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nBahrain
On May 8, members of  the Shi’a Al
Wefaq parliamentary bloc walked out
of  parliament after their motion for
an investigation into the financial
dealings of  Cabinet Affairs Minister
Sheikh Ahmed bin Attiatullah Al
Khalifa was defeated.  Al Khalifa was
at the heart of  the Bandargate scandal
which broke last September when civil
servant Salah Al Bander made public
a  government conspiracy to
disenfranchise Bahrain’s Shi’a majority.

The Al Wefaq bloc is the largest in
parliament, with 17 members, but it
functions as a minority.  It is also the
only Shi’a representation in the
legislature.  Despite its minority status,
the walkout poses sever problems for
the legislature, which requires a quorum
of  19 members to convene.

i Egypt
On April 29, 13 members of  the
Muslim Brotherhood, including two
MPs, Sabri Amer and Rajab Abu Zeid,
were detained by the security forces in
the Manufiyya Governorate in the Nile
Delta, for allegedly participating in a
clandestine meeting at Abu Zeid’s
house.  Both MPs were released
without charge on May 1, though the
other individuals who were arrested
were detained for an additional 15 days.
On May 9, the parliament voted to
str ip the two men of  their
parliamentary immunity, the first such
instance concerning Brotherhood MPs
since the 2005 legislative elections.

In other news, on May 2, Gamal
Mubarak denied that he had any
intention of  succeeding his father as
president.  In an interview on Arabic
satellite channel Orbit, Mubarak said
that he would not accept the National
Democratic Party’s nomination in a
future presidential election.

Also on May 2, al-Jazeera producer
Huweida Taha was sentenced to six
months in prison “for carrying out
activities with the aim of  damaging
the country’s national interests and
producing and possessing fabricated
video material that would damage
Egypt’s reputation, with intent to
broadcast it.”  The charges stem from
a documentary Taha produced on
torture and abuses by the police in

Egypt.

These events have occurred against a
backdrop of  continuing labor unrest.
A recently released report by the
Egyptian Workers and Trade Union
Watch states that April witnessed 56
strikes, labor protests, and sit-ins, and
that there were 15 such incidents during
the first week of  May.

In contrast to the largely peaceful labor
conflicts unfolding across Egypt,
sectarian tensions have once again
boiled over into violence.  On May 11
Muslims and Christians clashed in
Behma, a village about 40 miles south
of  Cairo after a dispute over the
building of  a church.  Ten people were
injured and 17 individuals from both
sides of  the conflict were arrested.

For more on the Coptic issue, see page 7.

For more on strikes in Egypt, see page 8.

iJordan
On April 30, the Jordanian government
banned that day’s edition of  the
newspaper al-Majd because it was
running a 16-page story on a plot
against Hamas.  The alleged plot,
masterminded by the US and several
unnamed Arab nations, would allow
Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas
to oust the Hamas-led unity
government. The article is available
online, however, at www.almajd.net.

In other news, on May 3 former MP
Ahmad Oweidi Abbadi was arrested
on political charges filed in response
to an open letter to US Senate Majority
Leader Harry Reid that he posted on
the internet.  According to Reporters
Without Borders, although print media
is heavily monitored in Jordan, this is
the first time someone has been
arrested for something published on
the internet in the Kingdom.

iKuwait
On May 9, the Kuwaiti print media
was issued a list of  topics now banned
from publication in articles and
advertisements.  The order, signed by
the  Ministry of  Information’s Director
of  Local Press Affairs, Fahd Sayyah
Al-Ajmi, consisted of  an itemized list
of  topics banned by the Interior,
Education, Health, and Social and

Labor Affairs Ministries.  The
comprehensive list includes political
items such as “interviews with citizens
who support or oppose a certain policy
that may place the state at war with
other countr ies,”  as  wel l  as
advertisements for various goods and
services such as weapons, fireworks,
“books on sorcery and magic,” private
tutors, and massage.

h Mauritania
On April 28, President Sidi Mohamed
Cheikh Abdallahi appointed a 28-
member cabinet led by Prime Minister
Zeine Ould Zeidane, a former
governor of  the central bank, who
came in third place in March’s
presidential election. Twenty-six of  the
28 cabinet ministers have never held
a portfolio before, with the other two
having held office only briefly under
former dictator Maaouya Ould
Sid’Ahmed Taya.  The new cabinet
also includes the newly created post
of  “Minister in Charge of  Relations
between Parliament and Civil Society,”
held by Mohamed Mahmoud Ould
Brahim Khalil.

h Morocco
Interior Minister Hassan Aghmari
announced on May 4 that 1.3 million
voters had already registered to vote
in legislative elections scheduled for
September 7.  Mr. Agmari cited these
figures as evidence of  widespread
enthusiasm for the electoral process.
Campaigning will begin on August 25.

iPalestine
On May 14, Interior Minister Hani al-
Qawasmeh resigned following the
worst factional violence in Gaza since
the Mecca Accords were signed on
February 8.  Al-Qawasmeh was one
of  several independent technocrats
included in the unity government.  He
had attempted to resign two weeks
ago, but Prime Minister Ismail Haniyeh
rejected his request at that time.  Prime
Minister Haniyeh will temporarily hold
the post of  Interior Minister.  The
Prime Minister and Palestinian
President Mahmoud Abbas announced
a joint plan to rein in violence in Gaza
following Qawasmeh’s resignation, but
observers remain skeptical owing to
the poor track record of  such actions.

Civil Society News From Around the Region
Regional news
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iSyria
On May 10, the newly elected Syrian
parliament unanimously approved the
nomination of  President Bashar al-
Assad for the presidential referendum
to be held on May 27.  Citizens will
vote “yes” or “no” on whether or not
President al-Assad should be given a
second seven-year term set to begin
on July 17.

During his first address to this session
of  parliament, also delivered on May
10, the President reiterated his
government’s refusal to cooperate with
a UN invest igat ion into the
assassination of  former Lebanese
Prime Minister Rafik al-Hariri.  Al-
Assad stressed that his government
has been cooperating with the
international commission investigating
the assassination, but that it would not
submit to an international tribunal,

which the Syrian government claims
constitutes a violation of  its sovereignty.

In other news, human rights activist
Dr. Kamal al-Labwani was sentenced
to 12 years of  hard labor for
“communicating with a foreign country
and inciting it to initiate aggression
against Syria.”  Dr. Labwani was
arrested following a 2005 visit to the
United States and Europe where he

met with journalists, human rights
activists, and government officials.

In addition, political activists Michel
Kilo and Mahmoud Issa were
sentenced to 3 years in jail on May 13
for “weakening national sentiment.”
The charges stemmed from a petition
they signed in 2006 calling the
normalization of  relations between
Syria and Lebanon.

These sentences come on the heels of
the April 24 conviction of  opposition
figure Anwar al-Bunni on political
charges filed against him in 2006.  Al-
Bunni’s lawyers have said that they will
appeal the court’s decision, which
coincided with UN Secretary General
Ban Ki-moon’s visit to Syria to discuss
the Lebanese situation.

For more on the current political situation in
Syria, see page 13. 

 Al-Rewaq

The Ibn Khaldun Center hosts a dicussion forum, open to the public, each Tuesday evening. The following is Aly Elfeel’s
summary, translated by Neil Durnan, of the topics covered in May.

This month’s first symposium, held on May 1, featured Dr. Shukri Azar and Dr. Hoda Awad, an economics professor
at the American University in Cairo, who discussed the misuse and embezzlement of  social security funds in Egypt.

Dr. Azar began by discussing the scope of  the problem, stressing that hundreds of  billions have been looted over
the years, in what is the largest instance of  looting in modern history.  Dr. Azar went on to discuss efforts being
made by the Ministry of  Social Solidarity in cooperation with the World Bank to recover the looted funds.

Dr. Azar traced the origins of  the scandal back to June 1980, when the National Investment Bank was given
complete control over the funds.  These funds, as included in the national budget, amounted to LE 175 billion
and their management was not subject to any formal oversight.

Dr. Awad placed the social security scandal in a larger context, noting that the state’s privatization programs are
similarly unorganized and vulnerable to fraud.  Dr. Medhat Khafagy added that much of  the revenue from the
Suez Canal is similarly unaccounted for; Dr. Awad used this comment to further demonstrate the need for
accountability in finance, citing not only the standard arguments in favor of  good governance, but stressing the
necessity of  legitimate accounting at a time when Egypt needs to be more competitive in order to garner foreign
investment.

From May 20 to 24, the Ibn Khaldun Center for Development Studies, in cooperation with the International Center
for Nonviolent Conflict, will host the first Workshop on Strategies for Nonviolent Action.  This workshop will
focus on methods for effecting political change through civil disobedience and other nonviolent means.  The
workshop will be discussed in detail in next month’s issue.
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Dr. Saad Eddin Ibrahim

he Second Conference on Democracy and Reform in the
Arab World will take place in Doha, Qatar from May
27-29.  Over four hundred Arab democrats and foreign

observers will be in attendance to evaluate the state of  democracy in
the Arab world and to inaugurate the Arab Democracy Foundation
(ADF).  The ADF is the first indigenous institution devoted solely
to democracy and political reform in the region, and despite several
foreign backed alternatives, and it is the first foundation of  its kind
wholly initiated and funded by Arabs.  The ADF will be headquartered
in Doha, Qatar and will exist in the Free Zone as an international
civil society organization.

