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nBahrain
According to the Bahrain Center for
Human Rights (BCHR), at least 24
websites, including its own, have been
blocked from within Bahrain as of
November 17.  The websites were
accused of  violating a gag order for
commenting on the case of  British
national, Salah al-Bandar.  al-Bandar
was deported in October on charges
of  espionage after he alleged the
Bahraini government had plans to rig
the upcoming parliamentary election
to prevent the Shi’a from being
proportionally represented in the
country’s Parliament. The Bahraini
elections took place on November 25.

A complete list of  the 24 blocked websites
can be found at:
www.bahrainrights.org/internetblocks

nEgypt
Egyptian blogger, Kereem Amer, was
arrested for a second time on
November 7 following a complaint
made by the Egyptian religious
university, Al-Azhar.  On November
11, the Public Prosecutor in Alexandria
extended his detention for an additional
15 days.  Amer, who was previously
arrested in October 2005 and held for
12 days for expressing secular views
and reporting on Christian-Muslim
sectarian strife in Alexandria, is a
former law student at Al-Azhar.  He
was, however, dismissed from the
university because of  his secular
sympathies.  Currently, he is being held
on charges of  spreading data and
malicious rumors that disrupt public
security, defaming the President of
Egypt, incitement to hate "Islam" and
breach of  the public peace standards,
and others.

In other news, there are wide reports
of  government interference in trade-
union elections conducted on

November 8.  Over 1.4 million, or
between 60 percent and 70 percent of
unionized workers cast their ballots
for the 2006-2011 term.  An estimated
12,000 opposition candidates were
barred from running, mostly those
affiliated with the Muslim
Brotherhood, though leftist candidates
were banned as well.  Moreover, the
Labor Ministry appealed a ruling that
would have required judges to
supervise the elections.  In the previous
union elections in 2001, the Egyptian
Constitutional Court ruled the results
null and void, though the decision was
disregarded.

While speaking at the opening session
of  Parliament on November 19,
President Mubarak expressed his desire
to further amend and reform the
country’s Constitution.  Without
discussing specifics, Mubarak said the
amendments would facilitate the ability
for opposition parties to field
candidates.   In its current form, only
the ruling NDP party would legally be
able to field a candidate, since it
requires that a party hold 5 percent of
seats in Parliament.  Among the
opposition, only the Muslim
Brotherhood has enough candidates
to do so, but the illegality of  the MB
as an official party, and their MPs’
status as independents, bars them as
well.  Mubarak is expected to hand
down proposals to Parliament on
December 15.  What is perhaps more
significant is Mubarak’s declaration
that he will retain his position as
president until his death.  “I will carry
on with you… as long as my heart is
beating and I'm breathing,” Mubarak
stated.

iIran
The Iranian Judiciary declared the
ethnic Arab party, Lejnat al-Wefaq
(Committee of  Reconciliation) to be
illegal.  The decision, made on
November 4, was based on the opinion
that the party promotes civil unrest
and is opposed to the Islamic nature
of  the republic.  Lejnat al-Wefaq was
formed in 1999 to promote minority
rights for ethnic Arabs within Iran,
who number around 3 million in a
total population of  69 million.

The party’s general secretary, Jasem
Shadidzadeh Al-Tamimi won a

parliamentary seat in Iran’s legislature
in 2000, and the party was able to win
all but one seat in the Ahwaz municipal
council in 2003.  However, in 2004,
the regime disallowed candidates
associated with Lajnat Al-Wefaq from
seeking election.

The Iranian Arabs are located
overwhelmingly in the Ahwazi region
in Iran, which also holds 90% of  the
Islamic Republic’s oil reserves.

The ruling is likely to increase separatist
support, and possible sabotage of
Iran’s oil industry.  In January, Ahwazi
separatists blew up a government
building in Ahwaz, killing 6.

iLebanon
The five Shia’ members of  Lebanon’s
cabinet resigned on November 11 in
protest of  failed talks where the Shia’s
block fought for one-third of  cabinet
seats.  To grant this would effectively
give the sect a veto on any decision,
since the support of  two-thirds of  the
cabinet is necessary in any decision.
The five cabinet members, three from
Hezbollah, and two from the Shia’
dominated Amal movement, removes
representation from the entire sect.

Then, on November 13, the last of
the pro-Syrian cabinet ministers
resigned. Environment Minister
Yacoub Sarraf, a Christian ally of  pro-
Syrian President Emile Lahoud,
resigned in protest of  the cabinet
convening “despite the absence of  an
entire sect” to discuss creating a court
to prosecute those accused of  being
involved in the killing of  former Prime
Minister Rafik al-Hariri.
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Sarraf ’s resignation brought the total
number of  ministers to resign to six
of  25 Cabinet posts.  Nevertheless, the
Western-backed Prime Minister, Fuad
Siniora, allowed the cabinet to convene
anyway, despite protest from President
Lahoud and warnings of  street protests
from Hezbollah, insisting the meeting
was constitutional because two-thirds
of  the Cabinet was present.

The political turmoil continued to
mount following the November 21
assassination of  Maronite Christian
Industry Minister Pierre Gemayel.  A
member of  the once prominent
Phalange party and the anti-Syrian 14
March coalition, Gemayel was killed
when his car was ambushed by masked
gunmen in the Beirut suburb of
Jdeideh.

While some street violence did erupt
following the assassination, Gemayel’s
funeral was peacefully attended by
hundreds of  thousands of  14 March
supporters, whose leaders urged
restraint and denounced foreign
interference in Lebanese politics.

hMauritania
On November 19, Mauritanians went
to the polls for what the current
military ruler has promised to be
“honest and transparent” parliamentary
elections.  Up for contestation are 95
seats in the lower house and 219 local
government councilors.

As of  November 25, the tally indicated
that opposition parties had won 29

seats, with independents, mostly
Islamist candidates, winning 10.  52
Parliamentary seats will be decided in
runoff  elections scheduled for
December 3.

The big winners in this election seem
to be non-Arab black Africans and
women.  Traditionally, black
Mauritanians have been
underrepresented in a country officially
culturally Arab.  Female candidates
won eight of  the determined seats in
the country’s Parliament.

The election was carried out under the
supervision of  the European Union,
the African Union, and the Arab
League.  For the most part, the election
seems to have been free and fair with
the leader of  the EU’s observation
team describing the vote as having,
“functioned well throughout the
country.”

Islamist parties were banned from the
elections, though many Islamist
candidates ran as independents.
Over one million Mauritanians, or
around 70 percent of  eligible voters,
out of  a total population of  3.1 million
are estimated to have gone to the polls.

The country’s current leader, Ely Ould
Mohammad Vall, who seized power
in a bloodless coup in August 2005,
has pledged not to seek reelection in
scheduled presidential elections in
March.  Elections for the country’s
upper house are also scheduled for
January.

nSaudi Arabia
In late October, King Abdullah of
Saudi Arabia announced new guidelines
governing the succession of  the
monarch.  An assembly of  the 21
surviving sons of  Ibn Saud (Saudi
Arabia’s founding patriarch) the eldest
sons of  brothers who are chronically
ill, as well as the sons of  the current
King and Crown Prince will now elect
future kings.  Since 1992, the King
alone has designated the Crown Prince,
the title given to the successor while
the current King is still alive. Before
1992, a secret conclave of  the family,
with uncertain structure, appointed
the new king.

Since the death of  Ibn Saud in 1953,
succession has been limited to the
patriarch’s sons.  Indeed, only al-Saud’s
surviving sons, and more than 100
grandsons, in a royal family of  more
than 6,000, are even eligible to assume
the thrown.  There is little reason to
believe any change to this aspect of
monarch selection.

nTunisia
While commemorating the 19th

Anniversary of  his accession to power,
Tunisia’s President, Zine El-Abidine
Ben Ali, announced on November 7
a desire to politically liberalize his
North African state.   The President
described the trend towards democracy
and respect for human rights as
“irreversible,” and called on political
parties, organizations, and intellectuals
to have greater participation in the
political life of  Tunisia.  Ben Ali also
called on the media to “show further
audacity, providing honest criticism
and holding more advanced positions
on the regional and foreign media
scene.”

