risk of death (24%), and the
greater risk of problems in childbirth (5%).

This clinic-based study, one of the few of its kind, was car -
ried out at five uni ver sity hos pi tals, sev eral ru ral hos pi tals,
and two ur ban clin ics. It in cluded a to tal of 1,339 women for
whom both ques tion naires and phys i cal ex am i na tions were
com pleted. All cli ents com ing to the sites for fam ily plan ning
or gyne co logi cal ex am i na tions were in ter viewed about their
ex pe ri ence with fe male cir cum ci sion. In ad di tion to the in ter -
view, pel vic ex am i na tions were con ducted on all the women
in the study. As part of the ex am i na tions, spe cially trained gy -
ne col o gists de ter mined whether there was phys i cal ev i dence
of cir cum ci sion and, in the case of cir cum cised women, the
amount of tissue excised during the circumcision.

The re sults of the study per mit a clas si fi ca tion of cir cum -
cised women ac cord ing to the type of cir cum ci sion per -
formed. Be cause the in ter views were con ducted prior to the
phys i cal ex am i na tions, it was also pos si ble to com pare the
woman’s own re port as to her cir cum ci sion sta tus with the re -
sults of the phys i cal ex am i na tion. For 94% of the women in
this clinic-based study, there was agree ment be tween the re -
port ing of cir cum ci sion and the find ings of the subsequent
physical examination.

While fe male cir cum ci sion is of ten pre sented as a re -
quire ment of Is lam, this is in fact a fal lacy. To the great em -
bar rass ment of the Egyp tian gov ern ment, the is sue was
raised at the 1994 In ter na tion al Con fer ence on Pop u la tion
and De vel op ment in Cairo. Sub se quently, a de cree was is -
sued to limit the prac tice to hos pi tals. The gov ern ment re -
frained from com pletely out law ing the prac tice be cause of
pres sure by Is lamic groups who deem fe male cir cum ci sion
as nec es sary based on a say ing by the Prophet Mu ham mad.
Crit ics, how ever, point out that the Prophet’s own daugh ters
were not cir cum cised and that cir cum ci sion is not prac ticed
in Saudi Ara bia, the most con ser va tive Is lamic coun try in the 
Mid dle East. In 1997, un der pres sure from Is lamic fun da -
men tal ist groups, the gov ern ment lifted the ban on fe male
cir cum ci sion. De spite in ter na tion al ef forts to pub li cize the
phys i cal and psy cho log i cal dan gers of cir cum ci sion, the
prac tice is gain ing le git i macy as Islamists re vive the be lief
that it is re li giously man dated. The con tro versy around
 female cir cum ci sion is in dic a tive of the ten sion be tween in -
grained cul tural val ues with re spect to gen der, Islamists’
quests for “authenticity,” and Western perspectives that ad -
vocate universal women’s rights with respect to control of
their bodies.

B. Coercive Sexual Behavior
Incest

Al though all cul tures have some kind of in cest ta boo, the
bound aries re strict ing who is an ac cept able sex ual and mar i -
tal part ner vary. In Egypt, for in stance, sex ual re la tions and
mar riage be tween first cous ins is not con sid ered in ces tu ous

be hav ior and his tor i cally was very com mon. Even to day, it is 
not un com mon for first cous ins to marry. In fact, many fam i -
lies, par tic u larly in the poorer and ru ral ar eas, con sid er this
form of ar ranged mar riage pref er a ble to mar ry ing out side of
the fam ily. The ra tio nale for this in cludes the idea that one
has an in sider’s knowl edge about one’s own fam ily and,
there fore, knows “what one is get ting.” Also, first-cousin
marriages keep the land and wealth within the family.

Rape
In ci dents of re ported rape are in fre quent in Egypt, be -

cause young girls, es pe cially from mid dle-class and up per-
class fam i lies are very pro tected. They tend to only move in
the com pany of mem bers of their fam i lies and they them -
selves take great care to pro tect their rep u ta tions in or der to
re main “mar riage able.” Girls from poor fam i lies who work
as do mes tic ser vants are at a much greater risk of rape, be -
cause they have lit tle power to pro tect them selves from the
ad vances of male fam ily mem bers. These cases tend to go
un re ported and are not of in ter est to most mem bers of the
so ci ety. Also, the surge in an un der ground drug cul ture has
led to a greater risk for women to be sexually exploited.