The following is an interview with Dr. Saad Eddin Ibrahim regarding
the Conference and the ADF.

What is the story behind the creation of  the Arab
Democracy Foundation (ADF)?

The first meeting of  the Network of  Arab Democrats took
place in Cyprus in 1983.  We were forced to meet in Cyprus
because all of  the Arab states that we approached refused
to let us gather and discuss the state of  democracy from
within the region itself.  This tells you a lot about the state
of  democratization in the Middle East at the time.  The
oppressiveness of  the Arab regimes in the 1980s limited
the success of  many of  our initiatives despite great effort
and risk on the part of  many within our network.

After September 11, there was a profound change in the
region and for the first time the West became interested in
the plight of  the Arab democrat.  These initiatives that
came from outside the Arab world drew a healthy amount
of  skepticism from Arab democrats who were very aware
of  the average person’s distrust of  Western efforts due to
lingering anti-colonial and anti-imperialist sentiments.
However, others felt that Arab activists should take advantage
of  this shift in international perceptions of  Arab democracy
in order to further the cause and harness the momentum
towards real political reform.  It was this controversy over
how to proceed which led to the first Conference on Arab
Democracy and Reform in Doha in 2004.

In Doha there was a consensus that great efforts must be
taken on a grassroots level in order to really take advantage
of  political shifts and to keep continued momentum towards
change.  This became even apparent after the highs of  2005,
such as the Cedar Revolution and other signs of  dramatic
political reform, gave way to a counterrevolution by Middle
Eastern autocrats in 2006, which systematically reversed
most of  the gains of  the previous two years.  This happened
because Western enthusiasm for democracy promotion in
the Middle East cooled due to fears over the election of
Hamas in Palestine and the demonstrated strength of  the
Muslim Brothers in Egypt.  These perceived and partially
expected “betrayals” by the Western community made us
more committed to the idea of  an institution that would
work to strengthen and mobilize an indigenous democracy

movement.  It also illustrates our commitment to
jumpstarting democratization at a grassroots level.  I believe
the founding of  the ADF is a perfect example of  that
commitment.

What makes this organization different from others
like the Foundation for the Future?

The ADF is different because it is the first institution of
its kind in the Arab world.  Its headquarters are in the
Middle East, and all of  its funding is from the Middle East,
which means it has legitimacy as an organization on a grass
roots level and can be truly effective in supporting the work
of  Arab democrats regardless of  political shifts in the West.
 Consequently, the ADF is something unique because no
other organization has the same mission or resources

What kind of  projects do you envision ADF being a
part of ?

The ADF will have three major goals:  Research, Promotion,
and Action.  The research arm of  the organization will
support networks of  social research centers from all over
the Arab world.  The promotion and action arms of  the
organization will provide moral and material support to
activists in the field working to promote change by peaceful
means and through respect of  the rule of  law.  The power
of  the global and Arab media will also be harnessed in an
effort to bring attention and transparency to the struggle
of  many in the democratic movement throughout the
Middle East.

By Maria Dayton

The Second Conference on Democracy and Reform
in the Arab World

T
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What makes you most excited about the ADF?

I’m excited to see a dream that started a quarter of  a century
ago in Cyprus under very different political conditions come
to fruition.  I am excited that we are having this meeting in
an Arab capital which not only allowed us to conduct the
conference but who insisted on being our hosts as well.  I
am excited that an Arab institution will have the resources
and legitimacy to support my brave friends and colleagues
who have worked tirelessly over the decades to bring about
long overdue democratic reforms in their respective countries.

Why Qatar and not Egypt for the new foundation?

The ADF will be located in Doha because the enlightened
Qatari government was one of  the first to heed the call
from the conference in 2004 which encouraged the Arab

elite, both inside and outside the Arab world, to work
towards democratization.   Despite its small size, Qatar has
been an inspiration to the rest of  the Arab world because
instead of  holding onto power at the expense of  the
population, they have taken an opposite path and have
succeeded in bringing economic development as well as
widespread political reform to their people.  Unlike Egypt,
which currently leads the other Arab autocrats in their
efforts against the democracy movement, Qatar ended
official censorship and started Al Jazeera which forced open
the public space in the Arab world in unprecedented ways.
The credible social, economic, and political record of  Qatar
speaks for itself  as well as their generous offer to host the
conference and support the efforts of  the ADF.  We sincerely
hope that others will follow their example and contribute
to the work of  our organization as well. 

 Conference Working Groups

The following is a list of  working groups which will be convened during the Second Conference on Democracy and
Reform in the Arab World.  The list is tentative, as working groups may vary due to the interests of  conferees and
logistical considerations.

1.Civil Society and Political Parties                                        Co-Chairs:  Saadeddin al Osmani & Abdel
Wahab al Kibsy
Rapporteurs:  Walid Salem & Samer Shehata

2. Constitutions, Rule of  Law, and Independence of  Judiciary  Co-Chairs:  Yehia al Gamal & Hisham
Bastawisi
Rapporteurs:  Wassim Harb & Hafez Abu
Feda

3. Women, Youth, and Political Participation                           Co-Chairs:  Mona Makram Ebeid & Rola
Dashti
Rapporteurs:  Riad El Malki & Ghada
Shabunder

           
4. Media & Information Technology in Support of  Democracy Co-Chairs:  Rami Khouri & Ibrahim Eissa

Rapporteurs:  Raghda Dergham & Marline
Tadros

5. Governance, Parliaments,  and Transparency                           Co-Chairs:  Selim el Hoss & Khair Eddin
Haseeb
Rapporteurs:  Shafiq Gabr  & Salah Khalil

6.  Private Sector, Resources, and Democratic Transition              Co-Chairs:  Naquib Sawiris & Jawad Anani
Rapporteurs:  Hany Findakly & Malak Dhalan

7. Islam, Minorities, and Democracy Co-Chairs:  Saad Eddin Ibrahim
Rapporteurs:  Montasser Al-Zayyat & Habib
Afram

8. Transitional Justice                                                                  Co-Chairs:  Mustafa Harmana & Niccolo
Figa-Talamanca
Rapporteurs:  Muhammad El Masri & Alison
McCoy

9. Rule of  External Actors in Democratic Transition              Co-Chairs:  A. M. El Said & David French
Rapporteurs:  Amr Hamzawy & Amr El
Shoubuki
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he Arab Democracy Foundation (ADF) is an
initiative by those who believe that if  given a fair
and sustainable opportunity, most of  today's 300

million Arabs will embrace the concepts, values, and
institutions of  democratic governance.  ADF will work
toward availing such opportunities to peoples of  the Arab
world through innovation among new and existing civil
society organizations (CSO's).  The latter will be encouraged
to strengthen their own institutional capacities, engage in
promoting democratic values and awareness-raising,
participate in important public policy debates, work towards
women’s empowerment and against all forms of  exclusion,
and increase their ability to serve their communities.

The basic mechanism by which ADF will accomplish its
aims is grant-making coupled with targeted research and
technical assistance. It will draw ideas and legitimacy from
a broad base of  Arab civil society organizations, as well as
providing a bridge between them and the best practices of
international development and democratic change.  Baseline
data from the UN Arab Human Development Reports and
the 2004 World Values Survey for Arab Countries will
enable ADF to formulate regional and country strategies
for democracy and civic engagement promotion.  The same
baseline will make it possible to periodically measure the
impact of  ADF's work.

Some 300 independent CSO's and 100 public figures are
to contribute to refining the strategic goals of  ADF and
will constitute the core founding partners of  ADF.  It is
the goal of  the Foundation to double that core membership
within two years. Institutional partners will receive the
benefits of  association with ADF which include professional
support, information and access to funding opportunities
for their programs.  Partners will meet once in Doha in
advance of  the launch of  ADF to give their input to the
planning process and to elect from among themselves a
Civil Society advisory group of  15-19 members, which will
give periodic counsel to the ADF.

Structure:

1. The Board of  Trustees (BOT) is the policy making
and governance body of  the ADF.  Its 11-15 members are
to be nominated and chosen from among imminent
international and Arab pubic figures with long standing
records of  support for democratic institutions. The BOT
will meet formally at least twice a year.  During its inaugural
meeting the Board will deliberate and formalize:  ADF's
Mission Statement (MS), Long Term Strategy, Plan of
Action (PA), and by-laws.  The BOT will also be responsible
for the establishment of  the ADF Secretariat and the
selection of  a small core of  Executive Officers needed for
implementation of  the project.

2. The Secretariat, is the policy implementation body of
the ADF, headed by an Secretary General and including a
Managing Director, an Administrative Officer, a Financial

Officer, as well as a small team of  Program Officers.  The
Secretariat will be responsible for four major types of
activities, including communication with partners and
grantees, the maintenance of  ADF records, preparation of
BOT meetings and documents, and organizing studies and
events.  For example, the Secretariat will receive proposals
for funding and provide initial feedback in advance of
review by the BOT.  The Secretariat will be responsible for
the preparation of  BOT and Standing Committee meetings,
as well as the annual budget and ADF publications.  The
Secretariat will also be responsible (Cont’d on page 15)

T

Proposed ADF Board of Trustees

The following is a tentative list of  the members of  the ADF
board of  trustees.  The composition of  the board may change
following the Second Conference on Democracy and Reform
in the Arab World.  Individuals who have accepted their
invitation to serve on the board are marked with an asterisk.