Also, on November 13, the Tunisian
Parliament called on Ben Ali to seek a
fifth mandate as president in elections
scheduled for October 2009.

Tunisia under Ben Ali has been
characterized as making significant
progress in the economic and social
spheres, but lagging in political rights.
 

Zine El-Abidine Ben Ali

Ely Ould Mohammad Vall
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uring a lecture on November 21, the Deputy
Supreme Guide of  the Muslim Brotherhood, Dr.
Mohamed Habeeb, spoke of  Egypt’s political

climate and the Brotherhood’s stance on religious freedom
in response to numerous questions posed by a jam-packed
audience. The lecture and Q&A session took place at the
American University in Cairo (AUC) and drew such a large
crowd that many English speakers were without headphones
and had to huddle around impromptu translators at the
back of  the room.

Dr. Habeeb opened the lecture with a broad assessment of
the political climate in Egypt and the Muslim Brotherhood’s
stance on citizenship rights. He said that the Brothers
support religious freedom and the rights of  women, Copts
and minorities. “There should be equality between men and
women, between Muslim and non-Muslim,” Dr. Habeeb
said. “It’s not a matter of  man or woman but of  efficiency
and high performance.”

Dr. Habeeb also espoused democratic reform, suggesting
that Egypt needs “strengthening of  parties,” elections that
are “free and honest,”
and an independent
judiciary. “We are
living in a very bad
reality where the
executive authority is
all [and] the national
party is the only
player in the
president’s election.”
Dr. Habeeb
disregarded last year’s
amendment of  article 76 that outlines the process of  electing
a president, saying “we knew beforehand that you can not
amend the constitution in this political climate,” so the
amendment is nothing more than a “mask” for the elections.

Dr. Habeeb stressed that amendments cannot be effectively
adopted and enforced until the government represents a
consensus of  the people, asking, “Is it the right of  the
Muslim Brothers to amend the constitution? Is this the
right of  any party? Of  course not. This is the right of  the
people. Thus, elections that are free and honest… should
be a reflection of  the free will of  the people” in order to
achieve substantive reform.

The executive authority should be “balanced” by an
independent judiciary and public freedoms, Dr. Habeeb
said, including the freedom to organize political parties.
“Today, [Egypt has] about 22 parties, but most of  them do
not really exist… they have very little presence. They must
be activated,” Dr. Habeeb said. The Muslim Brotherhood
has been continually denied political-party status by the
Egyptian government, though it has existed as an organized
political group since 1928, and now represents the largest
opposition group in Parliament.

In late 2005, over 150 independents presented themselves,

for the first time, on election posters and banners as
candidates for the outlawed Muslim Brotherhood. The
result was a fivefold increase in representation, as the group
now holds 20 percent of  the seats in Parliament.

However, many in both Egypt and the international
community question if  the Muslim Brotherhood would be
a responsible actor in Egyptian politics. In the weeks
preceding Dr. Habeeb’s visit, two lectures took place on
AUC’s campus which would challenge his rhetoric about
democracy and equality. On October 11, political scientist
Amr Hamzawy expressed doubt about the Muslim
Brotherhood’s commitment to democracy, citing “totalitarian
structures” and a lack of  transparency as characteristics
which negate the group’s claims. On November 2, Dr. Mariz
Tadros, from the Political Science Department at AUC,
described the Muslim Brotherhood’s gender agenda as one
which has not seen much progression of  women’s rights
since the group’s inception.

The Muslim Brotherhood’s policies and intent have often
been questioned and contested, and the Egyptian

government’s disputes with
the group often escalate
into surges of  disruption
or violence. Many Muslim
Brothers, including Dr.
Habeeb, have been
subjected to
imprisonment. “When we
look at the group of
Muslim Brothers, they
were hit hard throughout
history,” Dr. Habeeb said.

Still, he is very optimistic, as “we are spreading, we are
inside each sect of  society… we are able to infiltrate and
overcome all these kinds of  oppression.”

“There’s no authority on earth that voluntarily gives up its
jurisdiction. If  people do not try to regain [their] rights,
nobody will get anything. So we represent the avant-garde;
we are imprisoned, tortured, some of  us become martyrs…
and the people gave us two million votes,” Dr. Habeeb said.
“So we will go on trying until we reach our objects. In time,
we will… the journey of  1000 steps starts with the first.”

Throughout the lecture, at the request of  the audience, Dr.
Habeeb addressed more nuanced stances and steps which
the Muslim Brotherhood intends to take. He brushed over
the question of  relations with Israel, saying that agreements
made with other countries should be “reviewed” every few
years to determine whether or not they “achieved results
for the good of  Egypt.” But Dr. Habeeb was quick to
discuss the American government, which he said is “lying
and being dishonest.” He challenged the government’s
reaction to Beit Hanoun, its policies which ignore the
Palestinian people, and the manner in which it has “immorally
besieged” Hamas. The Americans say that “they call for
democracy and freedom and human rights, but they are the
first to stop democracy… such as their (Cont’d page 9)

D

By Amanda Craig

Mohamed Habeeb Speaks at AUC

“There’s no authority on earth that
voluntarily gives up its jurisdiction.
 If  people do not try to regain their
rights, nobody will get anything.”



ith the results of  this month’s congressional
elections finalized, it is now certain that next year
will see the convening of  a Democratic majority

in both the United States House of  Representatives and
Senate. Having lost Congress to Newt Gingrich’s “Republican
Revolution” in 1994, the Democratic Party has now returned
to a comfortable perch atop the commanding heights of
the Capitol.

Not since the Vietnam War has the outcome of  a
congressional midterm
election revolved so closely
around the nation’s foreign
policy. Indeed, many political
analysts described the vote as
a referendum on the Bush
administration’s handling of
the Iraq conflict. The verdict
was less than flattering. Voters
delivered a stern rebuke to
Bush’s Iraq policy in what the
president himself  conceded
was “a thumping.”

The fading of  Bush’s political
fortunes is widely welcomed
among Egyptian political
groups. Echoing the view of
many, Yehya El-Gamal, a
prominent leader of  the
Democratic Front Party, says
that he is happy with the
election results. In his view,
President Bush and Al-
Qaeda leader Osama bin
Laden pose the two greatest
threats to global stability
because each “believes he
has a relationship with God
… both of  them are
narrow-minded [and each
believes] he speaks in the name of  God.” Such deep-set
distrust of  President Bush’s administration is one of  the
very few common characteristics linking the disparate shades
of  Egyptian politics.

The American electorate’s evident displeasure with the
course of  events in Iraq is more than matched amongst
members of  Egypt’s opposition parties. Mohammed Refaat
El-Saeed, Chairman of  the Tagammu Party, is in no doubt
that the American involvement in Iraq has convinced the
Egyptian people that “the Americans are the enemy. They
didn’t invade us, they didn’t bring their armies to Cairo and
kill [indiscriminately], they didn’t have an Abu Ghraib here,
but the Egyptians hate the American policy.”

Dr. Abdel-Moniem Abu el-Fatouh sits on the Muslim
Brotherhood’s Supreme Guidance Council, a world away

from the leftist slogans that adorn El-Saeed’s downtown
headquarters. Despite their widely divergent political
convictions, Abou el-Fatouh nevertheless echoes El-Saeed’s
disdain for the American involvement in Iraq: “Why did
the American army enter Iraq? For democratization? If
anybody says that, he is a liar.” Whatever changes the
elections may prompt in Washington, it is abundantly clear
that Iraq’s upheaval has bequeathed a legacy of  anti-
Americanism across the region, one that will undoubtedly
outlive the newly elected 110th Congress.

