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This book is a brilliant engagement with the issue of gender-based 
violence, one of the most difficult challenges that societies all over 
the world contend with. Despite the many advancements and con-

siderable gains accrued by women, particularly in the twentieth and 
twenty-first centuries, societies continue to battle with the insidious 
unequal power relations entrenched in cultural practices and political 
regimes—a power dynamic that is particularly oppressive to women. 
Gender-based violence has multiple expressions and manifestations but 
is always a case of abuse of power. Manifestations of this violence can 
happen anywhere: on the street, in the workplace, at school or university, 
and in the most intimate spaces and relationships in the private sphere.

There is no doubt in my mind that the January 25 Revolution in 2011 
is the reason we are now able to discuss the issue of sexual harassment in 
Egypt in a serious and meaningful manner. Despite the frustrations and 
the general feeling that the revolution was sidetracked—even aborted—
the fact that sexual violence against women was brought to the forefront 
and lost its status as a taboo topic is definitely one of the achievements 
of the wave of revolutions that swept the Arab world in 2011, and it is 
an achievement that has persisted in various manifestations over the past 
decade. The 2011 moment exposed the social and political ills in our 
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society, highlighting prevalent discriminatory practices and ideas, and 
eventually opening up political spaces that had been previously closed 
for decades, which allowed for a free and genuine debate on how to 
address the widespread exclusionary politics. Against this background, 
sexual violence against women during protests, which increased consid-
erably as women asserted their presence and demands as equal citizens, 
was recognized and became a political and social priority.

In this regard, we must pay tribute to the women and men who 
were instrumental in breaking the taboo and foregrounding the issue in 
the public sphere. I recall groups such as Shoft Taharush (I Witnessed 
Harassment), Tahrir Bodyguards, HarassMap, and Operation Anti-
Harassment (OpAntiSH) who exposed incidents of harassment, formed 
intervention teams to “rescue” women during protests, and offered help 
and support to survivors of harassment. Equally important was the role 
played by many women’s groups, such as Nazra, in encouraging women 
to share their experiences. I recall the courage of Yasmine El Baramawy, 
who went on public TV in 2012 to talk about her ordeal. Yasmine and 
others forced political parties, and indeed all of us as a society, to take 
note and face the problem. She, along with many other brave women, 
succeeded in shifting the discourse from “blaming the victim” to focus-
ing on the perpetrators and holding them accountable.

This breakthrough, achieved at a moment when it was possible to 
push against the boundaries of social norms and political expediency, led 
to many concrete steps in the right direction. The 2014 Constitution 
included article 11, which committed the state to combating violence 
against women. This article was translated into a modification of the 
Penal Code in June 2014, which criminalized sexual harassment for the 
first time in Egyptian legislation. A new department was founded in the 
Ministry of Interior to address incidents of sexual assault and harassment. 
At Cairo University, an anti-sexual harassment policy was endorsed in 
2014—the first in a public university in Egypt—and a unit was estab-
lished to raise awareness and institutionalize rules and regulations for 
dealing with sexual harassment complaints. Other public universities 
followed suit and adopted anti-sexual harassment policies. These are just 
a few examples of the efforts to combat sexual violence that were enabled 
in the aftermath of 2011.

Worthy of note is that the important developments that have hap-
pened since 2011 in this area have been mainly focused on violence in the 
public sphere—on the street or in the workplace. Gender-based violence 
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in the private sphere proved to be more difficult to address, largely due to 
a culture of silence and silencing, which saw women being discouraged 
by their families and by society from speaking up and naming perpetra-
tors. A breakthrough happened in 2020 when a group of young men and 
women launched an Instagram account to expose harassment exercised 
in intimate relations by men who assaulted girlfriends or school mates; in 
other words, violations that were not committed by strangers in the pub-
lic sphere. One of the founders of this account, Nadeen Ashraf, a student 
at the American University in Cairo (AUC), named Ahmed Bassam Zaki 
a perpetrator of harassment. Ashraf succeeded in encouraging many 
young women to share their stories of exploitation and intimidation by 
that same perpetrator. The following months witnessed the emergence 
of several websites that called upon women to share stories of abuse at 
the hands of men who were colleagues, friends, bosses—men who were 
not strangers to them or their circles, and yet who manipulated the cul-
ture of silence that robbed women of their voices and agency. In 2021, 
SpeakUp was launched at AUC—an initiative that enables discussions 
of the various issues relevant to sexual harassment. A result of this ini-
tiative was the SpeakUp Dialog Series, which addresses legal, political, 
and cultural challenges, and also highlights efforts to resist and combat 
sexual harassment.

The five plays included in this volume tackle key issues related to 
sexual violence: the meaning of consent; the psychological trauma that 
haunts survivors of harassment; the entrenched patriarchal attitudes that 
are rarely questioned, not even by close friends and allies; and the conse-
quences of speaking up about harassment that impact women regardless 
of their social class and/or perceived privilege. The plays defamiliarize 
assumptions that are taken for granted, and invite the readers/audience 
to rethink and question.

This book is an important addition to efforts to combat gender-based 
violence. It is produced by young men and women who were not nec-
essarily directly involved in the 2011 Revolution. Nevertheless, their 
sensitive and thoughtful engagement with the topic is an enactment of 
the revolutionary afterlives of the 2011 moment—a legacy and a mem-
ory that will be passed on through generations.
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Definitions
Mish Zanbik, meaning “it’s not your fault” in English, is the title of a 
collaborative research and playwriting project which resulted in the cre-
ation of a series of original ten-minute plays about sexual harassment 
and assault in Egypt. More specifically, it represents the perceptions 
and experiences of students at the American University in Cairo (AUC). 
AUC offers an American liberal arts approach to higher education, is 
the leading English language university in the country, and admittedly 
attracts many students who have economic and socio-cultural privilege; 
however, they are nonetheless not immune to this issue. Written by 
young Egyptian women and men who are students or alumni of AUC, 
the plays each focus on a different aspect of sexual crimes and together 
reject the common assumption in Egypt that survivors of sexual mis-
conduct are at fault. Developed by, and performed at, AUC, the plays 
and the larger collaborative project occurred at the same time the uni-
versity embarked upon a community-wide, anti-harassment campaign 
titled SpeakUp, and also when the government acknowledged several 
high-profile sexual crimes in the country. Mish Zanbik and SpeakUp seek 
to promote a zero-tolerance policy for sexual harassment, to stimulate 
discussion in the larger university community about the issue, and to 

Section 1
Sexual Harassment in Egypt and 
Using Theater as a Way Forward

Jillian Campana and Dina Amin



2 Sexual Harassment in Egypt and Using Theater as a Way Forward

raise awareness about the prevalence of this phenomenon which exists 
in all sectors of Egyptian society—from the under-privileged to the elite.

Although the students and alumni who wrote these plays are privy to 
cultural and class capital, this does not protect them from sexual violence 
or the consequences of speaking up about it. Nevertheless, their ability 
(and ours) to produce a series of plays on the topic and to write about 
sexual violence, demonstrates our unique privilege. We acknowledge 
that our positioning in society gives us the opportunity to challenge 
institutional violence. As bell hooks reminds us in Where We Stand: Class 
Matters, cultural and socio-economic capital impacts our actions and the 
ways in which we perceive the world, and we cannot band together until 
we confront and acknowledge the issue of class and the privilege that 
comes with it (2000). As we acknowledge this privilege, it is also impor-
tant to acknowledge that the original plays were written and performed 
in a hybrid Franco-Arabic, reflective of the opportunities provided to 
members of the AUC community. In order to make the plays accessible 
to a wide audience, we have chosen to publish this text in both English 
and Arabic. For English language readers, it may offer a glimpse into 
how sexual crimes are perceived and examined in a different cultural 
context. For Arabic language readers, the text provides the only col-
lection of published plays that directly address multiple types of sexual 
harassment and assault. It also offers a rare opportunity to read and/or 
perform plays about this topic and to bring visibility and consciousness 
to this issue. 

There is no recognized global definition of sexual harassment, but 
countries and organizations generally agree that sexual harassment can 
be defined as unwanted conduct of a sexual nature that occurs by one 
person against another (United States Department of Justice, 2022; 
Rape, Abuse and Incest National Network, 2022; Rape Crisis England 
and Wales, 2022). While sexual assault is generally known to be physical 
and to involve touch, and rape is defined as sexual intercourse or sexual 
penetration carried out without a person’s consent, sexual harassment 
is often used as an umbrella term to define multiple types of sexual vio-
lence. The term “sexual harassment” was first used in the early 1970s 
to constitute harassment in the workplace, but it has since grown to 
include a much larger scope (Swenson, 2017). In many places, including 
North America, the United Kingdom, and the European Union, “sexual 
harassment” is used in the broad sense: sexual violence that can take 
place anywhere, involve anyone, and take many forms. It is important 
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to note that sexual crimes are not limited to the workplace or the street; 
they happen in all places—in the bedroom, in cafés and shops, on modes 
of transportation, in private businesses and public outdoor areas, and 
in educational and religious institutions. Sexual harassment and sexual 
assault can be perpetrated by a stranger, an acquaintance, a friend, a 
family member, or a loved one, and they can encompass many different 
types of sexual violence including verbal, non-verbal, physical, and/or 
visual (UN Women, 2021).