Unconventional Sexual Outlets
Al though there are no re corded cases, some peo ple

claim that ru ral males oc ca sion ally use an i mals, such as
sheep, as a sex ual out let. Es pe cially in iso lated vil lages,
where sex ual out lets for un mar ried ad o les cents are lack ing,
sex ual in ter course with animals is not uncommon.

C. Pornography and Erotica
Por nog ra phy, as well as pros ti tu tion, are for bid den by

Egyp tian law. That said, there are at tempts to smug gle in
por nog ra phy from the West, in par tic u lar now through the
Internet. A crack down on this be hav ior has been ad vo cated
by the gov ern ment to the ex tent that at Internet ca fes, us ers
must sign a form say ing that they will not at tempt to ac cess
or download pornography.

D. Prostitution
Al though in for ma tion about pros ti tu tion in the re li -

giously con ser va tive na tions of the Mid dle East is lim ited,
pros ti tu tion is known to ex ist in most Arab coun tries, in -
clud ing the ur ban ar eas of Egypt (Inhotn & Buss 1993).
Even though pros ti tu tion is out lawed in Egypt, Cairo is
widely known as of fer ing males ac cess to many classes and
types of pros ti tutes. With the in creas ing con ser va tive cli -
mate in Egypt, the so cial phe nom e non is in creas ingly hid -
den and not eas ily ob served. Pros ti tu tion rings ca ter ing to
trav el ing West ern busi ness men are known to op er ate out of
pri vate apart ments, while other pros ti tutes fre quent the
large ho tels with a high per cent age of West ern guests. It is
dif fi cult to reg u late this form of pros ti tu tion be cause Egyp -
tian pros ti tutes do not ex hibit the same overt sig nals as their
Western counterparts. There is no published data on prosti -
tution in Egypt.Egypt: Contraception, Abortion, and PopulationPlanning

9. Contraception, Abortion, and
Population Planning

Fam ily plan ning is a prob lem atic area even though
Egypt has the lon gest his tory of con tra cep tive ini tia tives in
the Mid dle East. In 1996, the for mer Min is try of Pop u la tion
and Fam ily Plan ning was abol ished and a new Min is try of
Health and Pop u la tion was cre ated to un der score the re -
newed im por tance the gov ern ment is giv ing to is sues of
pop u la tion growth. Egypt’s pop u la tion prob lems are two-
fold: rapid rates of pop u la tion growth re lated to high fer til -
ity and an un bal anced pop u la tion dis tri bu tion. The high est
fer til ity level is found in ru ral Up per Egypt, 5.2 births per
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woman, com pared to a lower fer til ity level of 2.7 births per
woman in urban Lower Egypt (Chelala 1996, 1651).

In or der to help curb pop u la tion growth, the gov ern ment
has con sis tently ad vo cated the use of fam ily-plan ning meth -
ods. How ever, the qual ity of fam ily-plan ning ser vices is of -
ten poor, con tra cep tives are not readily avail able, and, es pe -
cially, poor and ru ral women are re luc tant to use ar ti fi cial
birth con trol meth ods, which they have heard ru mored are
det ri men tal to women’s health. Many un wanted preg nan cies
end in self-in duced abor tions be cause abor tion is pro hib ited
in Egypt, ex cept in cases where preg nancy threat ens the life
of the mother. The 1995 Egypt De mo graphic and Health Sur -
vey, a na tion ally rep re sentative sur vey of 14,779 mar ried
women aged 14 to 49, shows a lev el ing off of the con tra cep -
tive prev a lence rate at around 48% from 1991 to 1995. Al -
though con tra cep tive use in Egypt dou bled be tween 1980
and 1995, from 24% to 48%, most of the in crease hap pened
in the 1980s, with no sig nif i cant change in the over all rate of
con tra cep tive use be tween 1991 and 1995. The 1995 sur vey
also re vealed sig nif i cant dif fer ences in the level of con tra -
cep tive use based on re gion, with women in Lower Egypt
show ing the low est con tra cep tive use. This high dis crep ancy
can be at trib uted, at least in part, to lower socioeconomic
conditions and traditional practices and beliefs.