G e o r g e  I s h a q ,
Coordinator for the
Egyptian National
Movement for Change
(Kifaya), points to the
deteriorating situation
in Iraq as proof  that
“ t h e  A m e r i c a n
government believes in
instability instead of
democracy.” El-Saeed
likewise bemoans the
turmoil that followed in
the wake of  the US
invasion. The United
S t a t e s ,  E l - S a e e d
maintains, “destroyed
the geography God had
c r e a t e d  …  I r a q
balanced Iran and Iran

balanced Iraq.”
Charting the growth
of  what he perceives
as Iran’s domination
of  its Shiite co-
religionists, El-Saeed
expands upon King
Abdullah of  Jordan’s
f a m o u s
proclamation of  a

“Shiite crescent,” tracing this supposed arc of  restive
minorities from Iran, down through the Gulf  States, across
to Hamas and Hezbollah in the Levant, and finally back
through the Alawites of  Syria to Tehran. “The crescent,”
in El-Saeed’s words, “is going to be a circle.”

A newly humbled White House does seem to have
acknowledged the desire for change. The much-maligned
Secretary of  Defense Donald Rumsfeld has tendered his
resignation, having fallen so far from grace as to be openly
criticized in the editorial pages of  the very armed services
he presided over. Abou el-Fatouh takes heart in the belief
that a Democratic Congress will most likely advance a
program in line with his conviction that American forces
should withdraw gradually from Iraq. Yet despite change
at the Pentagon heralding a fresh approach to the war in
Iraq, Abou el-Fatouh is nevertheless guarded: “Of  course

By Matthew Devlin

America Votes, Egypt Shrugs
W

Civil Society4

“What we do not understand as Arabs
and Muslims is how American regimes,
Republican or Democrat, sacrifice their
interests for the sake of  the Zionists.”

Dr. Abdel-Moniem Abu el-Fatouh



we hope that the American policy which is an unjust,
undemocratic policy, we hope it should change. We can
only hope.”

While American public opinion appears to have centered
on Iraq as the sine qua non of  US foreign policy in the Middle
East, many here in Egypt see the troubles to their east in
a different light. Iraq is cast as a symptom of  a sclerotic
policy towards the entire region, stemming primarily from
what is seen as an unjust approach to the Israeli-Palestinian
problem. According to El-Saeed, “more than 90 percent of
those Arabs who went to Iraq are not going to defend the
Iraqi soil; they are going just to express their hostile attitude
against the Americans because of  the Palestinian problem.”

Across the board, Egyptian political groups are looking to
the Arab-Israeli conflict as a bellwether of  any serious
change that may
come on the heels of
the recent midterm
elections. Again, as
w i th  I r aq ,  the
dissonant opposition
begins to sound
r e l a t i v e l y
harmonious as soon
as the issue of
Palestinian rights is
raised.

No one seems to
hold out much hope
for what all parties
see as a desperately
needed change in
American policy vis-
à-vis Israel.  El-
Gamal sees the
p r o b l e m  w i t h
A m e r i c a ’ s
involvement in the
peace process as a
structural one, not
likely to be altered
by any single set of
congressional elections or any single president. “The foreign
policy of  the United States of  America is not decided by
one man,” explains El-Gamal, “it is the institutions in the
United States that are one-sided, they don’t look to anything
but the benefit of  Israel … I don’t think that will change
during the Democrat’s rule.”

Abou el-Fatouh shares the conviction that disproportionate
US support for Israel is deeply embedded on both sides of
the congressional aisle: “What we do not understand as
Arabs and Muslims is how American regimes, Republican
or Democratic, sacrifice their interests for the sake of
Zionists.” El-Saeed dismisses any suggestion that a change
in Congress might precipitate a policy more popular with
Egyptians, insisting that both parties are biased “and if
anything, the Democrats are more.” Indeed, pro-Israeli bias
is chillingly spoken of  by many as though it were some
congenital disease of  the American body politic, an
institutional heritage of  preordained injustice.

Abou el-Fatouh laments the recent US veto of  a proposed
UN Security Council resolution censuring Israel for the
fatal shelling of  Beit Hanoun, citing it as evidence that no
serious change has occurred in the American approach.

Hassan Nafaa, professor of  political science at Cairo
University and frequent commentator in the weekly edition
of  Al-Ahram, comes to a similar conclusion. He has recently
taken issue with a speech delivered by newly-anointed
Speaker of  the House Nancy Pelosi to the American Israel
Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC) in which she observed
that “the history of  the [Arab-Israeli] conflict is not over
occupation, and never has been: it is over the fundamental
right of  Israel to exist.”

Fears of  a continued deadlock in the Holy Land color a
bleak outlook for the entire region. “Without solving the

Palestinian problem, there is
no hope of  finding any real
change in the relation
between Arab countries,
Muslims, and the United
States,” predicts El-Saeed.
The importance of  the
Palestinian cause cannot be
underestimated, according to
him: “No ruler in Egypt can
ignore the Palest inian
problem, not one, and it
should dominate his policy
and his relation with the
United States.”

An oft-heard critique of
Washington’s Middle East
policy is that, in the words of
Abou el-Fatouh, the United
States hypocritically “supports
dictatorship regimes all over
the world, especially here and
in Libya, Tunisia, Jordan, and
Saudi Arabia.” The United
States was once committed
to the push for democracy in

Egypt, according to El-Gamal,
but soon lost its stomach for the fight, leaving the people
of  Egypt faced with what he sees as an unacceptable
polarization of  choice between the oppressive incumbent
regime and the Muslim Brotherhood. Ishaq fiercely
denounces America’s record of  involvement in the Egyptian
drive for democratic reform, insisting that “they don’t care
about our democracy. They don’t make any effort to help
us, but rather the opposite action; they support this despotic
regime. We don’t trust America.”

The litany of  grievances against the United States runs on.
There appears to be a general consensus that the 2006
midterm elections will not alter US policy towards the
Middle East in any significant fashion. Furthermore, very
few groups here in Egypt seem prepared to even
acknowledge that the United States might potentially play
a positive role in the region. As El-Gamal says, “I would
like to see the US play a just role, a real democratic role. I
would like to see the United States of  America as the land
of  the free for all believers in democracy, but (Con’t page 9)
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Yehya El-Gamal of the Democratic Front.  Leaders across the
political spectrum are in agreement on Iraq and Palestine.



arlier this month, Egyptian police discovered more
than two tons of  explosives in three caches on the
Sinai Peninsula.  The state news agency MENA
reported that police found 600 kg of  TNT in sacks

in a desert area near the north Sinai village of  Raythan.
Later, police uncovered another 500 kg in north Sinai near
the town of  Sheikh Zuweid and one ton in the Gifgafa area
about 100 km (60 miles) to the southwest.  Over the past
two years, this same area has also been the site of  numerous
shootouts between police and suspects wanted for bombings
in the Sinai.  Whether these explosives were destined for
Palestine or Red Sea resorts, where the blood is still fresh
from the latest terrorist attack earlier this year, these findings
are a significant indicator that
the core of  the problem has not
been resolved.

Since the first incident in
October 2004, which targeted
the Red Sea resort of  Taba, more
than 100 people, both locals and
foreign tourists, have been killed
and many more wounded by
bombings in tourist resorts
across the Sinai Peninsula.
Domestically as well as
internationally, explanations for
these assaults were rapidly
forthcoming.  Most of  these
accounts concluded that the
attacks were at least Al-Qaeda
inspired if  not directly part of
the international organization’s
massive web of  terrorism.  A
few, including the Egyptian
government, parenthetically
noted the direct involvement of
Sinai Bedouins, though this claim
has remained largely devoid of
deeper analysis.  Rather than
taking this opportunity to initiate
an investigation into the causal
relationship between the desperate
plight of  Sinai Bedouins and their
increasing militancy, the response of  the Egyptian
government has been severely heavy-handed, including a
campaign of  mass arbitrary arrests, torture, and shoot-outs
with state security forces rounding up as many as 3,000
persons.

After the first attack in Taba, the Egyptian government was
quick to emphasize the Palestinian identity and affiliated
motivation of  the alleged ringleader, Iyad Salah.  According
to the subsequent Human Rights Watch Report, in a
statement released by the Ministry of  Interior, Cabinet
Spokesman Magdi Radi asserted that “the motivation of
the accident is clearly related to what’s going on in the
Occupied Territories, because the planner was a Palestinian
who was negatively motivated by what’s going on there.”
However, with the second attack in Sharm El-Sheikh, only
nine months later, domestic authorities and international

observers were forced to search for a broader explanation
– the easiest and most convenient being the dark
machinations of  Al-Qaeda.  Although Al-Tawhid Wal-Jihad
(Orthodoxy and Jihad), a recently discovered militant Islamic
group, is made up of  Sinai Bedouins and several of  its
leaders and members have been prosecuted or executed by
Egyptian police for involvement in the Sinai attacks, beyond
a violent reaction by the security forces, the issue of  Bedouin
involvement has been ignored.