Sexual violence in Egypt is legally divided into two categories: mis-
demeanor and felony. Sexual harassment, according to the Global Legal 
Research Center, housed in the US Law Library of Congress, and the 
Egyptian Criminal Code, article 306, is considered a misdemeanor and 
constitutes either physical sexual harassment (an obscene act performed 
on the body of the survivor) or verbal sexual harassment (obscene ges-
tures and words made and said in public). A felony, according to the 
Criminal Code, is categorized as rape (sexual intercourse with a female 
without her free consent), kidnapping a female, sexual assault (typically 
viewed as attempted rape), and female genital mutilation (Sadek, 2016). 
Widely accepted terms for harassment in Egypt, such as ““mu‘aksa,” 
which translates to “flirtation” in colloquial Egyptian Arabic, trivialize 
sexual crimes—especially those considered misdemeanors. On the other 
hand, the Arabic word “taharrush,” or “harassment” connotes many dif-
ferent types of sexual and non-sexual acts ranging from unwanted flirting 
to rape, and therefore lacks specificity. Moreover, the Arabic phrase “hatk 
‘ird,” literally translating to “violating the honor of,” describes a criminal 
offense of a physical nature; however, the phrase defames the victim, 
implying that she/he is damaged (Nazra.org. 2021). This is significant 
to note because the way sexual crimes are categorized in Egypt, and the 
manner in which they are viewed legally and socially, all collude to intim-
idate women from reporting abuse, and in fact, embolden perpetrators.

Statistics for crimes of sexual harassment and assault against women 
in Egypt can be murky. Most women do not report harassment or assault 
because of the shame associated with these and the fear that they may 
be accused of being complicit in the act. Unfortunately, victims of sexual 
harassment are often perceived as having brought dishonor to them-
selves, their family and even their gender, further perpetuating the notion 
of victim blaming (Henry, 2017; Al-Mahdy, 2020; Abdelaal, 2021). The 
belief that sexual assault and harassment are reactions to inappropriate 
behavior is in line with the theory of “Just-World Hypothesis” (Lerner 
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1965, 1980). This concept, that people deserve what happens to them, 
can aid victimization and allow for the belief that an individual’s behav-
ior warrants misfortune or suffering (Furnham, 2003; Kaplan, 2015). 

A 2013 United Nations report titled “Study on Ways and Methods to 
Eliminate Sexual Harassment in Egypt” notes that 99.3% of females in 
Egypt have experienced sexual harassment—a number that has not been 
challenged since (El Deeb, 2013). The connections between a lack of 
agency and harassment and/or assault are many. For example, it was only 
in 1999 that rapists were no longer given the option of marrying their 
victims to escape the penalty imposed by the Egyptian Criminal Code. 
Furthermore, the 2021 Global Gender Gap Index ranked Egypt 129 out 
of 156 countries in terms of gender-based equality (World Economic 
Forum, Global Gender Gap Report, 2021)—a decline from one year ear-
lier when Egypt ranked 108 out of 162 countries (Human Development 
Report 2020, UNDP in Egypt, 2021). With examples such as these, it is 
clear that widespread gender inequity continues to contribute to the way 
sexual violence is viewed and handled in Egypt.

Human rights organizations and individuals have been working to 
break the silence surrounding the phenomenon of sexual harassment in 
Egypt. The Tahrir Institute for Middle East Policy traces the roots of 
the current movement to events in 2006, when a “mass sexual assault 
incident took place, referred to as the ‘Circle of Hell.’” Onlookers of 
the assault captured a large group of men attacking “multiple women to 
harass, strip, and, at times, rape [them]—sometimes with sharp knives” 
(Abdelaal, 2021). More recently, there have been signs that Egypt is 
moving toward more actively fighting sexual crimes through legal 
reform. In 2014, the Egyptian Penal Code was amended to define and 
criminalize sexual harassment for the first time and increase penalties for 
other related crimes (“Gender-based violence”, 2021). In 2020, Egypt 
approved a bill to protect the identities of women who report sexual 
crimes; the Egyptian Parliament’s Legislative Committee agreed to 
amend the Criminal Procedure Law to include a proposal submitted by 
the government to ensure the confidentiality of survivors’ data in crimes 
related to harassment, should survivors report such crimes (Lotfi, 2020). 
This bill came in the middle of the high-profile assault case against a 
serial rapist, Ahmed Bassam Zaki, and indicates an interest in fighting 
sexual harassment and sexual assault (Farouk, 2020). Most recently, in 
August 2021, the law was amended to turn sexual harassment from a 
misdemeanor into a felony, and to increase penalties for it. In its latest 
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form, article 306 bis(a) of the Penal Code sets forth a punishment of 
two to four years in prison and/or a fine of 100,000 to 200,000 LE for 
anyone who “subjects others, in a public or private place, to sexual or 
lewd matters, suggestions, or hints, whether by sign, words, deeds, or 
any means, including wired, wireless, or electronic communication.” It 
additionally sets forth a greater punishment for repeat offenders, includ-
ing a prison term of three to five years and a larger fine (Abdelaal, 2021).

However, while reforms such as these aim to stop and curb harass-
ment, they often do not pan out in practice. For example, in May of 
2021, after the Eid al-Fitr celebrations, the National Council for 
Women (NCW) announced that they had received zero complaints of 
sexual harassment on their hotline and WhatsApp number. However, 
historically, holidays such as Eid al-Fitr often see sexual harassment and 
assault at their peak due to the large number of people gathering in the 
streets and the uptick of alcohol use at this time (Ahram Online, 2021). 
With so many sexual assault and harassment cases receiving media atten-
tion, it is quite possible that the NCW hotline is not the favored way for 
women to report such crimes. Though there have been legal changes 
in recent years, it is unclear whether these broader changes to systems, 
societal perceptions, and behaviors will lead to reduced acts of sexual 
violence in Egypt.

Background on the Project and Plays
The Mish Zanbik plays were performed in Cairo in the spring of 2021, 
but the work to realize the production began in early July 2020, when 
a series of assaults perpetrated by then 21-year-old Ahmed Bassam 
Zaki made international news (Walsh, 2020). Zaki, a graduate of the 
American International School (AIS) and former student at the American 
University in Cairo, was formally accused of sexual crimes by over fifty 
women, and has, to date, over 150 allegations against him. While many 
of his crimes were not punishable under the Egyptian Criminal Code, 
Zaki was sentenced to eight years in prison in April of 2021 for sexually 
assaulting and blackmailing three underage girls (Mustafa, 2021). The 
number of accusations in this case is startling, especially given that, as 
previously acknowledged, survivors often do not report sexual crimes 
against them due to shame, fear, and lack of support (ElTigani, 2018).

News of this specific sexual predator’s actions was sparked by the 
social media campaign and platform Assault Police created to respond 
to the lack of support for women who seek to report sexual harassment 



6 Sexual Harassment in Egypt and Using Theater as a Way Forward

and assault crimes (Elasfar, 2021). Assault Police, an Instagram page 
that served as “[a mediator] between survivors and appropriate entities 
they want to reach” (Ashraf, 2020), allowed people to report assaults 
and to seek legal and mental health resources, and it also helped to track 
and document the magnitude of such crimes in Egypt. By encourag-
ing survivors to report their abuse to the Public Prosecutor, Assault 
Police empowered survivors of harassment and assault through a shared 
community dialogue and support system. Founded by Nadeen Ashraf, 
who was a student at both AIS and the American University in Cairo 
with Zaki, Assault Police quickly aided in the uncovering of multiple 
incidents of assault and harassment in Egypt, including numerous 
accusations against Zaki. Among the numerous crimes Assault Police 
helped to expose was a gang rape that had occurred years earlier in 
2014, which involved a young woman who was drugged and raped by 
a group of wealthy young men at the Fairmont luxury hotel. Though 
the “Fairmont Incident,” as it has become known, was video recorded 
by one of the perpetrators, it took six years and the backing of Assault 
Police for the survivor to formally make the accusations. Since these 
major exposés, the Assault Police reporting site has become much less 
active. Nevertheless, other online reporting systems have grown in 
prominence, such as HarassMap, which was founded in 2010 as a way to 
report crimes and has developed numerous campaigns designed to stop 
sexual and gender-based violence.