A pri mary is sue dis cussed dur ing the In ter na tion al Con -
fer ence on Pop u la tion and De vel op ment held in Sep tem ber
1994 in Cairo was the re la tion ship be tween re li gion, fam ily
plan ning, and women’s rights. Abor tion turned out to be the
most con tro ver sial topic. Mus lims ve he mently ar gue against
abor tion as a means of fam ily plan ning but be lieve that abor -
tion should be tied to the fam ily unit. They be lieve that abor -
tion may be prac ticed in ex cep tional cases where the health of 
ei ther the mother or the fe tus is in dan ger. The gov ern ment’s
stance is that women must avoid abor tion as a method of fam -
ily plan ning, but the gov ern ment does not pro vide treat ment
and counseling for women forced to resort to this measure.

Herbal and folk con tra cep tives are still pop u lar, par tic u -
larly in ru ral ar eas. Mid wives are pop u lar sources for in for -
ma tion on pre vent ing preg nan cies and in duc ing abor tions.
Mid wives are also of ten in di rectly in volved in the hy men-
break ing cer e mony of young vir gins on their wed ding
night. Should a young woman not be a vir gin or be wor ried
about the in tact ness of her hy men, she may go to a mid wife
who will ar range for her to place a small sack with chicken
blood into her va gina, so that when the mar riage is con sum -
mated on her wedding night she will bleed.

In fer til ity, even though it is barely ac knowl edged or
stud ied, is also an im por tant prob lem that cul tur ally af flicts
pri mar ily women in Egypt. In a so ci ety where it is im per a -
tive for women of all classes to bear chil dren and, thus, at -
tain so cial sta tus through moth er hood, the in abil ity to bear
chil dren leads to se ri ous so cial con se quences. Al ter na tives
to moth er hood and do mes tic ity are largely ab sent, and
adop tion is not al lowed un der Is lamic law. Thus, for all
women, bi o log i cal par ent hood is im per a tive, es pe cially
since un der Is lamic law a man has the right to re place an in -
fer tile wife through di vorce or polygynous mar riage. While
polygyny is not an op tion that is ex er cised by up per- and
mid dle-class men, the threat of di vorce hov ers over child -
less mar riages. Among all classes and ed u ca tional lev els,
women are typ i cally blamed for re pro duc tive fail ings, and
they also bear the bur den of over com ing this con di tion
through a ther a peu tic quest that is of ten trau matic and un -
fruit ful (Inhorn 1994, 5). Fur ther, women face ex tremes of
so cial judg ment, for they are cast as be ing less than other
women, as de priv ing their hus bands and their hus band’s
fam i lies of offspring, and as endangering other people’s
children through their supposedly uncontrollable envy.Egypt: Sexually Transmitted Diseases and HIV/AIDS

10. Sexually Transmitted Diseases
and HIV/AIDS

A. Sexually Transmitted Diseases
In for ma tion about sex u ally trans mit ted dis eases in Egypt

is scat tered and of ten an ec dotal. Nev er the less, ev i dence sug -
gests that sex u ally trans mit ted dis eases are wide spread in the
gen eral pop u la tion. The only study, which pro vides some in -
di ca tion of the prev a lence of sex u ally trans mit ted dis eases, is 
re search on re pro duc tive mor bid i ties, in clud ing re pro duc -
tive tract in fec tions, con ducted among 502 women in two
vil lages in ru ral Giza, 1989 to 1990. Sixty-four per cent of the
women sam pled had a re pro duc tive tract in fec tion at the time 
of the sur vey, which may be in part be cause con doms are
rarely used in Egypt. While solid data are lack ing, the 1995
De mo graphic and Health Sur vey re ported that only 14% of
mar ried women used con doms for fam ily plan ning. It is,
there fore, un likely that con doms are commonly used in
Egypt for disease prevention (Lenton 1997, 1005).