The estimated 80,000 Sinai Bedouins are one of  the poorest,
most marginalized, and underrepresented ethnic minority
groups in Egypt.  As Egypt’s tourism industry has expanded

and Red Sea resorts have grown
ever more popular, Sinai Bedouins
are increasingly confronted with
encroaching modernization and
interference with their traditional
way of  life.  While some are
capitalizing on the tourism boom,
others face relative and absolute
deprivation as well as massive social
upheaval.  Lack of  development
and rampant unemployment are
chief  complaints.  In an interview
with The Christian Science Monitor,
Abou Salem, a Bedouin living in
a squalid camp of  ramshackle huts
made of  sticks and plastic sheeting
near El-Arish, exclaims that “no
one is working.”  Salem maintains
that “even the ones graduating from
school are not finding jobs. They
are suffocating.”  According to The
Christian Science Monitor, six years
ago, Abou Salem and his tribe
descended from their mountain
home looking for water, food, and,
most importantly, work. They now
wait for olive picking season to
make just $2 a day.

Adding fuel to the fire, the Egyptian
government has released its

notoriously abusive and uninhibited security forces on the
Bedouin population in an attempt to violently squelch the
possibility of  future attacks.  Although Egypt’s hardline
response resulting in the detention, conviction, and/or
killing of  numerous suspects may have temporarily sufficed
to safeguard its tourism industry and to hush the outcries
of  the international community, these methods are not
conducive to a steadfast and viable long-term solution.  In
fact, the outright repression and humiliation suffered by
Sinai inhabitants at the hands of  the state may only serve
to heighten the sense of  despair and anger felt by these
neglected people.  According to North Sinai businessman
Safwat El-Gelbana, “the government must address these
conditions.  Unless there is political vision, no solution can
be found.  The generals alone cannot solve the problem.”

By Julia L. Barth-Knowles

On the Margins: The Roots of Bedouin Militancy
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Out of Sight, Out of Mind: The government
has yet to address the causes of Bedouin
militancy.



inister of  Culture Hosni Faruq sparked a wave
of  protests following the publication of  an
interview in the independent newspaper Al-Masry

Al-Youm in which he described the growing number of
women wearing the veil as a negative cultural trend.

"There was an age when our mothers went to university
and worked without the veil. It is in that spirit that we grew
up. So why this regression?" he commented in the interview.

Unsurprisingly, Muslim Brotherhood representatives in
Parliament asked for the resignation of  the long-serving
minister. Faruq is also facing criticism from within the
NDP. The Muslim Brothers used the incident as an
opportunity to demonstrate their mobilizing power on
university campuses.  Following the interview, protests were
staged at Cairo and Al-Azhar Universities, among others.

The majority of  protestors have been veiled female students,
who were deeply offended by the minister’s remarks. "He
believes we are mentally retarded,” states Rim, a veiled
nineteen-year-old student at Cairo University.

In contrast, an unveiled female student observing her
colleagues’ protest from afar explained, "Everybody here
should be free to choose.  It doesn’t make a difference to
me if  girls are veiled or not, but I am afraid that I will be
treated with less respect because I am not veiled."  As she
was speaking, she cast a critical gaze towards a nearby poster
proclaiming, "The veil is the way to heaven."

"Most of  our female students come from the upper middle
class, and, unlike the rest of  Cairo University, only a minority
of  the girls [in this department] are wearing the veil,”
stresses Dr. Michel Bonneu, Director of  the French Section
for Political and Economical Sciences at Cairo University.
“We are concerned that we are seeing a steady segregation
of  our students from the rest of  Cairo University,”

Indeed, Egyptian artists and intellectuals have expressed
support for the Minister of  Culture and his remarks. Some
250 of  them, including filmmaker Yusef  Chahine and Alaa
al-Aswani, the author of  The Yacoubian Building, have signed
a petition condemning the "atmosphere of  cultural terror"
they say is prevailing in Egypt.

While those on the political left have come to Faruq’s
defense, despite past differences, criticism from the religious
community has continued.  One of  the region’s most
influential Muslim preachers, Qatar-based Egyptian Yusef
al-Qaradawi, said Faruq wanted women "to blindly imitate
the Western civilization, [but women] have an obligation
to wear the hijab,” in an interview with Gulf  News.

Whether or not the Minister of  Culture is genuinely
concerned by the swift revival of  religious symbols in public
life, or the whole matter is a maneuver designed to keep
the Muslim Brothers distracted from the outstanding issue
of  constitutional reform remains an open question. 

By Martina Burtscher

Hosni and the Hijab

Egypt News and Views

M
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n November 9, around 100 protesters gathered
outside the Journalists’ Syndicate in Cairo to protest
the rampant sexual assault that took place downtown
during the first two days of  the Eid holiday.

According to numerous eyewitness reports, mobs of  men
attacked female pedestrians while the area’s ubiquitous
security forces stood by and did nothing.

This was the most egregious example to date of  a problem
that has plagued Egypt in recent years.  Regardless of
whether they are foreign or Egyptian, veiled or unveiled,
women complain of  constant harassment on the streets of
the capital.  Rarely has such harassment given way to outright
violence, however, and certainly never before on this scale.

The protest was organized by the Egyptian Center for
Women’s Rights, with the help of  a number of  other women’s
rights organizations and several Egyptian bloggers.  While
most of  the demonstrators’ complaints were general in
nature, they singled out Interior Minister General Habib al-
Adli for blame, demanding that he take responsibility for
the security forces’ failures and resign from the cabinet.

The official response to this public outcry has been one
not only of  denial, but of  anger as well.  Karam Gabr,
editor of  government daily Rosa El Yossef, personally attacked
blogger Wa’el Abbas, who broke the story, in an editorial
on October 31st.  Gabr accused Mr. Abbas of  slander,
claiming that incidents did not occur, but were rather
figments of  Mr. Abbas’s imagination.

The government line was reiterated by its reaction to a
second protest, which was scheduled to take place on
November 14.  This protest was organized by The Egyptian
National Movement for Change (Kifaya) and The Streets
are Ours, a movement founded in reaction to the abuses
committed by security forces and allied bands of  street
thugs during a referendum on a constitutional amendment
in May, 2005.  While the November 9 protest passed
peacefully, the second protest barely got underway before
it was broken up by police.  Eyewitnesses reported that a
female protestor was beaten and two activists were arrested.

The reasons behind the government’s audacious response
are twofold.  First of  all, the police inaction during the Eid
riots seems to provide damning evidence that the massive
state security apparatus, while adept at crushing dissent, has
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Outrage Over Eid

O



November 2006 9

neither the desire nor the ability to perform the more
mundane task of  ensuring the safety of  its citizens.  A
November 3 statement by Kifaya put it succinctly: “The
culprits are not only the young men who participated in
this harassment but the members of  the security forces
who are unfamiliar with protecting the citizens now that
their mission has become one of  attacking them to protect
the regime.”

Secondly, police failures during Eid bring attention to
shameful practices on the part of  the security forces
themselves.  The sexual abuse of  female protestors at the
hands of  the police and hired thugs was widely reported
during last year’s protests.  This heinous practice was cynically
employed as a means of  discouraging women from
protesting, and was vigorously denied by the authorities.

While the government continues to claim that these events
never occurred, the sheer scale of  this scandal has brought
the underlying issue of  rampant sexual harassment in Egypt
to the fore.  Writing in the opposition paper Al-Dustoor on
November 15, Ehab Al-Zalaqi concludes, “The one good
thing about these latest incidents of  sexual harassment is
that they have made this problem, which most of  the
population is forced to endure, a topic of  public debate.
The continued coverage given to such incidents is the only
way to expose the ongoing negligence of  the security forces
and challenge the official line that ‘everything is alright.’”