HH Sheikha Mozah Bint Nasser Al-Missned*
First Lady of  Qatar

Dr. M. Abdel Jabri
Professor

HE Kofi Annan
Former Secretary-General of  the United Nations

Dr. Sadiq Jalal El Azmy
Professor

Mr. Tarek Ben Halim
Businessman

Rt. Hon. Kim Campbell*
Former Prime Minister of  Canada, Secretary-General, Club

of  Madrid
HE Ali Fakhro*

Former Health and Education Minister of  Bahrain
HE Joschka Fischer*

Former Foreign Minister of  Germany
Dr. Selim el Hoss*

Former Prime Minister of  Lebanon
HE Hassan Ibrahim*

Former Education Minister of  Qatar
Dr. Saad Eddin Ibrahim*

Professor and Ibn Khaldun Center Chairman
HE Sadiq al-Mahdi*

Former Prime Minister of  Sudan, President, Umma Party
HE Mary Robinson

Former President of  Ireland, President, Realizing Rights
Dr. Amartya Sen

Professor and Nobel Laureate
HE Aziz Sidqi*

Former Prime Minister of  Egypt
Rt. Hon. Jack Straw*

Leader of  the House of  Commons
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hat steps need to be taken to foster an
understanding of  democracy among
youth in the Arab world? This seems to

have been the underlying concern of  all participants
in the Youth and Political Participation workshop
held from May 11 to 14 in Amman, Jordan.
Panorama, the Palestinian Center for the
Dissemination of  Democracy and Community
Development, along with the New Jordan Center,
a think tank in Amman, brought together a diverse
group of  Arabs from Morocco to Bahrain from
11-14 May 2007 to discuss youth and political
participation.  The first day consisted of  a roundtable
discussion on these topics, in which delegations
from nine Arab countries presented what they
perceived as the state of  affairs and problems
regarding each topic within their country.  During
the second day, the workshop divided into three working
groups, which were youth and political participation, youth
and the awareness of  democracy, and youth and civil society.
The participants then gathered together to open each topic
to feedback and discussion.

The diverse groups that came together for the conference
found that they shared many of  the same concerns, and
they acknowledged that it is not enough to lobby the
government for reforms and the inclusion of  youth in
political parties, but that the youth must be given a reason
to become part of  these activities.  Over the past five years
civil society organizations have sprung up and “reforms”
have taken place, but stagnation remains.  In fact, the youth
are becoming more apathetic everyday.  Some of  the
participants mentioned that there is a widespread problem
of  youth acting like “parrots:” their ideas and opinions are
never their own, rather they repeat what they hear elsewhere,
be it at school, in media, or from their family.  Our youth
lack an understanding of  what it means to have an
independent opinion.

The question therefore becomes, how do we get youth
interested in political participation in the Arab World?  The
government, education systems, and even everyday social
conventions block youth from fully participating as members
of  society, and even when opportunities are made available
to youth, there is no incentive for youth to participate.  On
the contrary, those who demonstrate an inkling of  leadership
potential are crushed, invoking fear in their peers.  It is
easier, not to mention safer, to keep oneself  concerned
with the latest trends and sports, than to attempt to claim
one’s rightful place as a citizen on equal footing with his
elders.

The Egyptian delegation participated in the “awareness of
democracy” working group, where we discussed our
understanding of  the obstacles present on the path to
democracy and the means necessary to overcome them.
This working group was inspired by the realization that we
can sit around and talk about opening up society, promoting
civil rights, full political participation, and freedom of

expression, but the reality is that before any of  these things
can be implemented we need to develop a base understanding
of  what democracy is, including awareness of  rights and
responsibilities, tolerance of  different views, advocacy, positive
media use, etc.  Fundamental changes in society can only
happen when these elements are addressed bluntly, practiced
in the daily lives of  those already aware, and institutionalized.
 Without the successful institutionalization of  these values
through the media and education, lengthy discussions of
democratic reform, political participation, and the formation
of  political parties will be to of  no avail.

Indeed, this conference could have been more productive
in terms of  coming up with tangible ways to overcome the
obstacles to democratization discussed during the conference.
 It is not enough to acknowledge and discuss the state of
our countries; we need to find solutions to these problems.
 In order to do this, civil society organizations must find
ways to genuinely cooperate.  In reality we are all working
towards the same goal and often have similar projects.  By
joining forces we can have a stronger impact domestically,
regionally, as well as internationally and our chance to
provoke real institutional change will be much greater.
Raising the profile of  Arab civil society in this manner will
also serve to increase youth participation.

Another tangible way for Arab civil society to increase
political participation among Arab youth is to address
problems caused by deficient educational systems in the
Arab world.  The next time a workshop or conference is
held youth political participation and democracy, it should
be used to develop a standardized curriculum addressing
the fundamentals of  democracy, as well as the methods
best suited towards teaching these fundamentals.  This
curriculum could then be promoted among public and
private schools in the Arab world, as well as part of  an
international education initiative on the part of  civil society
organizations themselves.  If  we fail to take concrete action
to address the problems we discuss, then what is the point
of  having these conferences to begin with? 

W

By Nora Elmarzouky

Pan-Arab Workshop on Youth and Political
Participation



Excerpts from an ADF working paper by Moheb Zaki

The Copts of Egypt: Victims of Discrimination
he Egyptian constitution, as set in writing, is
irreproachable with regard to the rights of
religious minorities. But in practice this constitutional

guarantee is openly disregarded by the state. Indeed, the
Copts have historically been discriminated against, both in
legislated law and by customary state practices, thus
perpetuating a prejudice against them within society.
 
In step with the increasing Islamic fundamentalism within
Egyptian society, an overt fanatical spirit is exhibited by
many Muslims in all walks of  life.  So pervasive has this
attitude become that it exists in all spheres—in both the
public and private sectors as well as in government
institutions. Indeed, it is impossible not to notice that the
current resurgence of  Islamic sentiments is accompanied
by a diffused feeling of  hostility towards Christians among
broad sectors of  society. Discriminatory behavior against
them has recently taken the form of  blatant public abuse.
Newspapers often carry articles demeaning the Copts and
Christianity in general; fundamentalists explicitly denounce
Christians in widely distributed pamphlets and cassette
tapes; and sheikhs, in numerous mosques all over the country,
are regularly castigating the infidel Copts in their Friday
sermons. The broadcast media also gives ground for concern.
Television is not only flooded with Islamic programs—
without a single one for Christians—but many of  these
often include covert (and sometimes overt) derogatory
remarks and attacks on Christianity without eliciting any
response from the government.
 
Hereunder are some of  the main institutional
state discriminatory practices against the Copts:

1. The Hamayonic Decree that severely restricts the building
or renovations of  churches; the banning of  Copts from
enrollment in the state-funded Azhar University, as well as,
from all posts in the Security Services since Copts are
considered a security threat.

2. No Copt has ever been appointed governor (except one
in 2006) or lieutenant governor of  a province, or even
mayor of  a city or town. In short the appointment of  Copts
to the higher echelons of  government, the police and the
military is extremely limited.

3. The general social bias against Copts manifests itself
clearly during elections. Political parties rarely nominate any
Copts; even the regime's dominant party (NDP), which in
every national election captures at least 80% of  the
parliamentary seats, seldom nominates more than one or
two Copts, and in the last (2005) elections it nominated
none. In fact, it is virtually impossible for Copts to win
more than one or two seats in any national election. In the
2005 national elections only one Copt  was elected to the
454-member parliament.      

4. Although the freedom to proselytize and convert to
another religion is an essential component of  any meaningful
measure of  religious freedom, these two rights are dealt
with by the state in a highly discriminatory manner. While

proselytizing is encouraged for Muslims (nashr al-da'wa) it
is strictly denied to non-Muslims. In fact, it is prohibited
in Egypt to preach any religion other than Islam in public.
Clearly the Copts are not entitled to any d’awa of  their own.
On the other hand, while Copts are welcome to convert to
Islam, Muslims are strictly prohibited from converting to
Christianity. A Muslim converting to Christianity would, if
Shari'a were strictly applied (which so far has not been
done), incur the death penalty. Under current Egyptian law,
however, a Muslim renouncing Islam would effectively cease
to exist: he would immediately forfeit his right to enter into
any kind of contract, including that of  marriage, and lose
all inheritance rights from Muslim relatives as well as all
custody rights over his minor children.

5. As things stand now, current state discriminatory practices
are augmented by a diffuse, widespread, fanatical, and ill-
concealed hostility toward the Copts, which is exhibited by
many Muslims in all walks of  life. Nothing attests to this
more clearly than the incidents which occur from time to
time when a Coptic priest attempts—without attaining prior
permission from the authorities—to repair a church fence
or conduct congressional prayers in any building other than
a church. Egyptians are supremely characterized by their
incorrigible flaunting of  public laws--traffic laws, building
laws, and every other kind of  civil law; but at the first sign
of  any minor breach of  the Hamayonic Decree—which
mandates no less than a presidential approval to build or
repair a Church—hundreds of  Muslims zealously rush in
mass to thwart by physical force the perpetuation of  the
crime; often damaging the church and attacking the
congregation.