As in many other coun tries in sub-Sa ha ran Af rica, the
mi gra tion–pros ti tu tion–STD triad is op er a tive in Egypt.
Stud ies in di cate that, in par tic u lar, male la bor mi gra tion,
which is cur rently over 2 mil lion, brings with it a va ri ety of
so cial ills, in clud ing STDs. Given strict cul tural norms re -
gard ing women’s pre mar i tal vir gin ity and mar i tal fi del ity,
Egyp tian women find them selves on the re ceiv ing end of a
va ri ety of sex u ally trans mit ted in fec tions. Their hus bands,
many of whom mi grate for ex tended pe ri ods of time, con -
tract gon or rhea, gen i tal chla myd ia, and other ster il iz ing in -
fec tions, pri mar ily from for eign pros ti tutes. Emerg ing stud -
ies from both ru ral and ur ban Egypt in di cate that rates of
var i ous STDs are ris ing in sim i lar pro por tions to the West.
Of ten men con tract STDs from ei ther fe male or male pros ti -
tutes, and, given cul tural norms that dis cour age this form of
be hav ior, avoid see ing doc tors. The in fec tion, there fore, be -
comes chronic in men’s pros tates and they trans mit the dis -
eases di rectly on the first wed ding night to their new brides.
Women, thus, may start their mar i tal live s with tubal in fec -
tions that po ten tially lead to in fer til ity. This has ma jor so ci -
etal im pli ca tions, be cause in fer tile women face their great -
est threat from their hus bands, who have the right un der Is -
lamic law to re place an in fer tile wife through di vorce or a
polygynous re mar riage. Such re place ments are of ten en -
cour aged by the hus bands’ fam i lies, who view an infertile
wife as, at best, useless, and, at worst, a threat to the social
reproduction of the patrilineage (Inhorn 1996, 4).

An other fac tor that may in flu ence the spread of STDs is
the fact that Egypt re mains a pop u lar tour ist des ti na tion,
both for vis i tors to the pyr a mids and pharaonic trea sures
and, more re cently, for seek ers of sand, sea, and sex who
visit Red Sea re sorts. De spite the grow ing con ser va tive fun -
da men tal ist move ment, Egypt is still more lib eral than other 
Arab states.

B. HIV/AIDS
Ac cord ing to United Na tions sta tis tics, North Af rica and

the Mid dle East ac counted for less than 1% of the to tal num -
ber of peo ple in fected world wide with HIV. In this re gion,
27,000 peo ple have died from HIV-re lated ill nesses, com -
pared to 170,000 in Eu rope and 46 mil lion in sub-Sa ha ran
Af rica (as of 1997). The Na tional AIDS Pro gram in Egypt re -
cently pub lished the num ber of units of blood that have tested 
pos i tive for HIV in each of the seven years prior to 1997. The
prev a lence of in fec tion is low and there is no real ev i dence of
an up ward trend. For ex am ple, in 1990, 136,422 blood units
were tested and only 4 were pos i tive for HIV; in 1996, a quar -
ter of a mil lion units were tested and only 3 were pos i tive
(Lenton 1997, 1005). The data from blood do na tions is par -
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tic u larly in ter est ing, be cause all blood col lected in Egypt’s
pub li c-health fa cil i ties is vol un tarily do nated by fam ily
mem bers of pa tients. There is no ev i dence of ei ther vol un tary 
or non-vol un tary do nor re fer ral. Egypt’s med i cal sur veil -
lance of blood units is, therefore, a good indicator of the
prevalence of HIV in the adult population.

De spite world wide in creases in the AIDS ep i demic,
AIDS is so far not spread ing in any per cep ti ble num bers in
Egypt. None the less, fac tors that con trib ute to the spread of
HIV def i nitely ex ist, and an ec dotal ev i dence sug gests that
other sex u ally trans mit ted dis eases are wide spread in the
gen eral pop u la tion. How ever, while re li able sur vey data is
not avail able, Egyp tian med i cal ex perts claim that the neg -
li gible spread of HIV in fec tion and AIDS in the gen eral
pop u la tion is pos si bly the re sult of the Is lamic moral code,
which for bids adul tery, sex be fore mar riage, and homo sex -
u al prac tices. This in di cates that wide spread ad her ence to
this code could mean that, while HIV in fec tion oc curs in
small groups prac tic ing sex ual be hav iors that in crease their
chance of in fec tion, only rarely do in di vid u als in the gen -
eral pop u la tion come into con tact with at-risk in di vid u als.
None the less, re search into pat terns of sex u al ity is needed in 
or der to ex plain the low prev a lence of AIDS in Egypt. Also,
the lack of re li able data makes it difficult to gauge the real
situation from the picture presented by official sources.