Features

very odd reaction to the democratic election of  Hamas,
which was without aggression or violence,” he said.

“We [Egyptians] don’t need anything from [the United
States]. What we need is that [the U.S. government] doesn’t
support and back up the despotic system,” Dr. Habeeb said.

Regarding economic development, he said that Egypt should
focus on rebuilding the middle class, as a “very big gap
between the elite and working classes” has emerged. He
then questioned the need for liberalization in society, saying
“Which liberalism are we talking about? Like the United
States, Japan, England, here? This globalization is so fierce…
it wants to eat up everything that stands in its way.  What
about the majority, what about Egypt’s identity? Do you
want it to lose its identity, its belief, its culture and history?”

“Islamic shari’a is the expression, the basis… why do you
want to import the laws of  the West?” Dr. Habeeb asked.
“We have the Islamic shari’a, which is with equality and
justice for all Muslims, and also for the Copts.”

Dr. Habeeb stressed the Muslim Brotherhood’s support of
the Coptic community numerous times, emphasizing that
“Our Christian Egyptians are part of  the texture of  our
society, and we respect them very much.”

“We want them to get out of  isolation, and to exercise their
political and social rights,” Dr. Habeeb said. “A year ago I
said it is important to have certain documents concerning
citizenship for our Christian brothers and sisters… citizenship
is not restricted to Muslims, it’s for everyone.” Thus Copts
can be headmasters, judges, ministers or members of
Parliament, because “no society should have any kind of
monopoly,” Dr. Habeeb said.

Yet he was not willing to grant the same rights to members
of  the Baha’i religion who reside in Egypt. The Baha’i are
still waiting for rights of  citizenship and recognition of  their
religion on national identification cards, but Dr. Habeeb was
dismissive of  the Baha’i, suggesting that the Muslim
Brotherhood thinks that the Baha’i are not relevant to the
discussion of  religious freedom.

“We don’t consider this a religion so why should we give
freedom to its ritual?... We call upon those who don’t have
religion to respect the religion of  the majority, and they
should not work against it, against the society,” Dr. Habeeb
said.

As for the future of  the Muslim Brotherhood, Dr. Habeeb
said, “We are not trying to adapt to society. We say what we
feel is right, and what we see is not right we say is not right…
The Muslim Brothers aren’t of  one opinion, and anybody
who submits a project or idea we are ready to discuss it, to
have a dialogue. But it’s imperative that we make decisions,
and this takes place through a majority.”

“We have had success and are on a path of  honesty.” 

(Habeeb, continued from page 3)

    unfortunately that dream does not exist anymore.” Due
to a convergence of  trends both here in Egypt and in the
United States, he may be proven right.

The Republican old-guard is on the ascendant, most evidently
in the meteoric reemergence of  former Secretary of  State
James Baker. Theirs will be a strategy of  chiseled realism,
hardened in the calculating days of  the Cold War and devoid
of  the cumbersome neo-conservative rhetoric of  a “New
Middle East.” The Democrats, for their part, promised “A
New Direction For America.” Whatever road they take, it
will certainly be one that leads them quickly out of  Babylon
and, most likely, keeps a safe distance from any turbulent
confrontation with the region’s calcified autocracies. All this
will prove welcome news to an Egyptian opposition that is
content to go its own way, half  disgruntled with the United
States’ conduct and half  terrified of  being branded as agents
of  its imperium. It will be a pleasant parting for all involved,
except for those who believe there is a role, however humble,
for a responsible United States to play in promoting
democracy across the region. 

(America Votes, continued from page 5)



By Martina Burtscher

The Brotherhood on Campus

he Freedom Union is our idea and our success,"
claims Iman, 19, a student in the Faculty of
Commerce, one of  the Muslim Brotherhood’s

traditional strongholds at Cairo University.

Having been barred from participating in the Student Union
elections, last year Muslim Brotherhood students created
the Freedom Union, a parallel student government in which
all parties are free to participate, and elections are nominally
fair.

The Muslim Brothers have clearly decided the elections in
their favor:  while  members of  Kifaya and the Socialist
Party have secured minority posts, the three Head Student
Representatives are from the Muslim Brotherhood

"The government cannot deny our power anymore; we
have 20 percent of  the deputies in Parliament and many
more inside the campuses. The Brotherhood inside and
outside the University is the same. We work together," says
Muhammad Hamdi from the Faculty of  Law at Cairo
University.

"Beside some university reforms, we all have the same
dreams of  the unification of  the Umma. We want to live
in a Muslim society under an Islamist government with the
shari’a implemented as the source of  law," explains Amr
Sallam, a member of  the Brotherhood’s 'Usra' (Family) Salah
al-Deen at the Faculty of  Law of  Cairo University.

In many regards, the politics of  Cairo University are like a
mirror, reflecting Egyptian society and domestic politics at
large.  Not only are the same political parties represented
in roughly similar proportions, but their tactics echo those
used outside university walls as well.  Just as Anwar Al-
Sadat fatefully bolstered Islamist student organizations to
counter leftist student movements, the NDP under Hosni
Mubarak has paid close attention to campus politics.

For years, the government has manipulated Student Union
elections to thwart the Brotherhood.  Elections have always
been conducted during the Eid holiday, on Fridays, or at
the same time as examinations. As a result, participation is
generally extremely low, and candidates from the Muslim
Brotherhood have been prevented from participating. The
result is that the NDP Student Organization has dominated
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 Al-Rewaq

The Ibn Khaldun Center hosts a dicussion forum, open to the public, each Tuesday evening. The following is Ahmed Shaaban’s
summary, translated by Civil Society staff, of the topics covered in November.

In addition to the Ibn Khaldun Center’s conference on constitutional reform, held in Ain Soukhna, two lectures
were hosted this month focusing on regional issues.

Ahmed Abdullah Al-Sufi delivered the first lecture on the political situation in Yemen in the wake of  its recent
elections.  He cited a number of  problems within the current political order, namely a fractious opposition, a
problematic social situation that is seriously slowing democratization, and finally a stubborn ruling party.  Despite
these problems, Al-Sufi remains optimistic, saying that the government and opposition parties are working to
facilitate democratization and that significant progress, as attested to by the recent elections, has already been made.

Professor Ragai Fayyed presented the second lecture, entitled “Possibilities for the Future” in which he discussed
the current situation in Iraq and explored solutions through the lens of  sectarian conflict.  Professor Fayyed stressed
that Iraq lies on a religious fault line formed centuries ago by the Sunni Ottoman Empire and the Shi’ite Safavid
Empire.  While Saddam’s oppressive regime managed to contain this factionalism, it was unleashed when his regime
was toppled.  Professor Fayyed suggested that the solution to this problem lies in a democratically elected, technocratic
government, which ignores sectarian identity in favor of  the welfare of  its citizens. 
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student politics for years.

This year’s elections were no exception.  The NDP was
once again the big winner, and Muslim Brotherhood
candidates were banned.  The NDP even allowed a number
of  previously banned opposition parties to field candidates
in an effort to drive a wedge between the Muslim Brothers
and the rest of  the opposition.

In addition to being marred by government meddling,
elections at many Egyptian universities were accompanied
by protests and violent clashes.  There were widespread
reports of  students being beaten by police and numerous
arrests were made, including 25 students who were arrested
at Helwan University and four female students who were
detained at Zaqaziq University in the Nile Delta.

Amr, 20, mentioned that the opposition the Muslim Brothers
are currently facing from the security forces at Helwan
University is so intense that he transferred to Cairo University.
"The police and secret service constantly keep us under
surveillance, but in Helwan it's worse than here at Cairo
University," he said.

Muhammad, 20, is an idealistic member of  the Muslim
Brotherhood, who is almost always present at Egyptian
street demonstrations. Recently, he has been traveling to
various universities to 'coordinate' his Brothers. He offered
to give Civil Society an overview of  the Muslim Brothers’
efforts in Egyptian universities.