The years preceding such common, high-profile incidents include 
a 2011 attack against a South African television reporter working for 
the US television station CBS, who was assaulted by a mob of more 
than forty men and hospitalized as a result; a 2012 assault of a group 
of women calling for an end to crimes of sexual violence; and multiple 
cases of sexual assault and rape during the 2013 protests that led to the 
removal of former Egyptian president Mohamed Morsi (Nazra.org, 
2021). It is important to note these are only some of the many incidents 
that made news in recent years. Unfortunately, stories such as these are 
not unique, and although there is some indication that women might 
now be more willing to report such crimes—as evidenced by the afore-
mentioned recent court cases—addressing the issue of sexual violence 
in Egypt remains an uphill battle. For example, the nine men involved 
in the “Fairmont Incident” were apprehended and faced trial; however, 
although thirty-nine people testified to having witnessed at least part of 
the rape on video, and the victim herself shared her personal account 
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of the rape, the Prosecutor-General halted the case, citing insufficient 
evidence in May of 2021 (Tabikha, 2021; BBC News, 2021). Ironically, 
in another example of the cycle of repression of justice, three of the 
defendants in the Fairmont case were sentenced to life over another rape 
incident in the governorate of Matrouh, which took place in 2015 and 
was only uncovered during the investigation of the “Fairmont Incident” 
(Egypt Today, 2021). Such cases serve to further highlight the arduous 
nature of tackling sexual violence in the country.

This background serves to provide a foundation for the growing 
concern about—and activism against—sexual harassment and assault in 
Egypt. Thus, in the summer of 2020, when the recent stories gained 
media attention and the cases became more openly discussed in Egypt, 
we felt for the first time that it would be possible to explore the topic 
theatrically and publicly. Our students and alumni informed us that they 
were eager to discuss the issue, and hoped to be candid and thoughtful in 
their participation. As mentioned previously, while we began working on 
developing the Mish Zanbik plays, AUC was simultaneously launching 
the SpeakUp Campaign, aimed at making the university’s learning and 
work environment safe and free from all forms of harassment and dis-
crimination. This momentum and focus seemed to make the campus an 
appropriate venue for a social justice theater performance on the issue. 
There were many factors at work that enabled us to develop Mish Zanbik 
and to take a stance on the issue of sexual harassment in Egypt: the 
students and alumni were comfortable discussing the topic and sharing 
information; the university was looking for ways to discuss the issue, and 
the Ministry of Culture, which houses the country’s censorship board, 
was more inclined to allow for a conversation on the issue.

Our Process
The Mish Zanbik project began in earnest in August of 2020 when we 
identified a small group of AUC theater students and alumni, both 
women and men, who had demonstrated an interest in social justice 
issues. This focus group began to discuss and research sexual harass-
ment in Egypt. Our meetings sought to unpack the issue by discussing 
our varied perceptions and experiences, examining research projects and 
articles on the topic, combing through statistics, and inviting experts to 
speak with us. These focused conversations and group analyses helped 
us to arrive at the desired outcome of creating a theatrical project to 
address the issue of sexual harassment, and we set about formulating a 
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process by which to do so. In our focus group discussions, numerous sub-
issues, particularly in relation to young people in Egypt, were identified, 
and we agreed that we wanted to showcase these specific aspects because 
of their relevance to what we viewed to be part of the Egyptian youth 
experience. The project then focused on five sub-issues: post-traumatic 
stress disorder; family and patriarchal attitudes toward assault; consent; 
the consequences of reporting abuse; and abuse within the home. We 
therefore decided to commission five original ten-minute plays, each 
dealing with one of the sub-issues we had identified. In the late fall of 
2020, we put out a call for proposals to students and alumni, asking them 
to provide an abstract proposal for a ten-minute play dealing with one of 
the identified sub-issues and outlining the characters and plot. We ten-
tatively called the project You, W-Ana Too (translated as You and Me Too), 
after the #MeToo Movement, but we left the title open for discussion.

The ten-minute play genre gained prominence in the 1980s through 
the Humana Festival of New American plays at the Actor’s Theater of 
Louisville. The genre has since become one of the most common and 
powerful ways for playwrights to tell a deep and moving story succinctly, 
allowing actors to experience a character’s journey and emotional arc in 
a short amount of time (Mitchell, 2003). A ten-minute play performance 
(or a written anthology comprising ten-minute plays) allows audience 
members (or readers) to investigate and understand multiple scenarios 
and characters in a single reading or event. This format also allows for 
a large number of participants because it offers several fully realized 
pieces in one performance or anthology. Finally, because the ten-minute 
genre demands clarity and a need to keep the dramatic structure tight, 
the form benefits both aspiring and experienced playwrights who can 
use the short structure to cultivate strong concepts and keep audiences 
engaged. Indeed, these factors make the genre a commonly used tradi-
tion in colleges and universities. As for the purposes of our project, the 
ten-minute play genre allowed us to focus on a strong central theme to 
build awareness and spark campus dialogue about sexual harassment.

We followed a collaborative creation process called "devising" to cre-
ate the Mish Zanbik plays. Devising allows for a creative team to develop 
a play, and so rather than having a playwright or playwrights, devised 
plays follow a collective process that allows for multiple re-writes and 
edits by numerous members of the production and performance teams 
(Oddey, 1996; Graham and Hoggett, 2014; Thorpe and Gore, 2019). 
Once proposals for ten-minute plays were submitted, we chose seven 
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lead playwrights to work with us to develop and flesh out the action of 
the five plays, each speaking to one of the sub-issues the focus group 
had identified. These seven writers, all in their 20s, represented a mix 
of genders, students and alumni, and varying socio-economic back-
grounds. Their proposals showcased a strong ability to conduct research 
on the topic and to examine some of the nuances of sexual violence and 
harassment. 

We assigned a director and stage manager to each of the plays and 
held auditions. At this point in the collaboration process, we had a small 
committed group of participants (lead playwrights, directors, and stage 
managers), scenarios and characters, a subject matter, and five topics 
or themes to explore; however, we still did not have scripts. We held 
auditions before the winter break, with the understanding that the basic 
characters, plots, and conflicts for each play would remain intact, but 
that the plays would be further developed as a collaboration between 
the lead playwrights and ourselves. Moreover, the dialogue would be 
written with input from actors and other members of the creative team 
after casting was complete. Over 120 students auditioned by performing 
monologues remotely on Zoom, and since the dialogue was not written, 
we held callbacks for approximately thirty actors on campus by asking 
those called back to read short bits from drafts of potential dialogues. We 
also used improvisation as a callback technique, giving actors a character 
sketch, objective, obstacle, and scenario to improvise. The language the 
actors used in the improvisations opened a window for us into potential 
script dialogue. In other words, we were able to hear how the roughly 
sketched characters might phrase specific needs or feelings. This part of 
the process fed directly into the final product and is one of many exam-
ples of our collaborative playwriting process; rather than contributing 
the voice of one or two authors, the plays capture many voices.

The five directors—two students, one alumnus, and ourselves—cast 
the plays in early December 2020, and we then re-engaged the play-
wrights and facilitated the rest of the devising process, while the lead 
playwrights spent the early part of 2021 working to fine-tune the plays’ 
structures and dialogues. Functioning as guides, dramaturgs, and cre-
ative directors, we worked with the writers to bring in the relevant 
research, unpack the chosen issue, and create believable characters and 
stories that spoke to what constituted their realities in Egypt and show-
cased multiple perspectives. We met for writing sessions multiple times 
each week to discuss and implement changes and to fine-tune the action 
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and dialogue. In late January, when rough drafts of each script were 
complete, we held a series of read-throughs with each of the five cre-
ative teams (playwrights, director, and casts). Workshopping the scripts 
in this way was a crucial step for the production as a whole and for the 
development of the individual plays. Each time a script was revised, we 
gathered the actors and director together to read through the new draft 
and to provide feedback. We also worked alongside the student and 
alumni lead playwrights to apply the edits. 

In mid-January, each play was assigned a designer to provide cos-
tumes, props, and basic staging elements. Designers were also present at 
the read-throughs in order to understand the characters and dramas and 
to ask questions and offer comments. In this way, everyone was involved 
in the creation of these new plays, and though we acknowledge each lead 
playwright or playwriting pair, the writing process was collaborative and 
communal and sought to have buy-in and agreement amongst all con-
stituents. It was, for example, incredibly helpful to have feedback from 
men and women, as well as from younger students and mature alumni. 
Moreover, because the social, religious, and economic backgrounds of 
the participants varied, as did their experiences, the wide range of opin-
ions was very helpful. The feedback from directors, actors, designers, and 
managers was incorporated into the final versions of each script in order 
to echo the voices of the participants in the plays. 

We give credit to the seven lead playwrights who pulled all feedback 
together, but acknowledge that the totality of each script could not be pos-
sible without the input of numerous constituents, and we acknowledge our 
involvement in the process. As the creators of this project, we devised the 
idea, directed the process, and framed all work from choice of sub-theme, 
scenario, and characters, to order and language of dialogue. We led the 
co-creation process, making sure to give the student and alumni collabo-
rators a voice and to provide lead playwrights autonomy over many final 
choices. The way in which we came to the final title offers an example of 
how we collectively created the full piece of theater: as a group, we agreed 
to change the title of the project and overall production from You, W-ana 
Too (You, and Me Too) after the #MeToo movement, to Mish Zanbik or It’s 
Not Your Fault. We held a group meeting and collected numerous pro-
spective titles from the creative team. Afterward, we held a vote and all 
constituents—out of a shared desire to use the title to send a message to 
survivors and perpetrators in Egypt, rather than respond to a movement 
that originated outside of the region—collectively chose Mish Zanbik.
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We knew at the outset of the project that performances might need 
to be held outdoors due to Covid-19 regulations and measures. Rather 
than wait to see how the necessities of pandemic living would evolve, 
we decided to perform the plays outdoors regardless of the situation. 
Site-specific theater involves holding performances in non-theatrical, 
authentic locations in which the natural environment serves as the setting 
itself. We felt strongly that performing the plays in site-specific outdoor 
locations across campus would also send the message that harassment 
and assault reside among us and occur in all locations and at all times. 
The settings of three of the five plays were on a university campus and 
the settings for the fourth and fifth plays were a family garden and a 
park. Metaphorically, setting these stories in various locations implies 
that there is sexual harassment in every corner and, of course since three 
plays were set at a university, we were sending a message to the AUC 
community that campuses are not immune to this issue. 