[Up date 2002: UNAIDS Ep i de mi o log i cal As sess ment:
Egypt ap pears to be at a low ep i demic level. A small num ber 
of sex work ers, men who have sex with men, and drug us ers
have been tested yearly and the rate of HIV in fec tion re -
mains very low. In 1999, only one HIV-sero posi tive case
was found out of 236 men who have sex with men who were
tested. Like wise, there is still no ev i dence from re ported
data that HIV prev a lence among in ject ing drug us ers is
high. How ever, the prob lem of HIV and drug use in Egypt,
as in many coun tries of the East ern Med i ter ra nean, should
not be un der es ti mated. In a re cent study on the prev a lence
and pat terns of drug use in Egypt, the rate of in ject ing drugs
was around 13% of all prac tices of drug in take. HIV among
sex work ers is still be low 1%. Clearly, with the cur rent level 
of re ported in for ma tion about HIV in Egypt, and the ob vi -
ous gaps in the sur veil lance sys tem of high-risk groups, it is
dif fi cult to draw any con clu sive re marks about the situation
and the trends of HIV in the country.

[The es ti mated num ber of adults and chil dren liv ing
with HIV/AIDS on Jan u ary 1, 2002, were:

Adults ages 15-49: 8,000 (rate: < 0.1%)
Women ages 15-49: 780
Chil dren ages 0-15: NA

[No es ti mate is avail able for the num ber of adults and
chil dren who died of AIDS dur ing 2001.

[No es ti mate is avail able for the num ber of Egyp tian chil -
dren who had lost one or both par ents to AIDS and were un -
der age 15 at the end of 2001. (End of up date by the Ed i tors)]Egypt: Sexual Dysfunctions, Counseling, andTherapies

11. Sexual Dysfunctions, Counseling,
and Therapies

While there are no of fi cial stud ies on sex ual dys func tion 
in the Egyp tian pop u la tion, it is widely known that Egyp -
tian men are ob sessed with en hanc ing sex ual per for mance.
While the men de fine en hanced sex ual per for mance as pro -
long ing in ter course, all rem e dies used sug gest un der ly ing
oc cur rences of im po tence. In re cent years, Viagra has be -
come very well known and pop u lar in Egypt. Dur ing
Ramadan 1999, better va ri et ies of dates, which are very
pop u lar as one of the fa vor ite foods for break ing the fast,
were be ing sold un der the names “Viagra” and “Monica”
dates. Even mela tonin, when it ini tially be came pop u lar on

the world mar ket, was seen by Egyp tian men as some kind
of aph ro di siac, as a means for bring ing one’s youth back.
Other rem e dies that are thought to be good for men are
hash ish, tea (but not mint or karkadeh or hi bis cus tea), and
other things which are “re lax ing,” for ex am ple, pi geon,
sheep’s feet, and also nut meg. There are other more me dic i -
nal rem e dies avail able at the tra di tional phar ma cies. In ad -
di tion, there is dahaan, “oint ments” of var i ous kinds, lo cal
an es thet ics also sup posed to pro long erec tion. Many Egyp -
tian men at the time of their wed ding will seek advice on
sexual aids in order to ensure that everything will “function
properly.”

Women’s me dic i nal and folk me dic i nal rem e dies tend to 
cen ter around is sues of con cep tion, preg nancy, and nurs ing. 
While many peo ple are aware that fe male cir cum ci sion may 
lead to fri gid ity, as was men tioned above, it is still ex -
tremely com mon. Also wor thy of men tion is the cos metic
prac tice of hy men re pair. Be cause of the fact that fe male
vir gin ity plays an enor mous role in terms of the honor of a
fam ily and the bride in volved, some doc tors have de vel -
oped the prac tice of sew ing up rup tured hy mens be fore an
up com ing wed ding night. This prac tice is par tic u larly com -
mon among up per-mid dle-class and up per-class fam i lies,
where the girls have been per mit ted more free dom in terms
of their in ter ac tions with men be fore mar riage, but where
fe male vir gin ity on the wedding night remains just as
important as among the lower classes.Egypt: Sex Research and Advanced ProfessionalEducation

12. Sex Research and Advanced
Professional Education

Sexological re search is only in the ini tial stages in
Egypt. While is sues of fam ily plan ning, mother and in fant
mor tal ity, and women’s re pro duc tive con cerns have been at
the fore front of the Egyp tian re search agenda for quite a
long pe ri od, other top ics con cern ing sex u al ity are not. The
grow ing fun da men tal ist move ment fur ther im pedes any re -
search that deals with is sues of sex u al ity not di rectly related 
to reproductive issues.

There are no sexological or ga ni za tions or pub li ca tions in
Egypt. The Egyp tian Fam ily Plan ning As so ci a tion has its of -
fices at: 66 Gazirat El Arab Street, Al Mohandissen, El Giza,
Cairo, Egypt. Phone: 20-2-360-7329; fax: +20-2-360-7329.