"The NDP [representatives] are doing nothing for the

students. We have provided the students services they really
need, such as cheaper books. We have achieved a lot in
acclimating new students, mainly those coming from outside
Cairo. In each faculty, we are organized in 'Usras'. Normally
we have the most power in the Faculties of  Commerce,
Human Sciences, and of  course the Faculty of  Law. Over
the last years we have managed to concentrate our power
in many rural universities. So we decided to create the
Freedom Union Elections."

Brotherhood influence has spread from traditional
strongholds on the campuses of  Cairo University and the
University of  al-Azhar. The new generation of  Muslim
Brothers are also students at the University of  Zaqaziq,
Minya in Upper Egypt, and the University of  Helwan on
the outskirts of  Cairo.

Habiba Ali Abd el-Meneim from the Faculty of  Human
Sciences is one of  the three winners of  the Freedom Unions
Election.  When asked what she would like to change the
most about campus politics, she told Civil Society, "First of
all, we want to get rid of  the 1979 University Law which
gives the security forces the right to enter campus. I don't
want to see anymore students beaten up on campus. My
biggest goal is to change the university into a place where
we live, discuss and learn, where leading intellectuals, like
Taha Hussein and Nagib Mahfuz, can grow.” 
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n November 16 and 17, the Ibn Khaldun Center
for Development Studies hosted a symposium on
constitutional reform in Ain Soukhna, bringing

together many of  Egypt’s leading legal scholars and civil
society figures.  The two-day conference presented a
constructive forum to discuss the political aims of
constitutional reform and the specific legislative means, as
well as activism within civil society, required to enact such
change.

Day One of  the conference focused on an examination of
the current constitutional situation and prospective
amendments.  The first session began with a discussion led
by Hussein Abd al-Raaziq, Secretary General of  the
Tagammu Party, concerning the balance of  powers within
the Egyptian state and society.  To check the current powers
of  the presidential office al-Raaziq suggested amending the
text of  Article 74, which grants sweeping powers to the
executive, as well as altering Articles 76 and 77, which relate
to presidential term limits and succession.

Al-Raaziq also argued that the upper tiers of  the government
lacked the confidence of  the populace due to an absence

of  independent oversight.  To remedy this situation, he
recommended a threefold program of  reform aimed at
empowering the legislative branch.  This included
strengthening the appeals process within the National
Assembly, elevating the clout of  the People’s Assembly in
matters of  policy, and enhancing Parliament’s powers to
launch meaningful investigations into the activities of  the
government.

Mr. al-Raaziq’s suggestions to temper the religious language
of  Articles 1-4 pursuant of  a more secular state were
contested by the conference’s second speaker, Dr. Atef  Al-
Banna.  Dr. Al-Banna, a professor of  public law at Cairo
University, maintained that Article 2, which stipulates that
Islamic Law is the primary source of  Egyptian law and
Islam is the religion of  Egypt, does not engender
discrimination among the populace, but rather speaks to
the prevailing order of  society.  Dr. Al-Banna was in
agreement regarding Article 76, however, which he asserted
harmfully restricts the presidential contest and stifles
competition among political parties.  Furthermore, he
stressed that the presidential electoral process must be
safeguarded by judicial oversight.

By Civil Society  Staff

Ibn Khaldun Hosts Conference on Constitutional Reform

O
From Left: Osama Al-Ghazali Harb, Atef Al-Banna, Yehya El-Gamal
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ICDS News

In the Arabic Edition

This month’s Arabic issue features a mix of  articles
focusing on constitutional reform and the US elections,
as well as a number of  other regional topics.

1.  The Congressional Election and Arab Issues

2. Amending the Amended Article

3. Is Arab Democracy Possible?

4. The Ibn Khaldun Center Conference on
Constitutional Reform

5. Congress Opens its Doors to Muslims: Keith Ellison
and the Democratic Party

6. On Abu Trieka and Ehud Olmert

7. Civil Society News from Around the Region

8. Ibn Khaldun Forum (full summary)

If  you would like a copy of  the Arabic issue, please
email civilsocietyeditor@gmail.com.

                                      

By Civil Society  Staff

Ibn Khaldun Hosts Conference on Constitutional Reform

This emphasis on greater party participation was echoed
by the next speaker, Dr. Yehya El-Gamal, a political analyst
and founding member of  the Democratic Front Party, who
said that the force of  the original constitutional text must
be upheld, specifically regarding the freedom to form new
political parties.  However, in Dr. El-Gamal’s view, this text
duly prohibits the formation of  military and religious parties,
and this stipulation must continue to be honored.  Pointing
to the sentiments of  Hussein Abd al-Raaziq, Dr. El-Gamal
asserted that presidential powers must be moderated and
clearly delineated.  Necessary actions include the alteration
of  Article 77 to restrict term limits, stronger regulations on
the enactment and legislation of  Emergency Law, revoking
the presidential power to appoint the head of  the Supreme
Constitutional Court, and the inclusion of  language
demarking the precise responsibilities of  the presidential
office and the legal mechanisms for holding it culpable.

The second half  of  Day One presented several speakers
hoping to inject a more pragmatic approach to the goals of
the conferees. Independent MP Anwar Asmat Al-Sadat
argued that amending the religious language of  Article 2,
whatever the merits of  the change may be, was politically
infeasible due to its wide popular support.  Al-Sadat was
followed at the podium by Mr. Ibrahim Essa, Editor of
opposition daily Al-Dustour, who also beseeched the
participants to focus on practical, strategic goals.  Namely,
Mr. Essa suggested that reformers focus on the issue of
power rotation and ensuring that free, direct ballots dictate
presidential elections.

Day Two in Ain Soukhna shifted focus from theory to
practice, from the aims of  constitutional reform to its
means.  Opening discussions identified that the reform
movement’s seat of  power lay in political pressure generated
through media coverage and popular sentiment.
Furthermore, opposition parties must work in greater
cooperation to form a strong counterbalance to the current
administration, speakers said.  Dr. El-Gamal proposed
forming a shadow Parliament of  sorts, consisting of  100

members, which would issue an alternate and ideal
constitution.  Day Two’s fruitful discussions closed with
the remarks of  Ibn Khaldun’s chairman, Dr. Saad Eddin
Ibrahim.  Dr. Ibrahim enumerated the various channels of
power available to the reform movement and emphasized
their specific utility.  These channels included the opposition
press (al-Ghad, al-Dustoor, Sawt al-Umma, etc.), the muscle of
foreign powers (other than the NDP-friendly United States),
the resources of  NGOs, and the effective actions of  civil
disobedience.

In summation, the conferees agreed that constitutional
reform should be aimed at creating a more equitable balance
of  power between the branches of  government.  There was
significant debate, however, surrounding the first four articles
of  the constitution, which govern the relationship between
Islam and the state.  Whatever their views on the proposed
amendments themselves, the participants had many fruitful
suggestions regarding the practical means necessary to make
them a reality. 

MP Anwar Al-Sadat



By Dr. Saad Eddin Ibrahim; trans. Neil Durnan

Exporting Underdevelopment
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ccording to news reports, President Hosni Mubarak
advised Russian President Vladimir Putin, to seek
a third term during his trip to Russia in early

November, despite the fact that this would require an
amendment to the Russian Constitution.  Currently, the
constitution limits the president to two terms in office, with
Mr. Putin’s mandate ending in 2008.  The Egyptian
government denied the report, stating that Mr. Mubarak
had been misunderstood; he was merely exchanging
pleasantries along the lines of  “May God grant you a long
life,” with Mr. Putin.  Of  course no one in Egypt or abroad
believes the official Egyptian statement.  If  Mr. Putin were
to take this advice, the Russian constitution would be
amended in a manner similar to the 1971 Egyptian
constitution, which was changed in 1980 by having the
phrase “two terms” replaced with “a number of  terms.”

The question is, why would Hosni Mubarak offer this advice
to Vladimir Putin in the first place?

The answer that occurred to me was that totalitarianism
loves company.  The ruler of  Egypt finds it easier to deal
with the rulers of  places like Libya, Sudan and Syria, as
these men are unaccountable in their own nations and will
likewise not hold their friends to account.  In addition,
rather than learning from the example of  recently
democratized nations, these rulers intend to preserve the
autocratic system by passing leadership onto their sons.  It
is fortunate for the Russian people that, even if  Mr. Putin
takes Hosni Mubarak’s advice, he cannot enact the second
part of  this model, for he has no sons and his three daughters
have no interest in politics.