Another Covid regulation, that of social distancing, was somewhat of 
an impetus for our next staging choice, which was to have all plays per-
formed five times simultaneously, with small audience groups of between 
ten to twenty people watching a play at a time and then walking to the 
next one. This was inspired partly by the need to limit numbers but also 
by our desire to have small groups of audience members feel as if they 
were a fly on the wall of an event (the play), and to highlight the often-
hidden nature and secrecy of harassment and assault. Finally, we hoped 
the process of walking from each play location to the next in a rotation 
would lead to spontaneous moments of discussion and reflections on the 
stories and the issues in between the play viewings.

When spring classes began on the last day of January 2021, most of 
the sixty students involved had enrolled in one of four theater spring 
classes connected to the play, and the ten alumni working on the pro-
duction had agreed to volunteer their time. Though Egypt was not 
experiencing a wave of Covid-19 cases then, the university elected 
to hold classes online for the first part of the semester, which meant 
that Mish Zanbik rehearsals would need to be conducted via Zoom. 
Fortunately, we were prepared for this; our previous work holding focus 
group meetings, initial auditions, and draft read-throughs on Zoom 
paved the way for successful remote rehearsals. The five play groups 
held four or five rehearsals on Zoom per week in order to unpack char-
acters and character relationships, explore the conflicts, highlight the 
sub-issues, memorize and analyze the text, and begin to block the plays. 
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Designers also attended some of those early rehearsals to define ground 
plans, audience arrivals and exits, and to explain their ideas for costumes, 
props, and sound. Though Zoom is not ideal for a theater rehearsal, it 
posed a unique opportunity in a city of over twenty million where stu-
dents can sometimes experience a four-hour daily commute to and from 
university. Because of the remote rehearsals, actors were present and on 
time and had the opportunity to speak more directly with directors and 
designers about character and scenographic choices.

We held a full group rehearsal for Mish Zanbik online in late February 
in which each individual cast performed their piece for the others. The 
playwrights and directors met after this rehearsal and discussed the need 
to tie the five plays together even more explicitly. The plays shared the 
same subject matter and overall theme of “it’s not your fault,” but we 
wanted an additional element of unification, one that might serve to 
further alert the audience to the main issue at hand. The group recalled 
the 2013 statistic from the UN study that had been shared and discussed 
during the initial stages of the creation process; namely, that 99.3% of 
women in Egypt have experienced sexual harassment. Everyone agreed 
that the line, “This happens to 99% of women and girls,” could be 
inserted into each of the plays, and together the playwrights, directors, 
and actors found the right moment in each of their plays to add the 
line. Therefore, while frustrating at times, the online rehearsal process 
benefitted from intimate conversations among all parties involved, and 
by the time we were given access to campus just two weeks before open-
ing, each play was in solid shape. We all shared the feeling that the Mish 
Zanbik project would be a strong artistic production, as well as a col-
lective statement about the current situation of sexual harassment and 
assault in the country.

Our spring 2021 return to campus was minimal and only for essential 
courses and events. Therefore, each play was granted campus access only 
eight times: five visits to rehearse plays individually, one to video record 
the performance, and two visits as a full company for dress and technical 
rehearsals. This seemingly difficult obstacle of very limited on-campus 
rehearsals served only to reinforce the participants’ preparedness, and 
by the time the casts were allowed to physically meet, the groundwork 
had been established and the excitement and enthusiasm for the project 
was palpable. The first five on-campus rehearsals were aimed at set-
ting up a collaboration between the performance and production teams 
and blocking the actors’ stage movements. Although each director had 
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outlined general blocking choices for their casts, this had been done 
remotely; therefore, when the actors met on campus and in the actual 
performance location, they needed to redefine their movements. These 
rehearsals also served to allow for more fluid conversations about design 
choices, character objectives, and logistics such as where audiences 
would sit and how actors would need to project their voices. The sixth 
rehearsal was the opportunity to video record the work. Because there 
were no issues with performance rights, we hired an AUC alumnus to 
record and edit each play for video. We did this for posterity, but also 
because we were aware that if another Covid-19 wave hit Cairo, our 
in-person performances would be canceled. The seventh and eighth 
rehearsals on campus involved everyone in the production and allowed 
the team to understand key aspects of the rotational staging: the route 
and timing; the five performances in a row; the need to re-set in between 
performances; and the way audiences might perceive the individual work 
in response to the other plays.

Mish Zanbik was performed, socially distanced, on the AUC New 
Cairo campus in late March 2021. Audiences arrived having reserved 
the limited tickets ahead of time. They checked in and were assigned to 
one of five student “tour guides.” The guides simultaneously led their 
separate audience groups to different plays, each set in one of the five 
outdoor locations around campus. We coordinated the timings so that 
the plays each began at the same time with the stage-managers intro-
ducing the themes and providing a trigger-warning specific to the issue 
being discussed. The ten-minute plays ended at the same time, and the 
student guides led their audience groups to the next play locations. In 
this way, all five plays were performed in repertory five different times, 
for five different audiences each night. And as audiences walked from 
play to play, they had the opportunity to discuss and comment upon the 
action of the story they had just witnessed. These conversations were 
reflective and inspiring and helped audiences to debrief the themes pre-
sented and make connections between the individual plays.

After the New Cairo performance closed, we began to move the 
entire production to the downtown AUC Tahrir campus. We had four 
days in between venues to shift materials and re-block for the new loca-
tions. However, Covid cases were rising rapidly in Cairo in late March, 
and on the second day of the transfer to the Tahrir venue we received 
word that two participants had tested positive for Covid-19. We immedi-
ately knew we had to cancel the Tahrir performances, and although this 
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disappointment was felt throughout the production team, we felt fortu-
nate that we had captured each of the plays on video. And so rather than 
offer live performances, we streamed the recorded version of Mish Zanbik 
on YouTube. Since audiences were limited due to social distancing, we 
were pleased that hundreds of people were able to watch the YouTube 
showings. It felt like a small triumph in the midst of a big letdown.

The Plays
The five plays that comprise Mish Zanbik cover just some of the many 
aspects of sexual harassment and assault in Egypt. In our early dis-
cussions with students and playwrights, we identified over a hundred 
different aspects of sexual misconduct, ranging from verbal and visual 
harassment, to physical actions including, but certainly not limited to: 
mansplaining, catcalling, spreading lies about a person’s sex life, work 
harassment, social media harassment, image-based abuse, obscene 
gesturing, flashing, unwanted sexual comments, unwanted touching 
or teasing, demanding or requesting sexual “favors,” revenge porn, 
rape, and gang rape. These types of sexual violence are not confined 
to Egypt, but the lack of open discussion in Egyptian society about sex 
in general influences and therefore limits the discussion around sexual 
crimes. The five sub-issues identified and showcased in the five Mish 
Zanbik plays seek to encourage further conversation and empower oth-
ers to tell their own stories.

Forget Him or Insih, written by Nour El Captan, explores the issue of 
post-traumatic stress as often experienced by survivors of sexual assault. 
Forget Him tells the story of Alia as she introduces her boyfriend, Gamal, 
to Khaled, her best friend who has been studying abroad. There is ten-
sion between the three because Khaled knows something Gamal does 
not: that Alia was sexually assaulted during high school. When Gamal 
tries to get physically close to Alia, Khaled starts a fight with him. A 
man who has been watching them from a distance begins to move closer 
and eventually starts to taunt Alia. Terrified, Alia calls out to Gamal and 
Khaled for help, and although the two men stop fighting, they cannot 
see her abuser. Alia apologizes and lies, telling her friends that she only 
called out in order to put a stop to their fighting. Khaled sees through 
her response and finally understands that Alia is continually haunted by 
memories of her assailant and the sexual violence she experienced.

See Me, or His Biya in Arabic, by Nour Ibrahim and Omar Omar, 
showcases the patriarchal nature of the family unit in Egypt, and 
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the disconnect between generational views of sexual harassment and 
assault. At a family dinner, sisters Nadia and Donya discuss the rising 
“Me Too” movement in Egypt, while members of the older genera-
tion either ignore or belittle their discussion. Upset at their inability 
or unwillingness to talk about the issue, Nadia confronts her parents 
about their reaction and reminds them how years earlier she told them 
about the time she herself was sexually assaulted. Nadia’s mother tries 
to defuse the tension, but her father continues to deny the discussion 
and the event. See Me explores a young woman’s need to be seen and 
to have her experiences, including her traumatic assault, acknowl-
edged. Nadia’s demand that her parents stop denying her assault is a 
call for family members to stop blaming their daughters, and to sup-
port them instead.