[Up date 2003: The Egyp tian So ci ety of An drology
(ESA) and the Pan-Arab So ci ety of Im po tence Re search
and Sex ual Sci ences (PASIR) are well es tab lished and pop -
u lar so ci et ies in Egypt and the Mid dle East, work ing in the
ar eas of erec tile dys func tion and sexol o gy. Egyp tian con -
sul tants have also ini ti ated sev eral erec tile dys func tion cen -
ters in Saudi Ara bia and the Gulf area. Since 1985, the
Andrology, Sexol o gy, and STD De part ment at the Uni ver -
sity of Cairo has of fered a doc toral de gree, pos si bly one of
the few in the world, in Andrology, Sexol o gy, and STDs.
The fac ulty have nu mer ous pub li ca tions in both na tional
and in ter na tion al jour nals, in clud ing the In ter na tion al Jour -
nal of Im po tence and Sex ual Re search. Most sexological
work and pub li ca tions from Egypt over the past 20 years
have been done by mem bers of ESA and PASIR—many of
whom are mem bers of both so ci et ies. Both so ci et ies main -
tain good relations and are supportive of each other’s activi -
ties (www.family-clinics.com).

[Many em i nent mem bers of both so ci et ies have been ac -
tive in lo cal me dia to pro mote sex u al ity ed u ca tion and to
fend off fun da men tal ist crit ics. Many are also work ing and
ac tively ed u cat ing against the prac tice of fe male gen i tal
mu ti la tion (fe male cir cum ci sion), which is sadly still very
pop u lar in Egypt and many parts of Af rica de spite the laws
passed against it. Oth ers are work ing on up dat ing the study
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cur ric ula for un der grad u ate med i cal stu dents and for post -
grad u ate de grees in Andrology, Sexol o gy, and STDs at
Cairo Uni ver sity. ESA and PASIR mem bers pro vide a va ri -
ety of ed u ca tional, sci en tific, and com mu nity ser vices.
They are also very pop u lar and re spected fig ures within our
sci en tific com mu nity. (End of update by H. Ghanem)]Egypt: References and Suggested Readings
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Critical Acclaim for
The Continuum Complete International Encyclopedia of Sexuality

1. The In ter na tion al En cy clo pe dia of Sex u al ity, Vols. 1-3 (Francoeur, 1997)

The World As so ci a tion of Sexol o gy, an in ter na tion al so ci ety of lead ing schol ars and eighty pro fes sional or ga ni za tions
de voted to the study of hu man sex ual be hav ior, has en dorsed The In ter na tion al En cy clo pe dia of Sex u al ity as an
im por tant and unique con tri bu tion to our un der stand ing and ap pre ci a tion of the rich va ri ety of hu man sex ual at ti tudes,
values, and behavior in cultures around the world.

Re cip i ent of the “1997 Ci ta tion of Ex cel lence for an out stand ing ref er ence in the field of sexol o gy,” awarded by the
Amer i can Foun da tion for Gen der and Gen i tal Med i cine and Sci ence at the Thir teenth World Con gress of Sexol o gy,
Valencia, Spain.

Rec om mended by Li brary Jour nal (Oc to ber 1, 1997) to pub li c and ac a demic li brar i ans look ing to up date their
col lec tions in the area of sex u al ity: “An ex traor di nary, highly valu able syn the sis of in for ma tion not avail able
else where. Here are in-depth re ports on sex-re lated prac tices and cul ture in 32 coun tries on six con ti nents, con trib uted
by 135 sexol o gists world wide. . . . For all academic and larger public collections.”

Picked by Choice (As so ci a tion of Col lege & Re search Li brar ies/Amer i can Li brary As so ci a tion) as Best Ref er ence
Work and Out stand ing Ac a demic Book for 1997: “Al though this en cy clo pe dia is meant as a means of un der stand ing
hu man sex u al ity, it can also be used as a lens with which to view hu man cul ture in many of its other man i fes ta tions.
. . . Con sid er ing cov er age, or ga ni za tion, and au thor ity, the com par a tively low price is also no ta ble. Rec om mended for
ref er ence col lec tions in universities, special collections, and public libraries.”