How can one explain the brazen acceptance of  the Egyptian
regime to such blatant discriminatory practices? I believe
it springs from a deeply entrenched, widespread conviction
among the ruling elite was well as among large sectors of
the Muslim community that such discrimination as currently
exists is in the natural order of  things, where it is unreasonable
in a Muslim state to expect strict equality between Muslims
and non-Muslims.
        
The prevalence of  these and a myriad other discriminatory
practices has driven the Copts to emigrate in significant
numbers. Indeed the flow of  Coptic emigrants over the last
three decades developed into a torrent constituted mainly
of  young professionals and college graduates---
which number among the vibrant core of  the middle class. 
 
Is there a way to end all these discriminatory practices? I
say there is. History shows that friendly persuasion—which
was the course adopted by the Coptic Church and numerous
honorable Muslim intellectuals—has met with some success
in prodding the Egyptian government in the right direction,
but the improvements were at a glacial pace, and of  a very
minor nature. I strongly believe that the only hope lies in
the exposure of  these discriminatory practices on the world
stage. 

The conventional wisdom of  enlightened (Cont’d on page 16)
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By Matthew Devlin

Workers of Egypt, Unite?
gypt is a country conditioned to the monotonous
cadence of  autocratic rule. Freedom of  assembly
is, for all intents and purposes, proscribed under

the draconian Emergency Law of  1981, recently enshrined
within newly-amended Article 179 of  the nation’s
constitution. The measure passed in a March 26 referendum
universally boycotted by opposition parties, condemned by
independent observers, and deplored by human rights
organizations.

However, away from the cameras and beyond the satellite
sound bit, something stirs. Egyptian workers are on the
march, coursing along the banks of  the Nile, pooling on
factory floors, and streaming out into city squares to protest
perceived injustices. The independent newspaper Al-Masry
Al-Youm reported a total of  222 strikes or collective actions
in 2006, including incidents at the gargantuan Helwan and
Tura cement factories just south of  Cairo. The tide has
continued to surge in the new year with 50 incidents of
industrial action last month alone. All this represents the
largest, longest, and most intense upsurge of  labor activism
in the country since 1946. It is a protest movement whose
momentum and magnetism is the envy of  every organized
political party.

THE STRIKERS

The most significant strike in the current wave has
undoubtedly been that at Misr Spinning and Weaving
Company in Mahalla, an industrial city in the delta region
north of  the capital. Founded by the revered Talaat Harb
in 1927, currently employing a workforce upwards of  25,000,
and state-owned to this day, Misr Spinning and Weaving is
the undisputed iconic symbol of  Egyptian economic
nationalism and the most prominent legacy of  the nation’s
socialist past. It was therefore no surprise that when workers
launched a strike last December it proved to be the largest
single instance of  industrial action in over two decades.

Like countless others across the country, the Malhalla strike
grew from workers’ conviction that they were not getting
their fair due. In a much publicized announcement last
March, Prime Minister Ahmed Nazzif  pledged that all
public sector employees would receive an annual bonus
equivalent to two months salary (roughly 500LE for those
in Malhalla, as opposed to the usual sum of  100LE).
However, when workers drew their end-of-year paychecks
the promised increase was conspicuously absent. The
subsequent strike was eventually lifted following a
compromise settlement, though not before a host of  other
factories took notice of  the state’s apparent willingness to
negotiate and likewise began to push their own claims.

Importantly, the Malhalla workers organized around
independent activists, not union representatives, in their
bid to hold the factory’s management accountable. Indeed,
their local level union did not even support their efforts
and their appeals to the overarching General Federation of
Trade Unions fell on deaf  ears. The General Federation’s

apathy towards its own constituents owes itself  to the fact
that ever since it was established under President Gamal
Abdel Nasser in 1957, the federation has been not so much
co-opted by the state as entirely subservient to it. With
workers agitating against the state’s arrant failure to deliver
on its promises, the General Federation is nevertheless in
no doubt that its loyalties lie with the same regime from
whence it draws its nominal legitimacy.

Similar grievances are currently being protested at countless
state-owned factories across the country, the most high-
profile being strikes in Alexandria and Mansoura. The
Mansoura workers, three-quarters of  whom are women,
are well into a protracted hunger-strike. Time and again,
companies have failed to pay fringe benefits, bonuses, and
retirement fund contributions for more than a decade. For
example, although laborers in the public sector are supposed
to own 12 percent of  the enterprise in which they work,
many have never had a single dividend paid out to them.

Yet this is not a story of  corrupt capitalist villains. Most
factories truly do not have the money to pay out such
benefits as the state has ceased to invest new capital in the
public sector ever since President Anwar Sadat launched
his “Open Door” policy of  economic liberalization in 1974.
As a result, machinery is old and payrolls are bloated,
ensuring that while production levels may well be high,
profits are meager.

The government’s solution is to privatize state industry,
thereby streamlining efficiency and raising competitiveness.
Egyptian workers are not always adverse to privatization
but they do want guarantees that private sector investors
will both refrain from large-scale layoffs and pay the back-
benefits workers see as their just desserts. Of  course, such
demands are hardly amenable to private investors, many of
whom acquire state industry solely for its real estate value
and simply liquidate the entire physical plant. It is therefore
unsurprising that the largest single issue for strikers seems
to be that they are scared about what will happen if, and in
most cases when, their factory is sold.

Workers’ anxieties are compounded by the increasing
disparity between the government’s much-touted
macroeconomic success and the steady degradation of  the
average laborer’s quality of  life. Under the stewardship of
Minister for Investment Mahmoud Mohieddin, the ruling
National Democratic Party (NDP) has pursued a vigorous
program of  privatizing public sector industries ever since
the installment of  the current government in July 2004. In
much the same vein, the NDP also orchestrated the
amendment of  several constitutional articles, stripping them
of  all previous reference to a socialist Egyptian state and
the preeminence of  labor within its society. At the same
time, growth in gross domestic product has been at record
levels for the past three years and the price of  oil has
remained relatively high. Though not one of  the world’s
major oil producers, about 55 percent of  Egypt’s export
earnings are derived from oil. So although indebtedness has
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State-owned Egyptian businesses have suffered from a lack of investment since the Sadat era.
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not declined and the country’s balance of  payments has not
improved, Egyptian state coffers are nevertheless relatively
well-padded. Workers are seeing the auspicious
macroeconomic indicators so widely publicized by the
government and taking this as simply one more incentive
to ask why they are not receiving their full compensation.

CHANNELING THE TORRENT

While their grievances may seem straightforward, it remains
less clear how this wave of  strikes might still evolve. For
their part, when Malhalla workers were confronted with the
intransigence of  their official union representatives they
mobilized to form the vanguard of  a push for an independent
union. Thousands have already resigned from the General
Federation. How successful this bid will be remains to be
seen, but it has several hurdles to overcome. Firstly, the
General Federation of  Trade Unions has a membership of
roughly 3 million and enjoys the complete support of  the
state and security services. For any functional independent
union to arise, it will require the active participation of  many
more than the 200,000 or so workers estimated to have
gone on strike thus far.

Additionally, the dearth of  political awareness amongst
Egyptian labor is a major hurdle to establishing an
independent union. Much attention has gravitated to certain
NGOs, such as the Center for Trade Union and Worker’s
Services, with the idea being that they might come to
articulate a coherent platform of  demands, serving as a
banner to which an otherwise relatively amorphous
movement might rally. Regardless of  its validity, such

speculation came to an abrupt end when approximately 200
members of  the security services forcibly closed the Center’s
Helwan headquarters on 25 April. In short, no structured
organization has emerged as a viable alternative to the
official unions and it is most unlikely that one will do so
anytime soon.

Mass mobilization is a rare commodity on the Egyptian
political stage and so it is only natural that some political
parties are attempting to capitalize on this latest upsurge in
labor activism. However, managing or even influencing such
a broad, organic movement is certainly beyond the humble
capabilities of  any of  Egypt’s legal opposition parties, who,
on the whole, have proved embarrassingly impotent on the
few occasions they have manage to rouse themselves from
interminable bouts of  lethargic in-fighting.

The leftist Tagammu party would like to think of  itself  as
the worker’s champion. However, the party lost much of
its credibility when it turned against the Islamists in the
1990s and aligned itself  with the ruling regime and is still
scrambling to make up lost ground. For its part, the
government is busy insinuating that the banned-but-tolerated
Muslim Brotherhood is somehow inciting the strikes. This
is most certainly not the case. The Brotherhood has
historically shunned strikes and has even broken them at
times. Also, its leadership is primarily comprised of  large
business interests – not exactly the stuff  of  factory floor
militancy. Unlike Egypt’s professional syndicates, the trade
unions are the sector of  society in which Islamists are
weakest. It is disingenuous, though hardly surprising, for
the government to claim otherwise. (Cont’d on page 11)



by Dr. Saad Eddin Ibrahim, trans. Bryce Loidolt

A Surplus of Autocracy, a Surplus of Violence, and
the End of the Mubarak Dynasty

utocracies, like men, eventually meet their end.
However, the fate of  rulers varies, depending upon
the nature of  the dictator and the system of

government. For instance, when dictators exceed all limits
in their tyranny, they create extremists that also know no
limits.  This is the scenario that I have witnessed recently,
as the Mubarak family’s tyrannical excesses have infuriated
several classes of  the Egyptian people, including Islamists,
workers, judges, the Bedouin, and professors.