Noran Morsi’s play, The Report, or Al-Taqrir, shows a university 
student, Malak, hesitantly beginning to fill out a harassment report 
during a break from classes. Her boyfriend, Omar, encourages her to 
fill out the report, but another friend, Mariam, insists Malak should 
not report the harassment, particularly because her harasser is a faculty 
member at their college. Malak struggles with her decision and listens 
as her friends argue their opinions, knowing that she wants to stop 
others from experiencing the same harassment but also afraid that she 
may face repercussions if people find out she has reported the inci-
dent. The Report unpacks the reasons many people are afraid to come 
forward and report sexual crimes, and it asks us to genuinely consider 
why victims who report harassment in Egypt often become accused of 
inciting the harassment.

What Do You Know? (Ish Fahimik? in Arabic), by Yehia Abdelghany, 
focuses on the issue of domestic abuse within two different social classes 
in Egypt. Shahd is a friendly female student who has befriended Nagah, 
a cleaning lady on her university campus. When Shahd discovers that 
Nagah has been abused by her husband, she is indignant and tells Nagah 
to seek help. Nagah insists that she does not have the money or power 
to confront the issue. She explains that her reality is different from that 
of the privileged university student, but Shahd admits that she too was 
assaulted by a family member and also stayed silent. What Do You Know? 
underscores the silent shame of domestic abuse. The women in the play 
realize that although they have different means of fighting the system of 
inequality due to their differing levels of privilege, they are nonetheless 
victims of the same system—one that makes it incredibly difficult for 
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women to talk about abuse in their home, and therefore almost impos-
sible to escape an abusive relationship.

The final play in the Mish Zanbik suite is Marwan Gabalawy and 
Passant Faheem’s When We Met (Lamma It’abilna in Arabic), which 
lets audiences in on an intimate moment between an umarried couple. 
Youssef and Laila are celebrating their relationship with a picnic, and 
all is well until Youssef surprises Laila with a proposal of marriage in 
which he shares details of their “perfect” first date. Laila blanches, 
recalling that on that very date Youssef had pressured her for physical 
intimacy. When she tells him about her discomfort with that moment, 
Youssef is surprised and explains to her that he initiated physical inti-
macy because he was attracted to her and cared for her, while Laila 
seeks to inform him and to explain how she felt in that moment. When 
We Met unpacks how partners can view sexual encounters very differ-
ently, and highlights the call for consensual intimacy no matter the 
stage of a relationship.

The Creation Process and Collaborative Playwriting 
as Participatory Research

Theatrical performances have entertained and informed audiences 
since societies were first formed, shaping and changing individuals and 
groups (Barba, 1991; Zarelli, 2010; Schechner, 2013). Enacted stories 
and embodied characters give both performers and audience members 
the opportunity to witness a scenario and to understand, authentically, 
how the behaviors and actions presented in a play directly impact the 
outcome of the story. Theater artists are students of human behavior, 
and their research—although often viewed as informal by people out-
side the field—is crucial to the success of their work. The characters 
and stories in a play resonate with audiences precisely because the art-
ist has conducted the necessary research by studying an individual, 
group, or phenomenon, and then presenting the gathered material 
in dramatic form. An artist may not record their research in a peer 
reviewed journal but their work—an in-depth study and analysis of 
human behavior, thinking, and problems—is recorded and presented 
in the form of a play. Theater, therefore, can be viewed and used as a 
form of research. 

Research-based theater, for example, is a rapidly growing research 
method that seeks to share acquired data via live performance by the-
atricalizing it (Bellivea and Lea, 2016). Practice-based research in the 
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arts is yet another methodology wherein creative practice is viewed as 
research intended to answer questions about art and the practice of 
making art in order to “develop the individual practice and the practice 
of the field” (Skains, 2018). Thus, research can be shared via theater, 
as is the case with research-based theater, and theater can also be prac-
tice-research, in which questions about making artistic work are asked 
and explored. We posit that the very act of creating a piece of theater 
can be a form of qualitative ethnography and, when exploring an issue 
within a community, can be viewed as participatory research. The pre-
writing phase is the data collection, the writing and rehearsal processes 
constitute the data analysis, and the performance is the data sharing.

Qualitative research aims to understand the reality of people, 
groups, and cultures through observation, making use of interviews, 
focus groups, document accounts, case studies, and ethnography. In 
the Handbook of Qualitative Research, considered by many to be the first 
contemporary text outlining different models for this type of research, 
researchers Norman Denzin and Yvonna Lincoln articulate the goal 
of such study: “Qualitative research is multimethod in focus, involv-
ing an interpretive, naturalistic approach to its subject matter. This 
means that qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, 
attempting to make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the 
meanings people bring to them” (1994). Understood in this context, 
we can see that qualitative research, research-based theater, and the-
ater as practice research, share the same goals and processes. And we 
can perhaps more overtly connect the theatrical process of creating a 
piece of theater (writing, directing, and rehearsing) to a specific form 
of qualitative research by looking to the field of ethnography and its 
use of immersion. 

Ethnographic researchers either immerse themselves into the world 
of the phenomenon they are studying, or they are already immersed 
in the world because they are intrinsically a part of it. Because of this 
immersion, a layer is often uncovered, helping the researcher come 
closer to understanding the phenomenon being studied from the per-
spective of the participant, rather than that of the researcher. Joanna 
Reynolds points to two reasons for this in her 2017 Ethnography journal 
article “Missing out: Reflections on the positioning of ethnographic 
research within an evaluative framing.” Reynolds writes: “First [there 
is a] capacity to attend to ‘context’ or the wider structures of relations 
and resources.” And secondly, ethnography has a “sensitivity toward 
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capturing multiple and different ‘stories’; the varying experiences and 
interpretations of those involved” (Reynolds, 2017). The act of writing 
and staging a play is inherently immersive: the creators immerse them-
selves into the play’s story, seek to contextualize the story being told, 
and provide multiple perspectives through characters and their dia-
logue. As a method of qualitative inquiry, the Mish Zanbik playwriting 
technique is akin to ethnography, which “asks a researcher to describe 
and interpret a cultural or social group or system” (Creswell, 1998, 
Campana, 2005).

This theatrical inquiry also asks the research participants to share 
in the research description and data analysis and interpretation. 
Participatory research, which aims to understand phenomena from the 
participants’ perspectives, can be seen as a form of ethnography, but 
takes the immersion one step further by involving the participants as 
researchers who possess a unique knowledge of the subject matter. In 
other words, in participatory research the subject and researcher are 
the same. In their article, “Participatory Research Methods – Choice 
Points in the Research Process,” authors Lisa M. Vaughn and Farrah 
Jacquez identify key aspects of participatory research, which “encom-
passes research designs, methods, and frameworks that use systematic 
inquiry in direct collaboration with those affected by an issue being 
studied for the purpose of action or change.” According to Vaughn and 
Jacquez, participatory research “engages those who are not necessarily 
trained in research but belong to or represent the interests of the peo-
ple who are the focus of the research” (2020). In this way, participatory 
research is created and undertaken in collaboration with the people 
who are intimately involved with a specific issue or problem, but who 
may not have a voice with which to articulate their opinions.

The Egyptian students and alumni involved in Mish Zanbik were, 
and are, at the forefront of the issue of sexual harassment and assault 
in Egypt. It is an issue that surrounds them, pervading and invading 
their everyday lives, and thus leading them to question why it occurs 
in the first place and what can be done to combat it. The research 
we conducted—the data we collected, the analysis we undertook, and 
the results we shared—follows a participatory research methodology, 
which in our case entailed removing the term “research subject” and 
instead adopting the concept that the participants of the Mish Zanbik 
production (the playwrights, directors, actors, designers, and manag-
ers) are the people who experience the issue, and as such, are the active 
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participants and co-investigators in the research. In Mish Zanbik the 
participant-artists worked with us to name the issue of sexual violence 
and identify its main aspects, to formulate key questions in order to 
better understand the issue from multiple perspectives, and finally to 
address the ethical dilemmas that arose as a result of the work, such 
as how to warn audiences about potential triggers and how to provide 
hope for survivors while still offering realistic scenarios and characters. 
Our co-researchers—the student and alumni participants—were peo-
ple who had not had the chance to have their voices heard; the project 
offered them the opportunity to investigate and share potential ways 
of addressing the problem in order to bring about change. In this way 
the research project and the plays are participatory research—a way 
to directly engage with the community in an effort to discuss sexual 
harassment in Egypt today.