If  Arab leaders are trying to export tyranny, then Arab
extremists are attempting to export their goods as well, and
the foremost among these are the hijab, the niqab, and
terrorism.  Of  course, they do this in the name of  “Islam,”
which we will put in quotes because their “Islam” differs
from Islam as practiced by the vast majority of  Arabs and
other Muslims who understand their religion’s divine message
as one of  moderation, tolerance and compassion.  The
“Islam” of  the extremists values hardship for its own sake,
and is closed and narrow-minded, rather than diverse and
open-minded.  This “Islam” is hate, not love; it advocates
warfare against non-Muslims in the name of  “jihad.”

The wellsprings of  this brand of  Islam spread from the
mountains of  Tora Bora on the border of  Afghanistan and
Pakistan to Canada and the United States.  At the forefront
of  the effort to spread these hateful ideas in the name of
Islam are the Taliban and Al-Qaeda, including Al-Qaeda in
Iraq.  However, the movement’s notable figures are not

limited to the likes of  Osama Bin Laden, Ayman Al-Zawahiri,
and the late Abu Musab Al-Zarqawi; they also include men
who are not terrorists, like Sheikh Taj Al-Din Al-Hilali,
Mufti of  Australia and Imam of  its largest mosque.  He is
the author of  the “cats and meat” fatwa, which excuses
sexual harassment and assault against unveiled women.

While such extremism is contemptible within the Islamic
world, its export to countries where there is a non-Muslim
majority is inexcusable.  Terrorism, calls to jihad, and
extremist behavior regarding the hijab and niqab in non-
Muslim countries are distortions of  the Islamic religion that
create enmity against the majority of  Muslims through the
actions of  a minority.  These negative perceptions are lent
further credence by the fact that the majority of  the world’s
remaining autocracies are in the Arab world, and most of
the world’s prominent terrorists are also Arab Muslims. It
is not much of  an exaggeration to arrive at the conclusion
that the number one Arab export of  the twenty first century
is “underdevelopment”; autocracy is political
underdevelopment, terrorism is social underdevelopment,
and extreme conservatism is cultural underdevelopment.
It leads one to wonder: is there a relationship between these
problems and the Arab-Islamic identity?  Is there a
connection between men like Sheikh Al-Hilali and the
outside world’s opinion of  us, the Arab Muslims?

It is important to note that most Muslim Arabs are not
involved in the promotion of  backward policies abroad,
but that it appears to me and to other observers that Muslim
Arab rulers excel in this arena.  However, on our borders,
there are majority Muslim nations with elected presidents
such as Turkey and Iran to the east and Nigeria and Senegal
to the west.  In the midst of  the Arab world, the non-Arab
nation of  Israel has elected all of  its presidents since it was
established in 1948.   Additionally, its Jewish majority does
not suffer the oppression of  tyranny, nor does it seek to
promote an illiberal agenda abroad.  To be sure, there is a
lot of  ugliness in Israeli policy, but it is not party to the
“tyranny” or “underdevelopment” described above.  The
same applies to Lebanon, whose people speak the Arabic
language, but belong to a number of  sects, with Sunni
Muslims accounting for less than a third of  the population.

In other words, two thirds of  the world’s Muslims live under
democratically elected governments, in countries such as
Indonesia, Malaysia, Bangladesh, India (with a Muslim
population of  150 million), Turkey, Senegal, and Nigeria.
The other third, including most Arab Muslims, remain
under autocratic rule.  In our view, there is such a surplus
of  tyranny and underdevelopment in these nations that
both autocratic rulers and Islamic extremists are competing
to export them around the world: from Sydney to London
and finally to Moscow.

And for God to reconcile. 

A

This article was first published in Arabic in Al-Masry Al-Youm on
November 18th, 2006.



ccounts of  how Egyptians are treated when entering
the United States are infuriating. No matter how
vigilant the Americans need to be in the aftermath

of  September 11, stories abound of  how humiliating the
reception is, a far cry from line of  duty. The message is
clear. The American authorities cannot put it in writing for
it would be deemed unconstitutional. However, there are
definite unwritten instructions to all immigration authorities
when encountering an Arab at any American port of  entry:
DO NOT MAKE THEM FEEL WELCOME!!!

One area suffering from grotesque dilapidation and neglect
is foreign travel, Egyptians going out and foreigners coming
in. A balance must be struck if  we can expect the rest of
the world to show us any respect, eroding relentlessly since
the first in a triumvirate of  inept strongmen assumed power
in 1952. In the last twenty five years the pace has accelerated
significantly.

Travelling abroad has become an onerous endeavour for
any Egyptian. More than just the horrendous financial
burden the anaemic
pound imposes, it is
t h e  h u m i l i a t i n g
process of  obtaining
a visa  to travel
virtually anywhere
these days. Egyptians
have accepted as a
way of  life the long
queues, the vexing
vetting process and
t h e  f r e q u e n t
rejections of  their visa
applications, not just to European countries or the Americas
but even to many Arab countries. If  allowed to go, the way
you are addressed by immigration officers in many countries
makes you long to bash their heads.

The present situation has made travelling to many foreign
countries by any Egyptian tantamount to begging. Few find
anything wrong with that; even fewer demand taking action
to fight it, at least to restore some national dignity, an
ethereal commodity. The government acts as though nothing
were wrong, perhaps indifferent to the ignominy, perhaps
oblivious to its existence.

It is depressing to remember the pre-Nasser days when an
Egyptian passport was among the most respected in the
world, good for entering most countries without a visa. Of
course much has happened since and, owing to unbearable
living conditions, many Egyptians, especially the bereaved
young, need to be vetted before being granted a visa since
some of  them have no intention of  coming back. It would
be unfair to blame just the consulates of  the countries
making life so difficult for so many Egyptians. They have
their orders.

Where blame must be assigned is at the door of  the Egyptian

government for not reciprocating. Entering Egypt to a
European or an American is like entering a cinema or a
sports stadium. You don’t need to go to the Egyptian
consulate whence you came to obtain a visa. You buy it at
Cairo Airport for fifteen dollars (no coins are dealt with,
the airlines will remind you), like buying a ticket, as a friend
of  mine recently pointed out. You buy it at the bank before
passport control, no questions asked.

But how can we treat a European or American tourist
wishing to visit our country and bring in much needed hard
currency the same way and make it difficult for him or her
to obtain a visa? They won’t come and we shall lose the
revenue. That is the way people in this country think. The
inference is clear: we have been reduced to beggars and we
must keep our heads down in order to survive.

It is worth bringing Brazil into the picture at this stage,
having the laudable distinction of  treating American visitors
with full reciprocity, singling them out from other nationalities
for fingerprinting as well as photographing at passport

control upon entering the
country. It hasn’t reduced
American tourism to
Brazi l ;  i t  has made
Americans respect Brazil.

The issue boils down to
matters of  self  respect and
dignity, commodities our
regime has done a brilliant
job eradicating. If  it is
income we desire, there

are two ways of  doing it: either by accepting mistreatment
and the crumbs it brings, or by raising our heads bravely
and showing the rest of  the world that we are a proud
people with a history few can match. It is not rash to
speculate that tourist income will subsequently rise; so will
quality of  foreign visitors.

Unfortunately, our autocratic regime relies on making us
submissive and tolerant to all forms of  abuse, leading to a
lack of  awareness among the general public that we have
rights like any people on earth. The regime is far more
concerned with staying in power than with any trivialities
regarding national dignity. We see our women being molested
on the streets of  Cairo and our regime is in adamant denial.