Today in Egypt there is a clear imbalance of  authority,
freedom, and wealth between the Mubarak family and a
privileged few on the one hand, and the remainder of  the
Egyptian population on the other hand. The Mubaraks and
around 500 other Egyptians who attended Mubarak’s
celebrations benefit from these excesses despite the fact
that the remaining 70 million Egyptians suffer from all sorts
of  deficiencies. For every deficiency that harms the large
majority of  Egyptians, there exists an excess that benefits
the Mubarak family and their closest friends, whether we
are discussing power, wealth, employment, or education.

As a result of  such imbalances, Egyptians endure
circumstances that may very well lead to a violent and bloody
explosion, even if  the dictator has fortified his position
with security forces and constitutional amendments. It is
no coincidence that Bedouins have disrupted the Sinai
Liberation Day celebrations for the fourth year in a row,
near Sharm el-Sheikh.  Nor is it odd that Egyptian workers
have announced their independence on Labor Day (May
1), in open defiance of  the regime.  Nor is it surprising that
the Egyptian judges have taken stances against the abuse
of  executive authority embodied by the Minster of  Justice
and exemplified by the passing of  laws that apply to judges
despite their opposition. Today citizens who are
demonstrating or protesting peacefully are arrested, beaten,
sexually assaulted, and tried before military courts whose
rulings cannot be appealed. Even government officials are
not safe from this abuse, as demonstrated by the arrest of
two Muslim Brotherhood MPs, in total disregard of  their
parliamentary immunity. Indeed, all of  these conflicts indicate
an excess of  tyranny that harms the Egyptian people.

Throughout the reign of  Mubarak we have witnessed an
unprecedented amount of  violence, primarily between 1987-
1997. Such violence manifested itself  in bloody
confrontations between state security forces and various
Islamist groups, which claimed thousands of  lives on each
side. Accordingly, the number of  arrests and executions
during Mubarak’s reign is four times that of  his two
predecessors combined. Suffice it to say that the number
of  prisons vividly reflects this fact, as at the beginning of

Mubarak’s rule there were 11 prisons, and after 25 years of
his rule that number has quadrupled. Keep in mind that
this figure takes into account only official prisons, ignoring
prisons designated for special tasks such as “Administrative
Monitoring.” We have also witnessed an unprecedented
growth of  the Ministry of  Interior forces, which is now 1.5
million strong; at least three times the size of  Egypt’s Armed
Forces. Despite the number of  Mubarak’s prisons and
enormous security apparatus, Egyptians have never felt less
safe than they do today.

Perhaps President Mubarak himself  feels untouchable in
his fortress of  constitutional texts, which were amended to
ensure the longevity of  his family’s reign over Egypt. He
is further protected by the arsenal of  laws that prevent the
emergence of  any practical opposition force in the political
arena.

Despite such protection, Egyptian presidents have indeed
been assassinated in the modern age, inside the gates of  the
Interior Ministry or amongst their troops. Indeed, Mubarak
knows that despite all the talk of  the peaceful nature of  the
Egyptian people and their proclivity towards stability, when
confronted with injustice and oppression, whether at the
hands of  local or foreign governments, they will lash out
and revolt. This occurred twice against the French occupation
(1798-1801), against Muhammad Ali (1889-1952), against
the British (1919), Israel (1973), Gamal Abd al Nasser
(1968), and President Sadat (1977). In all of  these cases
Egyptian individuals and groups carried out assassinations
against those that oppressed them, whether the rulers were
foreign or Egyptian.

Egypt is now in a new phase of  violent confrontations
between those that are disaffected and frustrated, and the
state security mechanisms of  Mubarak. The tyrannical
excesses of  the Mubarak regime have likewise reached a
level unseen since the Mamluk period. When oppression
reaches this level, there is bound to be a reaction, as we
have seen in the number of  riots, workers’ strikes, and
protests in the past 12 months.  Indeed, it is the administrative
meddling into the affairs of  the official workers’ union that
led its members to announce on the May 1 the foundation
of  a new, free workers union.

The current opposition forces denounce the arbitrary, unfair
nature of  Mubarak’s rule, and have responded to it in
increasingly bizarre ways. For example, some students who
opposed the torture and humiliation that they were subjected
to threatened to request political asylum in Israel, despite
the fact that they were alleged Muslim Brotherhood members.
The Sinai Bedouins of  the Swarka tribe also threatened the
same thing after two of  them were killed and more than a
hundred of  their children were arrested. Some have even
gone so far as to demand that Sinai secede from Egypt
altogether! This is all despite the fact that the Swarka tribe
violently opposed the Israeli occupation of  Sinai, and
hundreds of  them were held in Israeli(Cont’d on page 17)
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n June 8, 2006 the United States House of
Representatives voted on an Amendment that
would have cut $100 million from Egypt’s annual

$1.3 billion aid package.  The US has given over $60 billion
in foreign assistance to Egypt over the last 30 years with
the implicit requirement of  ensuring peace with Israel, albeit
a cold peace that has stood uninterrupted for 27 years.  But
officials on Capitol Hill are growing indignant with the
Egyptian leadership after reports of  beatings, torture, and
election fraud that have mired Egypt’s political landscape.
 A popular discourse has emerged in Washington to curtail
or even suspend this aid until human rights violations stop
and real democratic reform is implemented.  Amendment
980’s defeat by only 27 votes shows that Congress’ frustration
with Hosni Mubarak’s regime is now threatening Egypt’s
enormous aid package, seen by many to be the glue that
holds the Camp David peace treaty together.

This is not the first time that legislation has been proposed
to make cuts to Egyptian aid.  In 2004 Congress defeated
a bill that would have cut Egypt’s military aid in half  and
shifted those funds to economic assistance.  Speaking out
against the cut, Secretary of  State, Colin Powell, cautioned
against harming relations with Egypt during “a very sensitive
moment in the region.”  Condoleezza Rice, then National
Security Advisor, also warned that the cut would lead to
severe job losses at arms companies in the US.  Despite the
amendment’s defeat, powerful lawmakers took the floor to
rebuke the Egyptian government’s tolerance of  anti-Semitism
and gun smuggling to Palestinian extremist groups.

The debate has once again emerged within the halls on
Congress with a newfound vigor, in particular response to
highly publicized political misconduct during the 2005
Egyptian presidential elections.  Police brutality, blocking
of  polling stations and the incarceration of  opposition
leader Ayman Nour, have convinced a growing number of
lawmakers in Washington that something has to be done.
Amendment 980 was the most recent legislation aimed at
sending a political message to President Mubarak.
Representatives David Obey, Henry Hyde and Tom Lantos
proposed taking $100 million from Egypt’s Economic
Support Fund and diverting half  of  it President Bush’s
AIDS initiative and the other half  to help refugees in Sudan.

 Once again, an aggregation of  representatives made
appearances on the House floor to add fire to the polemic.

At the center of  the debate is the military dependency that
exists between the two countries.  The congress is in
agreement that the regional situation in the Middle East
makes a continued military cooperation with Egypt
indispensable.  Egypt has been commanding in their efforts
with the war on terror, and the US is assured that a strong
Egyptian military will help preserve a regional balance of
power, as well as constantly renewed contracts with
American-based arms companies.  But the dollar amount
is a point of  contention.  Rep. Steny Hoyer has been vocal
in asserting that $1.3 billion is excessive and that some of
the money should be redirected to aid other problems.

At the same time, more than $60 billion in U.S. assistance
over 30 years has engendered little goodwill on Egypt's
streets.  Polls continually reveal Egyptians’ disapproval with
American policy as well as skepticism regarding US
commitment to improving political and economic conditions
in the Middle East.  As American officials have come to
realize that Arab goodwill is essential to national security,
such statistics have forced policymakers to reevaluate the
structure of  an agreement that was designed primarily to
ensure peace with Israel and does not address the issue of
political reform in Egypt.

Next month the United States Congress will again vote on
amendments to the foreign assistance budget for the next
fiscal year.  Rep. David Obey is planning to contribute a
new but similar proposal to the House floor.  Last year’s
vote was the closest to date, 225-198.  In light of  the highly
controversial constitutional amendments that many accuse
of  bolstering Mubarak’s ability to oppress political opposition,
perhaps the time is finally ripe for the US Congress to
decide that Egypt’s failing democracy is negatively affecting
its relationship with the United States and that Mubarak’s
regime will not be supported at all costs.  Time will tell if
change is in the air for this historical and potentially critical
alliance. 
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THE ROAD AHEAD

It should therefore be clear that while the strikes certainly
constitute a powerful current of  social protest, it is not yet
obvious that the transition to political protest movement
can, or will, be made. Nevertheless, the General Federation
of  Trade Unions is an arm of  the state, and quite blatantly
so. An attack on the legitimacy of  the General Federation
is invariably an attack on the regime and thus a political
statement. Growing confrontation with security forces may
yet galvanize the strikers into a more cohesive, more

ambitious, more overtly political movement. In the meantime,
the chants and slogans of  two hundred thousand workers
demand accountability from the government. How the
regime chooses to answer, with batons or with benefits,
could well decide where we go from here. 