“Most im pres sive, pro vid ing a wealth of good, solid in for ma tion that may be used by a wide va ri ety of pro fes sion als
and stu dents seek ing in for ma tion on cross-cul tural pat terns of sex ual be hav ior . . . an in valu able, unique schol arly work 
that no li brary should be with out.”—Con tem po rary Psy chol ogy

“. . . en ables us to make transcultural com par i sons of sex ual at ti tudes and be hav iours in a way no other mod ern book
does. . . . Clin ics and train ing or ga ni za tions would do well to ac quire cop ies for their li brar ies. . . . In di vid ual ther a pists 
and re search ers who like to have their own col lec tion of key pub li ca tions should cer tainly con sid er it.”—Sex ual and
Mar i tal Ther apy (U.K.)

“. . . schol arly, straight for ward, and tightly-or ga nized for mat in for ma tion about sex ual be liefs and be hav iors as they are 
cur rently prac ticed in 32 coun tries around the world. . . . The list of con tri bu tors . . . is a vir tual who’s who of schol ars
in sex ual sci ence.”—Choice

“. . . one of the most am bi tious cross-cul tural sex sur veys ever un der taken. Some 135 sexol o gists world wide de scribe
sex-re lated prac tices and cul tures in 32 dif fer ent coun tries. . . . Best Ref er ence Sources of 1997.”—Li brary Jour nal

“What sep a rates this en cy clo pe dia from past in ter na tion al sex u al ity books is its dis tinct dis sim i lar ity to a ‘guide book to 
the sex ual hotspots of the world.’ . . . An im pres sive and im por tant con tri bu tion to our un der stand ing of sex u al ity in a
global so ci ety. . . . fills a big gap in peo ple’s knowl edge about sex ual at ti tudes and be hav iors.”—Sex u al ity In for ma tion 
and Ed u ca tion Council of the United States (SIECUS)

“Truly im por tant books on hu man sex u al ity can be counted on, per haps, just one hand. The In ter na tion al En cy clo pe dia 
of Sex u al ity de serves spe cial at ten tion as an im pres sive ac com plish ment.”—Jour nal of Mar riage and the Fam ily

“. . . a land mark ef fort to cross-ref er ence vast amounts of in for ma tion about hu man sex ual be hav iors, cus toms, and
cul tural at ti tudes ex ist ing in the world. Never be fore has such a com pre hen sive un der tak ing been even re motely
avail able to re search ers, schol ars, ed u ca tors, and cli ni cians ac tive in the field of hu man sex u al ity.”—San dra Cole,
Pro fes sor of Phys i cal Med i cine and Re ha bil i ta tion, University of Michigan Medical Center

2. The In ter na tion al En cy clo pe dia of Sex u al ity, Vol. 4 (Francoeur & Noonan, 2001)

“. . . a mas ter piece of or ga ni za tion. The feat of suc cess fully com pil ing so much in for ma tion about so many coun tries
into such a co her ent and read able for mat de fies sig nif i cant neg a tive crit i cism.”—Sex u al ity and Cul ture, Paul Fedoroff,
M.D., Co-Di rec tor, Sex ual Be hav iors Clinic Fo ren sic Pro gram, The Royal Ottawa Hospital, Ottawa, Canada

3. The Con tin uum Com plete In ter na tion al En cy clo pe dia of Sex u al ity (Francoeur &
Noonan, 2004)

“. . . [a] trea sure trove. . . . This unique com pi la tion of spe cial ized knowl edge is rec om mended for re search col lec tions
in the so cial sci ences . . . as well as a sec ond ary source for cross-cul tural re search.”—Li brary Jour nal, March 15, 2004, 
p. 64

“. . . a book that is truly his toric, and in many ways com pa ra ble to the great sexological sur veys of Havelock Ellis and
Al fred Kinsey. . . . Many works of un de ni able im por tance are in tended to speak about hu man sex u al ity. But in this
en cy clo pe dia we hear the voices of a mul ti tude of na tions and cul tures. With cov er age of more than a quar ter of the
coun tries in the world, . . . not only will the Con tin uum Com plete In ter na tion al En cy clo pe dia of Sex u al ity re main a
stand ard ref er ence work for years to come, but it has raised the bar of sexological schol ar ship to a rig or ous new
level.”—John Heidenry, ed i tor, The Week, and au thor of What Wild Ec stasy: The Rise and Fall of the Sex ual
Revolution

For more review excerpts, go to www.SexQuest.com/ccies/.