In their article, “Participatory Theatre as a Research Methodology: 
Identity, Performance and Social Action Among Refugees,” Erene 
Kaptani, an anthropologist and participatory theater artist, and 
Nira Yuval-Davis, the honorary Director of the Research Center on 
Migration, Refugees, and Belonging at the University of East London, 
help us understand that “participatory theatre techniques as socio-
logical research methods provide different kinds of data,” calling such 
gathered information “embodied, dialogical and illustrative” (2008). 
Moreover, in another article, Julie Christensen discusses “modes of 
dissemination” and notes that while journal articles and policy reports 
can be useful ways to share data, research findings can also be commu-
nicated so that they “mean something to the men and women whose 
firsthand experiences” inform the research (“Telling Stories”, 2012). 
In this way the dramatization of the collected data, such as was seen 
in the Mish Zanbik plays and performances, offers a physical and visual 
representation of the subject. Theater artist and ethnographer Johnny 
Saldaña writes extensively about “dramatizing data,” and refers to such 
work as ethnotheater or ethnodrama. According to Saldaña, ethnothe-
ater “employs traditional craft and artistic techniques of formal theatre 
production to mount a live performance event of research participants’ 
experiences and/or researchers’ interpretations of data for an audi-
ence” (Saldaña, 2003). These theories serve to support the idea that the 
Mish Zanbik playwrighting was an ethnographic study of sexual harass-
ment, and that the performance of Mish Zanbik and the scripts in this 
collection are the sharing of the participatory research data.
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The five plays that comprise Mish Zanbik offer an example of partic-
ipatory and ethnotheater research. In the plays, audiences and readers 
are given information that exposes the problem of sexual harassment in 
Egypt, identifies multiple perspectives, and displays different types of 
behavior. Audiences witness the mental health of a survivor of assault. 
They hear why a parent cannot accept that their child was abused. 
They understand why a young woman is afraid to report an incident. 
They experience both sides of a couple’s understanding of consent, and 
they see how assaults in the home occur in all socio-economic groups. 
The stories of Mish Zanbik came from young Egyptian women and men 
who witness and experience sexual harassment on a daily basis. The 
ideas that stimulated the scripts were personal and meaningful: of the 
students, by the students, and for the students. Playwriting as participa-
tory research in this case offered an opportunity for those who worked 
on creating this project to be seen for who they are: active participants 
who told their stories and problematized the where, how, and why of 
the issue. These participant-researchers experienced—and continue to 
experience—this issue, and they are the best individuals to brainstorm 
ways forward.

Reactions and Reflections
The majority of the sixty Mish Zanbik participants voluntarily took part 
in a post-production survey conducted a few months after the show 
closed. 100% of the respondents noted that the issue of sexual harass-
ment and assault is very pertinent to Egypt today, with 95% noting 
that the plays “captured the reality of sexual harassment in Egypt and 
in (their) world.” Another 80% said that they learned even more about 
the issue by working on the production, and every respondent noted 
the magnitude of the problem in Egypt, ranking difficulty in reporting 
an incident—and the backlash and repercussions of such reporting—
as the most serious part of the problem, followed by lack of familial 
support for survivors. Everyone involved noted that the rehearsal and 
performance processes, as well as the texts themselves, helped partici-
pants and audiences better understand the issue of sexual violence in 
Egypt, which is a step toward potentially changing the way harassment 
and assault are viewed and dealt with.

When discussing the efficacy of theater in the survey, participants 
ranked “understanding others’ perspectives” followed by “providing a 
safe space to talk about this issue” as the number one and two reasons 
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theater performances and scripts are able to effectively address social 
issues. Actors in our production told us that they felt they made a differ-
ence through their portrayals, and directors enjoyed the collaborative 
nature of Mish Zanbik and their contribution in actively pinpointing 
some of the problems associated with sexual harassment and assault in 
Egypt. One of the directors related to us that the entire process felt like 
a “collective” and “inclusive” experience, noting that casting the plays 
before the writing was complete and having conversations about the 
issue allowed the participants to relate it to their own experiences. And 
finally, from our dramaturgical and faculty perspective, we see how the 
success of the project speaks directly to the interest and passion of the 
participants who wanted to discuss this issue through theater and who 
felt empowered by the artistic process.

Audiences, too, provided overwhelmingly positive feedback. One 
viewer commented: “I wish people can see this. They will understand 
and learn. We need more of this.” Several students told us that the 
play caused people in their circles to talk about sexual harassment more 
openly. One undergraduate remarked: “My friend group is talking 
about this issue now because of Mish Zanbik.” Others commented that 
the site-specific nature of the performances and the physical movement 
from play to play enabled spectators to connect to the stories. One 
visitor commented: “Audiences always had something to talk about 
and it gave them a chance to hear different opinions on the plays.” 
Parents and faculty members also spoke about the power of the per-
formances. An AUC parent stated that “[the performances] captured 
these problems really well, in a very mature way,” and a few faculty and 
staff members noted their appreciation of the trigger warnings before 
each play, with one remarking: “I’m glad they warned us, some of the 
moments were hard to watch.” 

Audience members also asked questions: “Why did you change 
the title?”, “Why didn’t you have a play about catcalling?”, “How 
come none of the plays had a clear ending—they all left the problem 
up in the air!” These critical comments were wonderful, belying a 
genuine interest in, and concern for, the subject matter, as well as a 
strong indication that audiences and participants will continue the 
dialogue and perhaps even engage in actions to fight the issue. The 
students’ comments and questions begged further conversation, and 
when we were able to perform one of the plays for a live-streamed 
SpeakUp dialogue event a month after the Tahrir cancellation, we 
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addressed many of their queries. For instance, actor Nadia Ezzeldin 
Ahmed explained the significance of the project’s title: “Mish Zanbik,” 
she said, “is not just a name, but a message: it’s not your fault that this 
happened.” And Nour El Captan, author of Forget Him, was able to 
explain why the plays were left open-ended: “It’s so that the audience 
can get a say. We don’t want to spoon-feed the audience by telling 
them what to think. They get to make their own judgements based on 
what they see in the plays.” 

Attendees of this performance also asked about the differences in 
female and male perspectives. “The issue,” El Captan said, “is made 
even worse because of the patriarchal society.” In fact, Youssef El 
Ghannam, one of the actors in the play Forget Him, spoke about his 
experience as a male participant in Mish Zanbik: “I felt as if I were rep-
resenting an entire community. A community of men who care, yet do 
not know how to deal with these issues.” El Ghannam further noted 
that the play addresses “one question men often have, which is how 
many women do get harassed?” This, he said, is in line with one of the 
central themes of the plays: “99% of women get harassed. This is unac-
ceptable and we as males need to know this.” 

Mish Zanbik was successful for many reasons, including the nature 
and authenticity of the collaboration, the safety and consistency of the 
approach, the inclusivity of perspective, and the offering of a sense of 
empowerment and different voices for all participants. The participa-
tory quality of the work, in which all constituents were involved in the 
creation process, was the foundation for the research project, presenting 
participants with an opportunity for meaningful contribution. From the 
start of the project, we asked questions to understand the perspectives of 
young people in Egypt today and we sought to make certain the overall 
theme, sub-themes characters, and scenarios reflected their reality. We 
asked students and alumni to craft the stories and give voice to their 
experiences. 

The project was consistent: for the eleven months we worked on the 
play, we held regular meetings to accomplish our goal, always articu-
lating the next steps and the rationale for the project and process. We 
involved both women and men while making efforts to ensure that 
gender was not vilified, and that there was room for discussion and mul-
tiple opinions. In this way the men and women involved felt a sense 
of empowerment and a safe place to unpack the issue. Drama and the-
ater allow a space to discuss issues free of repercussions. By acting out 
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real-world scenarios in a fictional sphere, participants and audiences 
can learn successful strategies, and through this experiential education 
they can come to understand the situation from the perspective of the 
other, whether that be survivor, bystander, or perpetrator. By relying 
on research and also collecting information from various participants 
involved, we produced a body of data that discusses the issue of sexual 
harassment and sexual assault in Egypt today. By sharing the data with 
the public, via an audience and readers, we present the research findings. 
That the participants acknowledged the power of this type of work and 
the process we undertook is, for us, the ultimate success.

Final Note on the Play Texts
The plays included in this work revolve around the subject of sexual 
harassment and assault against women, and although many of the women 
portrayed in the plays are independent and educated, they nevertheless 
suffer sexual harassment and assault incurred upon them by boyfriends, 
husbands, strangers, and professors. The plays also seek to showcase a 
predominant diglossia in the discourse of a westernized and privileged 
Egyptian youth. This diglossia is a complicated historical outcome of 
past colonialism and present-day Western capitalism (Stadlbauer, 2010). 
In the 2021 performances and the YouTube video, much of the dialogue 
is a hybrid form of Arabic-English, reflecting this form of speech and a 
way in which many young, privileged Egyptians speak. From this point 
of view, the diglossia reflects the reality of the world and culture of an 
educated elite who, in spite of their privileges and westernization, still 
experience a gender imbalance that transcends their affluence.

It was a conscious decision to publish It’s Not Your Fault or Mish 
Zanbik in both English and Arabic. As mentioned in the opening of 
this text, this choice was made in order to make the plays accessible 
to audiences in both languages. In the English version, we provide 
select transliterated Arabic in order to contextualize the location and 
to remind the reader of the setting, without confusing the non-Arabic 
reader. The Arabic edition seeks to capture the characters’ habits and to 
remind readers that harassment and assault happen across geographic 
regions, cultures, and socio-economic classes. We hope these plays will 
be performed in both Arabic and English-speaking communities, and 
as such, we offer them royalty-free, only asking that It’s Not Your Fault 
or Mish Zanbik, the authors, and this text be referenced in program and 
promotional materials.