(Egyptian Workers, continued from page 9)
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t’s hard to get away from a central fact of  Middle
Eastern politics and statehood: the role of  the military
and security in the business of  government and the
exercise of  public authority. This is a largely unaddressed

issue in the otherwise vibrant galaxy of  political and
economic reform issues being debated throughout the Arab
World and other Asian and African states.

The Arab world collectively remains the last non-democratic
part of  the world for several reasons, one of  which is the
military sector’s direct control of  institutions in the executive,
legislative and judicial branches of  government. The role
of  the military in public life has been a basic influence on
Middle Eastern statehood since the early 20th Century,
shortly after the advent of  modern independent countries
in this region. In recent years, and in some countries, it has
probably worsened, not improved, as assorted military
institutions -- the armed forces, intelligence agencies, police
and internal security services -- play a more dominant and
public role in decision-making.

Turkey is an important and rare case study in how civilian-
military relations can evolve over time -- and generally
peacefully -- to allow elected civilian politicians to exercise
greater control over the military. That process is still
underway, with two steps forward followed by one step
backwards, and an occasional sideward shuffle, reflecting
both subtlety and bluntness in this pivotal struggle that has
defined this region for much of  the past century.

I have had the pleasure of  spending a few days in Istanbul
this week at a gathering of  international investors and
financial analysts. Their positive view of  many profitable
investments in Turkey seemed unperturbed by the dramatic
show-down outside -- on the streets, in court, and in
parliament -- between the ruling Justice and Development
Party (AKP) and the military-backed, largely secular
opposition.

Historically, Turkey’s armed forces have overthrown
governments and closed parliaments, worked closely with
incumbent governments they liked, and also have largely
come to terms with the mild Islamist AKP government,
after forcing its predecessor Islamist parties out of  office
and out of  existence. The country’s continued movement
towards European Union standards has seen the civilian
elected political establishment slowly whittle away the

military’s power to interfere in politics.

The military and many allies in secular political circles have
now balked at the prospect of  AKP simultaneously
controlling the parliament, the prime minister’s office, and
the presidency, and they moved politically to stop the AKP
candidate from becoming president late last month. An
explicitly political process will determine the outcome of
this struggle in the months ahead, to the envy of  Arab
lands where no such thing is likely to occur any time soon.

In the Arab world, the relationship between the military
and the civilian political class is not so dynamic. It is also
not discussed very much in public, which is one reason our
Arab public sectors tend to be inefficient and dominated
by the military. The relationships between the military and
the civilian politicians of  the Arab world are varied, with
precise power configurations reflecting a wide range of
factors: colonial histories, post-colonial trajectories, tribal
social foundations, the nature and size of  royal families, the
intrusive role of  foreign powers, and the domestic balance
sheet of  natural wealth and assets.

Most Arab military sectors played a constructive foundational
role in the early decades of  state-building, often being the
central instrument of  state-formation and national cohesion.
The military coups that started to define Arab governance,
as early as the 1930s in Iraq, slowly saw most Arab “republics”
transformed into centralized security states by the early
1970s.

Security-military organizations operate largely beyond the
scrutiny of  civilian governments, with neither their budgets
nor their activities subjected to any sort of  serious oversight
or accountability. Many Arab security agencies operate with
honor, restraint and efficiency; some others have spilled
over into gangsterism, mediocrity and corruption. Most
security-military agencies in the Arab world feel they are
the guardians of  statehood, political governance, public
order and national ideology all rolled into one. So it is not
unusual to find security services vetting the appointments
of  university professors or newspaper editors, while they
also hunt down terrorists and lesser mischief-makers.

The unexamined link between Arab governance and the
military-security sector needs to be slowly loosened, and
then broken completely. The security agencies must be
allowed to play their important defense, intelligence and
police functions, while civilian politicians elected by the
citizenry define national policy and ideology. One of  the
few advantages of  being the last autocratic region of  the
world is that we can learn from the transformation of  those
who democratized before us. An important starting point
for such a change to occur peacefully is for citizens and
public institutions to start discussing the exact nature of
the military-civilian relationships in our countries. 

I
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he first time I met Anwar al-Bunni, in June 2005,
one of  Syria's numerous state-owned newspapers
had just called him a traitor. Over tea that he made

himself  and countless cigarettes that he smoked as furiously
as he defended human rights, Bunni explained that his
presence across the desk from me in the office from which
he defended countless Syrians who dared stand up to their
regime was proof  that Syria had changed. His own family
had paid a dear price for opposition - two brothers had
spent a total of  almost 30 years in prison between them.

That newspaper, sold in a newsstand right under Bunni's
office, called him a traitor on its front page because he had
urged the European Union not to sign a trade agreement
with Syria until it received guarantees from the Syrian
government that it would respect human rights.

In the old Syria (read: that of  Hafez Assad), he told me, he
would have been bundled into a car in broad daylight to a
jail cell somewhere. But Syria was changing, Bunni said. It
had opened up to the world through the Internet, it had a
younger president in the form of  Assad's son, Bashar, and
Bunni said that his appearances on pan-Arab satellite
television channels effectively provided him with cover to
speak out.

Less than a year after I met him, Bunni was bundled into
a car in broad daylight and thrown into a jail cell after he
signed a petition calling for improved Lebanese-Syrian
relations. After almost a year in jail, he was finally put on
trial on charges of  spreading false or exaggerated news that
could weaken national morale, affiliating with an unlicensed
political association having an international nature,
discrediting state institutions and contacting a foreign
country. In April, he was sentenced to five years in jail. So
much for the new Syria.

Last Monday, a judge adjourned until May 13 the trial of
two other Syrians arrested after they signed that same
petition that landed Bunni in trouble. Writer Michel Kilo
and human rights activist Mahmoud Issa were arrested
separately last year and charged with weakening national
feeling, fomenting sectarian rifts, and spreading false
information. If  convicted, each faces up to three years in
prison.

That same June in 2005 when I first met Bunni in Damascus,
Kilo told me in an interview that he too believed Bashar
Assad's Syria was a different country than the one his father
ruled over. He explained how the atmosphere of  intimidation
under Assad the father was such that when he jailed Kilo
for three years for anti-regime views, just two of  the hundreds

of  people Kilo knew plucked up the courage to visit his
wife and children to see how they were doing. Many others
were simply too scared to be seen visiting the home of  a
political prisoner.

"Now, if  a watermelon vendor is jailed in Syria, thousands
of  us would be shouting for his freedom," Kilo told me.
All in all, 10 Syrians were arrested for signing that petition
on Syrian-Lebanese relations.

And on Thursday, dissident Kamal Labwani was sentenced
to life in prison for contacting a foreign nation for the
purpose of  instigating attacks against Syria. His sentence
was later reduced to 12 years in prison. He was arrested in
November 2005 after returning from a trip to the United
States where he met with senior officials to discuss human
rights in his country.

Far from being a new kind of  leader, Assad has resorted
to one of  the oldest tricks in the dictator's book of  how
to run a country: When under international pressure, squeeze
your opponents at home because your international critics
are too big to take on. The day that Bunni was sentenced
to five years in prison was also the day that United Nations
Secretary General Ban Ki-moon visited Damascus to discuss
the international organization's investigation into former
Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik Hariri's assassination.

During that June 2005 Damascus visit, I dearly wished I
could interview Aref  Dalila, an outspoken economist whose
brilliant mind and passionate denouncements of  state
corruption were one of  the highlights of  my first trip to
his country in 1999. That initial visit was during Hafez
Assad's twilight. When Assad the son took over, Dalila's
criticisms became especially stinging because he too belongs
to the Alawite minority sect to which the president belongs.
Dalila was jailed during the unraveling of  what had become
known as the "Damascus spring," when reformers and
activists emboldened by the promise of  Bashar Assad's
new Syria signed a petition calling for political change.

There it was again - the crime of  acting on the belief  that
Syria was changing.

Bashar Assad does not preside over a new Syria. Instead,
as the travails of  Bunni, Kilo, Labwani, Dalila and their
fellow political prisoners show, his Syria has about it the
stench of  totalitarianism so poignantly depicted in the recent
German Oscar-winning film "The Lives of  Others." That
film's heartrending portrayal of  the intimidation the Stasi
visited upon East Germany and the courage - and price
exacted - of  those who stood up to it is alive and all too
apparent in Syria today. 

T
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ast time it was the cartoons ridiculing the Prophet.
Then it was the pope making derogatory remarks.
The bulk of  what you read in the Islamic media

concentrates on the relentless western conspiracy to
undermine Muslims all over the world. You get the
impression that the West cannot move forward unless Islam
is destroyed when you read or listen to many Muslims, even
those who do not espouse violence. Why is the western
world so determined to go after Muslims and their religion?
Why can’t Muslims be allowed to practice their faith and
be left alone?