24 Sexual Harassment in Egypt and Using Theater as a Way Forward

Bibliography

Abdelaal, H. (2021, February 8). Women on the frontline: The anti-sexual violence 
movement in Egypt ten years after the revolution. Tahrir Institute for Middle 
East Policy. https://timep.org/commentary/analysis/women-on-the-
frontline-the-anti-sexual-violence-movement-in-egypt-ten-years-after-the-
revolution/.

Abul Komsan, N. (Ed). (2009). Sexual harassment in the Arab region: Cultural 
challenges and legal gaps. Findings from the Conference on Sexual Harassment 
as Social Violence and Its Effect on Women. Egyptian Center for Women’s 
Rights. https://egypt.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/8655f498-85a0-
434e-9396-bfa3b390f63e.pdf.

Ahram Online. (2021, May 16). No complaints of harassment in Egypt received 
during Eid Al-Fitr: National Council for Women. Ahram Online. https://
english.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/1/64/411210/Egypt/Politics-/No-
complaints-of-harassment-in-Egypt-received-duri.aspx.

Amnesty International. (2018). Egypt. Amnesty.org. https://www.amnesty.org/
en/countries/middle-east-and-north-africa/egypt/.

Assault Police [assaultpolice]. (2020, August 20). Who is assault police? [video]. 
Instagram. https://www.instagram.com/tv/CEH5ipwlcpw/?utm_medium.

Barba, E. and Savarese, N. (1991). A dictionary of theatre anthropology: The secret 
art of the performer (1st ed.). Routledge. 

BBC News. (2021, May 12). Case that fueled Egypt’s #MeToo movement shelved. 
BBC News World, Middle East. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-
middle-east-57072192.

Belliveau, G. and Lea, G. W. (2016). Introduction. In Belliveau, G. and Lea, 
G. W. (Eds). Research-based theatre: An artistic methodology, 16–33. Intellect 
Books.

Campana, J. (2005). A participatory methodology for ethnographic arts-based 
research: Collaborative playwriting and performance as data collection analysis 
and presentation (Publication No. 3177031) [Doctoral Dissertation, 
University of Montana]. ProQuest Dissertations and Theses database.

Christensen, J. (2012). Telling stories: Exploring research storytelling as a 
meaningful  approach to knowledge mobilization with indigenous research 
collaborators and diverse audiences in community-based participatory 
research. The Canadian Geographer, 56(2), 231–242. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1541-0064.2012.00417.x.

Creswell, J. W., and Poth, C. N. (2017). Qualitative inquiry and research 
design: Choosing among five approaches (4th ed.). Sage.



25Bibliography

El Deeb, B. (2013). Study on ways and methods to eliminate sexual harassment in 
Egypt. U.N. Women. https://perma.cc/K4CG-RHQT. 

Denzin, N. and Lincoln, Y. (1994). The discipline and practice of qualitative 
research. In Denzin, N. and Lincoln, Y. (Eds.), The Sage handbook of 
qualitative research (5th ed., 1–26). Sage. 

Egypt Today. (2021, November 9). Three defendants in ‘Fairmont rape’ 
case sentenced to life over another rape case. Egypt Today. https://www.
egypttoday.com/Article/1/109754/3-defendants-in-Fairmont-rape-case-
sentenced-to-life-over.

Elasfar, D. (2021, June 16). Amid pandemic, ‘Me Too’ comes to Egypt. ABC 
News. https://abcnews.go.com/International/amid-pandemic-egypt/
story?id=77921791. 

Elhawary, R. (2018, June 15). Why is sexual harassment still a legitimate 
way of celebrating Eid. Scoop Empire.https://scoopempire.com/sexual-
harassment-still-legitimate-way-celebrating-eid/.

Eltahawy, M. (2015). Headscarves and hymens: Why the Middle East needs a 
sexual revolution. Weidenfeld & Nicolson.

ElTigani, N. (2018, November 27). What should women do when they 
get harassed in Egypt? Egyptian Streets. https://egyptianstreets.
com/2018/11/27/what-should-women-do-when-they-get-sexually-
harassed-in-egypt/.

Farouk, M.A. (2020, August 16). Egypt approves law to protect identities of 
women reporting sex abuse. Reuters. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-
egypt-women-metoo-idUSKCN25C0SC.

El Feki, S., Heilman, B. and Barker, G. (2017). Understanding masculinities: 
Results from the nternational Men and Gender Equality Survey (IMAGES) 
– Middle East and North Africa. UN Women and Promundo US. https://
promundoglobal.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/IMAGES-MENA-
Multi-Country-Report-EN-16May2017-web.pdf.

Furnham, A. (April 2003). Belief in a just world: Research progress over the 
past decade. Personality and Individual Differences, 34(5), 795–817. https://
doi.org/10.1016/S0191-8869(02)00072-7.

Global Evidence for Egypt Spotlight Seminar Series. (2021, March 9). Social 
norms and gender: What does global evidence tell us about shifting social and 
gender norms for improved development outcomes in favor of girls and women? 
Unicef.org. https://www.unicef.org/egypt/media/6671/file/Social%20
Norms%20and%20Gender.pdf.

Graham, S. and Hoggett, S. (2014). The frantic assembly book of devising 
theatre. Routledge.  



26 Sexual Harassment in Egypt and Using Theater as a Way Forward

Henry, Hani, M. (2017). Sexual harassment in the Egyptian streets: Feminist 
theory revisited. Sexuality & Culture, 21, 270–286. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s12119-016-9393-7.

hooks, bell. (2000). Where we stand: Class matters. Routledge. 
Kaplan, H. (2015). Belief in a just world, religiosity and victim blaming. 

Ağilkaya-Şahin, Z., Streib, H., Ayten, A. and Hood, R. (Eds.), 
Psychology of religion in Turkey (pp. 255–266). Brill. https://doi.
org/10.1163/9789004290884_013.

Kaptani, E. and Yuval-Davis, N. (2008) Participatory theatre as a research 
methodology: Identity, performance and social action among refugees. 
Sociological Research Online, 13(5), 1–12. https://doi.org/10.5153/sro.1789.

Lerner, M. J. (1980). The belief in a just world: A fundamental delusion. Springer.
Lotfi, F. (2020, August 4). Draft law on protecting identities of sexual abuse 

survivors initially approved. Daily News Egypt. https://dailynewsegypt.
com/2020/08/04/draft-law-on-protecting-identities-of-sexual-abuse-
survivors-initially-approved/.

Al-Mahdy, D. (2020, September 22). Up in arms over sexual 
harassment. Ahram Online.  https://english.ahram.org.eg/
NewsContent/50/1209/383647/AlAhram-Weekly/Focus/Up-in-arms-
over-sexual-harassment.aspx.

Mitchell, R. (2003). Simple pleasures: The ten-minute play, overnight 
theatre and the decline of the art of storytelling. New Theatre Quarterly. 
19(1), 67–81. https://doi:10.1017/S0266464X02000064.

Mustafa, Olivia. (2021, April 11). Ahmed Bassam Zaki sentenced to 8 years 
in prison for sexual assault. Egyptian Streets. https://egyptianstreets.
com/2021/04/11/ahmed-bassam-zaki-sentenced-to-8-years-in-prison-for-
sexual-assault/.

Nazra. (2021). Keeping women out: sexual violence against women in the public 
sphere. Nazra.org. https://nazra.org/sites/nazra/files/attachments/joint_
report_sexual_violence_egypt_en.pdf. 

Oddey, A. (1996). Devising theatre: a practical and theoretical handbook. 
Routledge. 

RAINN. (2022). Sexual harassment. Rape, Abuse, Incest, National Network. 
https://www.rainn.org/articles/sexual-harassment.

Rape Crisis England and Wales. (2022, June). What is sexual assault? Rape 
Crisis England and Wales. https://rapecrisis.org.uk/get-informed/types-
of-sexual-violence/what-is-sexual-assault/#:~:text=The%20legal%20
definition%20of%20sexual,They%20intentionally%20touch%20
another%20person.



27Bibliography

Reynolds, J. (2017). Missing out: Reflections on the positioning of 
ethnographic research within an evaluative framing. Ethnography. 18(3), 
345–365. https://doi.org/10.1177/1466138116664106.

Sadek, G. (2016, October). Egypt: Sexual Violence Against Women. The Law 
Library of Congress, Global Legal Research Directorate. https://www.loc.gov/
item/2016590020/.

Saldaña, J. (2003). Dramatizing data: A primer. Qualitative Inquiry. 9(2), 218–
236. https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1077800402250932.

Schechner, R. (2013). Performance studies: An introduction. Routledge.
Sexual Rights Initiative. (2016). Egypt. The National Sexual Rights Law and 

Policy Database. http://sexualrightsdatabase.org/countries/357/Egypt.
Skains, L. R. (2018). Creative practice as research: Discourse on methodology. 