Seen from the parochial prism of  an average young Muslim,
usually irredeemably indoctrinated into the belief  that a
global conspiracy to destroy Islam has maintained its impetus
since the crusades, the image is inauspicious. Bitterness and
hatred fill his mind, severely reducing his ability ever to
integrate with the outside world and virtually eliminating
his chances for a better life. His craven elders, in effect
ostracised from a shrinking world and its soaring
technological marvels, continually need to foster the
conspiracy theory in the
face of  ever increasing
temporal temptations.
Failure to do that might
induce some avant garde
thinking which could
quickly destroy the frail
pillars of  religious
bigotry and trigger a
secular stampede. And
then what would the
imams and ayatoullahs
and their ilk have? Nothing! The scenario is daunting,
anathema to those who still rely entirely on the antediluvian
teachings of  Islam to control and manipulate.

How long will Islam be so frail, unable to withstand a
comment or even a slip of  the tongue?

The absurdity of  it all is that those with solid faith in a
religion will not be perturbed by petty attacks of  that nature.
Can you imagine Buddhists killing a Jewish rabbi because
a senior Jewish personality derided Buddha? Or modern
Catholics waging a holy war on Muslims because Saudi
clerics declared that Jesus Christ was not the son of  God?

It seems that the only way to appease the wrath of  some
Muslims over the pontiff ’s views is to kill the man. All the
man did was make reference to a remark made by a 14th

century Byzantine emperor.

The irony in this matter is that fervent Muslims convinced
they are defending their religion by going on the warpath
only end up strengthening the argument against Islam. If
a pope or some Danish cartoons or some Dutch filmmaker
go out of  their way, deriding Muslims and their prophet,
and the Muslims respond, not through dialogue or verbal
attack but with violence, well I suppose a barrister would

be saying: I rest my case.

Casting a cursory glance at the odd 1.3 billion Muslims on
the planet, a sad picture of  regression emerges. Technological
blitzes are sweeping the world and many Muslims are gaping
in helpless envy with neither the wherewithal nor the
inclination to make an attempt to catch up. Their agenda
is based mainly on bringing others down, rarely on lifting
themselves up. While satellites are being launched to improve
communications and a manned mission to Mars is no longer
the stuff  of  dreams, some Muslims are still trying to prove
their holy book has it all and spend their time worrying
over semantics and appearances, rather than hard work and
progress.

It is obvious that attempting today to use laws that were
first introduced fourteen centuries ago, no matter how
convincing they may sound to ardent believers, is an exercise
in futility. Those who still believe that Sharia is the way to
govern are unable to deal with the harsh realities of  an
increasingly competitive and interlinked world.

In  the  ong oing
debate over the need
f o r  a  r a p i d l y
advancing world to
continue to allow
religion such an
important place in
our daily lives, some
are inevitably drawn
to the conclusion that
perhaps the whole

world would be better off  without it. That argument is
strengthened by the observation that societies espousing a
more secular way of  life over the last five or six centuries
have generally fared far better than those still entrenched
in archaic religious bigotry. Invariably, the response to that
sort of  argument is that the human being is in need of
something beyond the tangible requirements of  life,
something spiritual from which solace and support can be
derived. The poor masses, it is claimed, need to feel that
whatever suffering they are enduring in this life is all
meticulously recorded in some divine logbook up there and
that accounts will all be fairly and comprehensively settled
posthumously. Without that belief, many people would lose
hope and perhaps decide to go for it there and then, with
probable catastrophic consequences.

Another way of  looking at this is that the well-to-do feel
they are under threat by the less privileged and that religion
is a good way of  deflecting the attention of  the poor.
Instead of  directing their wrath and attention on how to
narrow the gap, the bereaved are drugged with a strong
dose of  piety and leave the rich alone, sort of  like giving
a child a lollipop. It is an extremely patronising argument
engendering the fundamental flaw many parents make with
their children when refusing to allow them emancipation
or to keep putting off  facing the harsh realities of  life

By Hassan Elsawaf

Trying to Understand Extremism
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It is obvious that attempting today to
use laws that were first introduced
fourteen centuries ago, no matter how
convincing they may sound to ardent
believers, is an exercise in futility.
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indefinitely, insisting on protecting them and keeping them
out of  harm’s way as long as possible. It is a wrong argument
that is compounding the problem by pushing it away in the
belief  that time will take care of  it.

Although it is not recommended that drastic action be taken
to weed religion out of  our lives, it would certainly help if
a concerted effort be made to refrain from being intimidated
by those carrying religious banners and attempting to hold
the whole world hostage to their ridiculous agendas.

In the advanced societies, religion is still being practiced,
albeit with far less ardour than it used to be five hundred
years ago, but it is not a threat to the establishment nor an
ominous sign of  an impending change in the way of  life.
Nevertheless, because people generally live well and are
busy making a living, there is little inclination to allow
religion to infiltrate into their lives at a level threatening to
change their way of  life. That is the picture emerging
increasingly in several Muslim societies. There is no doubt
that it gains most of  its influence from the shocking absence
of  alternatives in every aspect of  people’s lives. When there
is no money, no freedom, no hope and no desire to live,

religion becomes a convenient outlet. Its spiritual side deals
effectively with the lack of  tangible compensation in this
world, in exchange for a plethora of  it in the next, thereby
stretching tolerance levels to unprecedented heights. Without
that ingrained belief  there might have been much bloodshed
through the protest of  the wretched masses.

However, this situation cannot go on indefinitely. It is a
time bomb ticking inexorably with frightening outcomes.
The scam cannot last.

It would be interesting to question the political establishments
of  the countries where Islamic extremism poses a serious
threat to find out if  they feel the problem can be addressed
by opening up and reducing the causes for extremism as
an antidote to a menace that can no longer be ignored. It
would be equally interesting to question western leaders
doing business with those political establishments to find
out where they see a way out. 

for organizing fundraising events, conferences, workshops,
and other networking activities.  Members of  the Secretariat
are full time paid employees of  ADF.

3. Standing Committees are joint BOT and Secretariat
bodies in charge of  planning and implementing specific
tasks stipulated by the Board to further ADF policy
objectives.  There are seven planned SC's which includes
the following:  (1) Program Committee (2) Budget Committee
(3) Fund raising Committee, (4) Research Committee, (5)
Outreach Committee (6) Publications Committee, and (7)
External Relations Committee.  The BOT has the power
to create or dissolve SC's as needed to fulfill the mission of
ADF.  Each SC is to include at least two members of  the
BOT, one serving as chair and the other as deputy-chair,
and one full time member of  the Secretariat.  Other members
from outside the BOT and the Secretariat may be added to
various SC's as needed to provide additional expertise.  All
SC's should convene at least twice a year, with one meeting
coinciding with a meeting of  the BOT.

Registration and Headquarters:

ADF is an international civil society organization
headquartered in Doha, the capital city of  the state of  Qatar.
 The ADF will be registered in the Free Zone by a special
decree which grants it the same status, rights, and privileges
as that of  the United Nations.

Resources, Funding, and Auditing:

The seed funding of  ADF is a U.S. $ 10,000,000 contribution

from H.H. Sheikh Hamad Al-Thani, the Ruler of  Qatar
and H.H. Sheikha Mozah, Qatar's First Lady. The resources
of  the Foundation are to be held in Endowment, with
earnings devoted to the work of  ADF. Principle will not be
spent except by exceptional decision of  the BOT. Other
private, corporate, and public contributions will be
encouraged, either to the Endowment or to match funding
to a specific project, so long as there are no conditions
placed upon the donation and the objectives of  the donors
are found to be in accordance with the objectives of  ADF
and approved by the BOT. In keeping with rules of
transparency, all assets, resources, and expenditures of  ADF
are to be externally audited and made public.

Grant  Making,  Research,  and Advocacy:

ADF is mainly a grant-making, research, and advocacy body.
 Its beneficiaries are activists, civil society actors, and non-
governmental organizations (CSO's/NGO's) in the Arab
region or its diaspora.  Internationally recognized rules and
procedures of  grant-making are to be formulated, published,
and scrupulously observed for the benefit of  all stake-
holders. Research will be conducted in order to advance the
aims of  the ADF and/or its partner and grantee community.
 Advocacy activities will be mandated by the BOT and
conducted by BOT members and the Executive Director.

ADF aims to become a model institution for indigenous
and professional philanthropy for significant change in the
Arab region. 

(Mission Statement, continued from page 5)
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Arab intellectuals is that democracy is the panacea for all
ills, and that the Coptic problem, like all others that ail
Egyptian Society, will be resolved once democracy is
established. A little consideration, however, will readily
dispel this myth.

Indeed, empirical evidence clearly shows that a viable
democracy can nevertheless oppress and discriminate against
a minority. The Palestinian minority living within Israel
proper is a case in point. On the other hand the reverse is
sometimes true. A politically stringent authoritarian regime
can be quite liberal and tolerant towards its religious minority.
The Tunisian regime, which is the most tolerant of  Arab
regimes towards Christians and Jews, is among the most
authoritarian politically.

The Coptic problem, given the current social environment
already noted, can only be solved by vigorous state action.
But this, as we can see from our above review, will not be
forthcoming readily except under significant domestic and
external pressures.
           