Media Practice and Education. 19(1), 82–97. https://www.doi.org/10.1080/14
682753.2017.1362175.

Soliman, A. (2018, May 17). How #MeToo and #TimesUp are helping Egyptian 
women break the silence around sexual violence. Time. https://time.
com/5280726/how-metoo-and-timesup-are-helping-egyptian-women-
break-the-silence-around-sexual-violence/.

Stadlbauer, S. (2010). Language ideologies in the Arabic diglossia of Egypt. 
Colorado Research in Linguistics. 22(1), 1–19. https://doi.org/10.25810/tdja-6p88.

Swenson, K. (2017, November 22). Who came up with the term ‘sexual 
harassment’. The Washington Post. https://www.washingtonpost.com/
news/morning-mix/wp/2017/11/22/who-came-up-with-the-term-sexual-
harassment/. 

Tabikha, K. (2021, May 12). Egypt halts ‘Fairmont Incident’ investigation, releases 
all detained defendants. The National News. https://www.thenationalnews.
com/mena/egypt/egypt-halts-fairmont-incident-investigation-releases-all-
detained-defendants-1.1221484. 

The American University in Cairo. (2020). SpeakUp Policies and Procedures. 
https://www.aucegypt.edu/speakup.

Thorpe, J. and Gore, T. (2019). A beginners guide to devising theatre. Methuen. 
United States Department of Justice. (2022). Sexual assault. Justice.gov. https://

www.justice.gov/ovw/sexual-assault. 
UNDP. (2020, December 16). Human Development Report. https://www.

eg.undp.org/content/egypt/en/home/presscenter/pressreleases/2020/
human-development-report-2020--the-next-frontier--human-developm.
html#:~:text=Based%20on%20data%20available%20for,%2C%20
empowerment%2C%20and%20economic%20activity.&text=The%20
PHDI%20for%20Egypt%20is,of%20Arab%20States%20(0.666).



28 Sexual Harassment in Egypt and Using Theater as a Way Forward

UNFPA Egypt. (2021). Gender-based violence. https://egypt.unfpa.org/en/
node/22540.

UN Women. (2013). Prohibition of discrimination, harassment, including sexual 
harassment, and abuse of authority.  https://www.un.org/womenwatch/
uncoordination/antiharassment.html.

Vaughn, L. M., & Jacquez, F. (2020). Participatory research methods – Choice 
points in the research process. Journal of Participatory Research Methods, 
1(1). https://doi.org/10.35844/001c.13244.

Walsh, D. (2020, July 8). Accusations of serial rape push Egypt toward a 
reckoning. New York Times. https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/08/world/
middleeast/egypt-metoo-rape-assault.html.

World Economic Forum. (2021, March 30). Global Gender Gap Report 2021. 
https://www.weforum.org/reports/global-gender-gap-report-2021/in-full. 

Zahidi, S., Geiger, T. and Crotti, R. (2018, December). The Global Gender Gap 
Report 2018. World Economic Forum. http://www3.weforum.org/docs/
WEF_GGGR_2018.pdf. 

Zarrilli, P. (2010). Religious and civic festivals: early drama and theatre in 
context. Gary J. Williams, et al. (Eds.), Theatre histories: An introduction, 
52–102. Routledge.



Section 2
The Plays and Their 

Introductions
Introductions and Dramaturgy  

by Jillian Campana and Dina Amin 





31

Introduction: Post-traumatic Stress Disorder

It is difficult for someone who has not suffered post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD) to understand the psychological and physical expe-
rience of the disorder, just as it is impossible for those who have not 

been physically or sexually harassed or abused to fully comprehend this 
type of violence and the aftermath of the trauma. Forget Him, or Insih, is 
about the post-traumatic stress experience of a survivor of sexual assault. 
The play shares Alia’s struggle to emotionally and psychologically 
recover from, and deal with, PTSD—especially when she tries to engage 
in a romantic relationship with Gamal. Insih shows us how Gamal and 
Alia’s best friend Khaled are simply unable to understand what she is 
going through, which poses a problem as they try to support her.

PTSD often manifests as flashback episodes and nightmares, triggered 
by something that reminds the victim of the traumatic event they expe-
rienced (Mayo Clinic, 2022; American Psychiatric Association, 2022). It 
is one of many problems that can result from not having psychological 
and sociological support in the aftermath of an assault (Chivers-Wilson, 
2006). In the case of Insih, Alia is haunted by visions of her perpetra-
tor years later, especially in moments when her boyfriend intimates any 
physical contact. People who have experienced sexual assault may have 

Forget Him / Insih
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flashbacks when their brain recognizes similarities between a current sit-
uation and their previous experience of sexual assault, causing the same 
reactions that occurred during the assault to occur again (Haskell and 
Randall, 2019). Alia’s flight or fight response is revived when her boy-
friend touches her, and though she wants to move on, to recover fully 
from her assault and to have a healthy intimate relationship with Gamal, 
she is continually reminded of the traumatic event.

Insih asks readers and audiences to understand that Alia is forever 
changed as a result of her experience, and that her friend and boyfriend, 
though they may try, cannot comprehend her fears and anxieties. The 
end of the play, like the other stories in Mish Zanbik, is left unresolved. 
We do not know if Alia is, or will ever be, able to move past the painful 
memory of her assault. The play begs the question: How can a victim of 
sexual assault break away from the trauma they experienced? Inish asks 
audiences to consider the after-effects of sexual assault and to acknowl-
edge that there is no easy answer.

American Psychiatric Association. (2022). What is posttraumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD)? https://www.psychiatry.org/patients-families/ptsd/what-is-ptsd.
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Haskell, L. and Randall, M. (2019). The impact of trauma on adult sexual assault 
victims. Justice Canada. https://www.justice.gc.ca/eng/rp-pr/jr/trauma/
trauma_eng.pdf. 
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Forget Him / Insih
Nour El Captan, lead playwright

CHARACTERS:
ALIA

GAMAL
KHALED

MAN/ASSAF

SETTING:
A university, between classes.

ALIA is sitting alone. A MAN is sitting near her. He is not close enough so as 
to be associated with her, but it is evident that she can feel his close proximity 
and is uneasy because of it. As she’s sitting, GAMAL enters and sneaks up on 
her from behind. He places his hands over her eyes. She screams, startled. The 
MAN inches closer to the couple.

GAMAL: Did I scare you? 

ALIA:  Yes! Don’t do that again. I don’t like it when you scare 
me, ya Gamal.

GAMAL: (Taking her hand.) Asif ya Looloo. (Beat.) Hi. 

ALIA: Hi. 

GAMAL: You got everything ready for graduation? 

ALIA: Yeah . . . I can’t believe it’s so close. 

GAMAL: Same here . . . When’s Khaled coming? 

ALIA:   He’s on his way from the airport. I’m so excited for you 
to meet him. 
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GAMAL: Sure. I guess he’s important to you.

ALIA:  He’s my best friend. Thank you for being understanding. 

GAMAL:  Is he coming straight here or going to his parents’ first?

ALIA: He went home; he’ll be here in a few minutes.

GAMAL:  Nice. (Moving closer to her.) So . . .  I got you for 
myself? 

Alia nods in apprehension. 

GAMAL: Wahashteeny. 

ALIA:  (Pushing him away and laughing.) Ya Gamal! We were 
together last night. 

GAMAL: Bardo . . . 

ALIA: You’re too romantic for your own good, you know. 

GAMAL:  I’m the perfect amount of romantic. The amount that 
might even charm his girlfriend’s extremely intimidat-
ing parents? If she lets me meet them . . . 

ALIA: (Surprised.) You want to talk about this now? 

GAMAL:  We have a few minutes until your second boyfriend 
gets here, don’t we? 

The MAN looks directly at ALIA. She notices him staring but looks away. 

ALIA: “Second boyfriend?” He’s not— 

GAMAL: It was a joke!

Alia laughs nervously. 
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GAMAL:  I’d like to meet your parents. The problem is if I wait 
until graduation then I won’t really get to talk to them, 
you know? 

ALIA is silent and surprised. The MAN comes closer. She makes eye-contact 
with him and is petrified. 

ALIA: I’ll talk to them when I get home.

GAMAL: Do you think they’ll like me? 

ALIA: Yes, they’ll like you! 

GAMAL: Ana bahibik, Looloo. I love you.

GAMAL moves closer. ALIA is visibly squeamish. The MAN moves closer. 
KHALED arrives.

KHALED: Hello, hello my favorite person in the world! 

ALIA hugs KHALED tightly. When they pull back, they take a moment to 
really look at each other, delighting in the fact that they’re reunited. It’s a 
deeply intimate moment and GAMAL appears uncomfortable. KHALED 
and GAMAL shake hands. 

GAMAL: Nice to see you. I’ve heard a lot about you.

KHALED: Yeah, same here. I’ve heard a lot of good things. 

GAMAL: (Forced.) Believe me, so have I.

ALIA:  (To KHALED.) You look great. Inta wahashtini. I miss 
you a lot . . . 

KHALED:  I missed you too. If there was one thing that makes it 
worth the flight here, it’s you. 

ALIA: I’m flattered . . .  