I therefore propose the following two-pronged strategy
that promises hope of  ending the discriminatory practices
against Egypt’s Copts:
 
1) The first and most important prong is to purge the
educational curricula from teachings that incite hatred
and contempt towards the Copts.
 
In many Arab countries primary and secondary education
include history and religious courses that teach hostility and
hatred toward non-Muslims and underscores their debased
status compared to Muslims. A striking example of  this is
the textbook for  students in the Al-Azhar high schools.
The following are only a few extracts from the book entitled
“Al Iqna’,” which is currently assigned to high school
students.

a. To be valid a will cannot bequeath anything to a sinful
cause such as the building of  a church in which prayers
take place and the Torah and the New Testament are read,
or in a place in which philosophy and other sinful teachings
take place. Also, if  an apostate dies his will is null and void
and his possessions go to the righteous (in this case the
Islamic treasury). (p. 389)

b. Killing a Muslim is punishable by death; however if  a
Muslim kills a non- Muslim (an infidel), he is not subject
to punishment by death since the superior cannot be punished
for killing the inferior. However, if  Christians or Jew kill one
another the punishment (for the guilty) is death, as all are
equal in the domain of  infidels. (p. 146)

c. The blood money rates for a woman is half  that for a
man, for a Christian or Jew it is one third that of  a Muslim;
and for other non-Muslims it is one tenth that for a Muslim.
(p.187)

d. There can be no stewardship of  a non-Muslim over a
Muslim.
.
The irony is that the Azhar, the Egyptian state’s and indeed

the entire Muslim world’s most prestigious religious
institution, publishes these books using state funds, which
of  course include tax revenues collected from Copts. Thus
the Azhar schools, with the tacit approval of  the state,
indoctrinate and then discharge annually into Egyptian
society hundreds of  thousands of  young Egyptians with
an ideology that harbors contempt and hatred to Copts,
and even more so to Jews.

These reprehensible Azhar teachings, if  highlighted in a
widely publicized international campaign, will undoubtedly
eventually lead to their elimination.
 
2) Withdraw from politics and take a public, united
stance against discrimination.
 
Those who advocate Coptic participation in political life
ignore the futility of  this course, since when all the cards
are stacked against the Copts, their participation will only
serve to legitimize the status quo, giving the impression
that their situation is not that bad, merely the kind of  minor
problem associated with minorities everywhere, which can
be readily resolved internally. It escapes the optimists that
this so-called minor problem is not minor, and that the
blatant discrimination against the Copts has become firmly
entrenched in the social psyche of  large sections of  the
Muslim Community. It will not be removed by sweet
persuasion but by persistent and overwhelming international
pressure.

The state-sponsored violation of  the Copts' human rights,
and the institutionalized state discrimination against them
is not new to the governments of  the Western democracies,
and indeed the issue is constantly raised in the reports of
international human rights organizations, the U.S.
congressional "Report on Religious Freedoms," and the
report of  the U.N. Raporteur on human rights.. But the
general public in the Western democracies is not really
aware of  how dismal the picture is. It is time to draw the
world's attention to the continued oppression of  the Copts
by the Egyptian state. This may be achieved if  the Copts
will not meekly withdraw into isolation but take a highly
publicized public stance, declaring their complete withdrawal
from all forms of  public life until the obscene state
discrimination against them is ended, both legally and in
practice. In effect, this act is similar to a hunger strike. It
would focus world attention on their plight and bring highly
potent international pressures to bear on the Egyptian
government to change its ways.
 
To end this despicable discrimination will require a sustained
effort on the part of  Egyptian Copts residing in Egypt, as
well as from those that immigrated to the Western
democracies. But I must admit that I have little hope that
such an effort will change the situation. Of  course, Western
pressure can be helpful, but it is clear that the United States
and its allies need the Egyptian regime's cooperation in the
fight against terrorism and are thus not prepared to exert
anything beyond diplomatic pressures on the regime. Given
this situation, I propose a simple scheme that I believe
could be potent enough to effect a significant improvement
in the status of  the Copts.
 

(Copts, continued from page 7)



prisons. These requests for asylum in a country that some
of  them have shown clear disdain for, and sometimes
violently fought against, demonstrates their bitterness and
hatred for the Mubarak regime, rather than their genuine
desire to escape to Israel. Thus, just as the tyranny and
oppression of  the Mubarak regime has reached
unprecedented levels, responses to it have become similarly
abnormal.

This stifling, arbitrary atmosphere has pushed the sons of
Egypt-bedouins, workers, judges, teachers, and students-
towards unconventional responses. Perhaps one of  these
men will provide the spark that accelerates the end of  the
Mubarak regime. 
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Since it will avail little, if  anything, to decry once more and
regurgitate the list of  ills inflicted on the Copts by successive
Egyptian regimes for the last three quarters of  a century,
here is what I propose instead: to launch a concerted effort
to abolish immediately the Hamayonic Decree using
international diplomatic and media pressure. For apart from
its considerable constraints on the freedom of  Copts to
practice their faith, the Hamayonic Decree is indeed the
symbol of  the Copts' second class citizenship, a monument
to their lowly status as a group. Striking down that Decree
would be a major first step in the right direction. The
mechanism is as follows.

President Mubarak and all Egyptian officials should be
asked only one simple question and no other by all foreign
politicians and heads of  state: "Why don’t you strike down
the Hamayonic Decree immediately and treat churches as
you treat mosques"? Wherever Egyptian diplomats and
officials go they should be asked this question and this
question only. It should be asked constantly, persistently,
and most importantly publicly. Furthermore, foreign
politicians should dismiss contemptuously any excuses that
are expected to be offered (such as the claim that a unified
code is being prepared for all places of  worship, or falsely
claiming that all requests for the building of  churches is
routinely approved ), until it sinks into the collective mind
of  the Egyptian ruling elites that there can be no
acceptable excuse whatsoever for allowing this obscene
discriminatory Decree--which flagrantly violates the Egyptian
Constitution-- to stand one minute longer. They must learn
that their procrastination will gain them nothing but a mantle
of  shame and cause irreparable damage to the regime's
image abroad.  Perhaps then President Mubarak might be
convinced to put his sweeping powers, for once, to amend
a deep human rights wrong. In this case it would require
from him no more than a stroke of  a pen. The building of
mosques meet no obstruction whatsoever, so should the
building of  churches. The day this Decree is struck down,
discrimination against the Copts will have been dealt a
crushing blow, the effect of  which will, no doubt, resonate
positively for the Copts in all spheres of  life. 
 
Although we speak here of  a Muslim and a Coptic
community in Egypt, it is essential to remember they are
not mutually exclusive categories. The boundaries between
them are amorphous, sharing as they do a huge number of
common identities as well as a large and long-lasting historical
legacy. In spite of  this, and though religious communities
per se need not conflict, the case of  Egypt's Copts supports
the hypothesis that when religion is taken as an ideology
by the majority, it will naturally be hostile to any minority
that refuses to be assimilated into the community of  believers.

 
In conclusion, one might ask what hope is there for reversing
the current trend that governs Muslim-Coptic relations?
Religion being one of  the core factors of  communal identity,
particularly in the Middle East, will remain a problem for
democracy so long as it continues to retain political salience,
supported by the strong traditional elements that continue
to exist in Egyptian society. Moreover, religious discrimination
is likely to increase further with the current pluralization of
the Egyptian political arena, as various political forces
saturate their discourse with Islamic symbols in their effort
to attract voters. (Thus, in the latest 2005 parliamentary
elections, even candidates of  the ruling NDP resorted to
Islamic slogans in an effort to neutralize the Islamic slogans
of  the MB).
 
However, religion seems to pull in two opposite directions.
Being a Muslim in Egypt means belonging to a safe, powerful
and superior in-group, which is likely to promote
authoritarianism and intolerance. Simultaneously, religion's
basic creed of  brotherhood also expresses the ideals to
which many Egyptians sincerely ascribe, and to that extent
Islam is associated with “tolerance”—though the question
of  the “rights” of  non- Muslims to full equality with their
Muslim compatriots remains unresolved. After all, what is
required by the Copts is not tolerance but equal rights. The
problem resides in the fact that the apologists for the current
Islamic movement overlook its self-exalting references to
Islam, and the de facto inferior status of  the Copts in society.
This is further reinforced by the current practice in the
Egyptian media of  what is known by practical propagandists
as “pyramiding stimulation”: mild messages of  brotherhood
between Muslims and Copts are sandwiched between layers
of  programs proclaiming the superiority of  Islam and
Muslims over all others. 
 
If  the situation is to improve, then Muslim-Coptic relations
should be viewed with realism. To date, however, this has
been avoided by both the state and the Muslim community
at large; consequently, rhetoric aside, the problem of  the
Copts within the national and political community remains
unresolved both on the practical and the theoretical levels.
In the meantime the widespread discrimination and rampant
intolerance to which the Copts are subjected has increasingly
driven them to seek refuge in self-protective isolation.          
             
In the final analysis it should be remembered that “oppression
is oppression,” and its consequences for the victims are
identical regardless of  whether it is carried out by groups
within civil society or institutionalized by the state under
the guise of  legality.  Perhaps only in the latter case it has
a more galling and humiliating psychological impact. 

(Mubarak Dynasty, continued from page 10)
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