It is clear that it is unrealistic for a ruler to listen to such
calls for restoring national dignity when he has his private
jets and never feels any discomfort, and when he is living
in total isolation from his people. In order to get the man
to listen, the entire system must be more open and
transparent. Now, since that is not going to happen as Mr.
Mubarak has so clearly demonstrated, is it too much to
appeal to him to review the people he rules and remember
that they are not cattle? 
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It is worth bringing Brazil into the picture
at this stage, having the laudable distinction
of  treating American visitors with full
reciprocity... It hasn’t reduced American
tourism to Brazil; it has made Americans
respect Brazil.
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eorge Bush made the war on terror the centerpiece
of  his presidency since 2001. The American people
rallied around him, supported his policies and

pushed for decisive action to end terrorism. One month
after 9/11, the US launched a war against Afghanistan,
removed the Taliban regime that hosted al-Qaeda, and
installed military bases and with them a government friendly
to the US. Despite their intensive action in the Afghan
theatre, US forces failed to catch Ben Laden “dead or alive”
(in Bush’s words). The effort was quietly abandoned; what
started with a bang ended with a whimper.

The minimal American blood and treasure spilled in
Afghanistan emboldened Bush to go after Saddam Hussein.
Bush made exaggerated claims about Saddam’s ‘weapons
of  mass destruction’ (nuclear and chemical) that posed great
threat to US security. Once again, the Americans gave their
president the support he needed to launch the war on Iraq
in 2003, depose Saddam and dismantle his Baath regime.
Freedom-loving people cheered when Saddam’s statue fell
in downtown Baghdad, and months later when Saddam
himself  was captured. In 2004, Bush ran for second term
elections, making the Iraq war the main thrust of  his foreign
policy; he won a second term.

By 2006, American casualties neared 3000 killed and 18,000
wounded and the US had spent nearly $400 billion on the
Iraq war. Iraqi losses were multiples of  American losses.
The American people realized that much of  Bush’s claims
where empty: Ben Laden was not captured; the Taliban
after a 5-year hiatus began to regain strength and harass US
bases; Saddam had no weapons of  mass destruction; instead
of  building democracy, Iraq’s infrastructure was destroyed
and its society descended into civil war; and US forces were
stuck in Iraq’s political mud.

Americans were disenchanted with their president and
wanted to do something. The mid-term election was the
occasion, when the following had to compete: the House
of  Representatives in its entirety, one third of  the Senate,
and about half  the state governors. The results repudiated
Mr. Bush and his policies, as democrats took over both
houses of  Congress. The people spoke with a clear message
against the Republicans, Mr. Bush’s party. The following
day, Mr. Bush dismissed his unpopular Defense Secretary.

To Arabic speaking readers, this is what I wish to underline:
the president of  the world’s sole super power was humbled
by his citizens. No one dared manipulate the elections in
favor of  those in power, as customary in the Arab/Muslim
world. No one is above the law, not even the president. The
policies he implemented in the last six years are being
scrutinized following the loss of  his party: by people and
their representatives, by the media, by think tanks and
academe. Change is in the wind.

It is here where the strength of  democracy lies: the ability
to change regimes in regular intervals when necessary. Pure
and simple, people are the masters and government is the
servant. People vote to throw out failed teams and bring in
new teams. And that is what gives citizens a clear sense of

empowerment and ownership. Living and working in the
State of  Virginia during the last 28 years, I wanted to ensure
that my vote counted even though I was going to be out
of  the state on Election Day. I called City Hall and they
allowed me to cast my vote ahead of  time. I was proud to
exercise my citizen’s duty, and relieved that the incumbent
senator supporting Mr. Bush was thrown out. Virginia had
one of  the closest senate races, and the winner made it by
a few hundred votes, out of  a total of  2.5 million votes.

To figure out the power of  the individual in shaping political
events, consider the following scenario. What if  a few
hundred Virginia citizens had thought that the incumbent
senator was too powerful to beat (which he was indeed),
and decided to skip voting that day? Would you believe that
the incumbent would have won, and with it changed the
balance of  party power in the US Senate?

To English-speaking readers, the Arab view of  changes in
the American political system over the last sixty years used
to be centered mostly on a single issue: Israel. Significantly
in the last 30 years, the Muslim world joined Arabs in their
hatred of  Israeli policies against Palestinians; anti-
Americanism intensified for what was seen as blind support
of  Israel. Now, the vista had expanded to other Arab issues,
at the top of  which was Iraq and oil. As the Arab street
saw it, US intervention in Iraq had little to do with
democratization for the Arabs and everything to do with
oil security and finishing the job that the first president
Bush started in 1991.

With decades of  the minority Sunni domination of  Iraqi
politics and their oppression of  the Shiite majority in the
south and the Kurds in the north, American invasion of
Iraq unleashed the fury of  the oppressed against the Sunni
minority. As Arabs see it, Iraq is headed for partition, all
because of  the US. The truth, however, is that a de facto
partition  - imposed by the no-flying zones - has been in
place since the end of  the Gulf  War in 1991.

The sense of  irony is not lost on the Arab street. It is
perfectly natural for the US to practice democracy, so the
argument goes. When it comes to Iraq, however, many
Arabs believe US is not really interested in democratization.
This claim is difficult to assess as it delves into intentions.
What is clear is that Iraq’s neighbors (Iran, Syria, and Saudi
Arabia, among others) do not wish to see the US succeed
in democratizing Iraq. That would make them look awful.
Some have even gone to the nonsensical extreme of  claiming
that democracy is a wicked Western invention, meant to
tear the fabric of  Islam.

In the final analysis, people generally have better sense than
their leaders, whether those leaders rise to power by the
ballot as in the US or by the bullet, as customary in the
Arab/Muslim world. The difference, however, is self-evident.
Is it any surprise that people in Egypt, for example, have
had low participation rates (22%) in the 2005 political
elections? Compare that with participation in the elections
of  professional syndicates or sports clubs, and you readily
see the reasons, purely and simply. 

By Naiem Sherbiny
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raqi professor and activist Dr. Issam Al-Rawi was
killed on October 30th while driving to class at the

University of  Baghdad.   Unknown gunmen in a four wheel
drive vehicle forcibly stopped his car and then opened fire
with automatic weapons killing him as well as wounding
two other Iraqi professors.

Dr. Al-Rawi was the founder and head of  the Iraqi University
Professors Association and was also a senior member of
the influential Iraqi Association of  Muslim Scholars.
However, he was best known as an
outspoken advocate for his beleagured
profession in Iraq and as the one most
responbile for bringing international
attention to the crimes commited
against Iraqi professors.  He often
provided the major source of
information on murdered Iraqi
academics and the articles written about
him in the international media shed
light on the terrible security situation
at Iraqi universities.  According to the
Iraqi Ministry of  Higher Education
over 180 professors have been
murdered and at least 3,250 have fled
Iraq since February.  Dr. Al-Rawi gained
widespread notoriety by disagreeing with these numbers
and claiming publically that according to the records of  his
organization over 300 professors had been killed.

Despite his position as a well known academic and prominent
Sunni political activist, his public condemnation of  events
unfolding in Iraq transcended sectarian differences and
spared no one including: Al-Qaeda, pro-governemnt Shiite
militias, US occupation forces, and the current Iraqi
government.  This unique quality that endeared him to the
Iraqi population also endangered his life from every angle,
and many argue, eventually resulted in his murder.  Most
believe that he was killed by anti-Sunni “death squads”

because of  his criticism of  the current government and
also because it was he who helped publicize and bring
attention to crimes committed by these militias.   His friends
and family have also supported this position, pointing to
the fact that the car used in the assassination was the type
of  Toyota Land Cruiser considered a “trademark” of  the
allegedly pro-government shiite militias.  Furthermore, two
days before his death, his office was raided by occupation
forces and Iraqi Special Police Forces, an act that he publically
condemned through a variety of  media channels.  However,

others point to his recent critical statements
against Al-Qaeda and his close links with
Islamic Kurdish parties as potentially
contributing to his death.

Despite the multitude of  death threats that
he regurlarly received, Dr. Al-Rawi
consistently refused to leave Iraq despite
numerous foreign invitations and
opportuntiies.  He was convinced that his
presence in the country and his public
statements helped protect his collegues at
Baghdad University and he felt passionate
about keeping Iraqi universities open and
running.  Being a geologist by training and
the recipient of  the first Ph.D. granted in

the subject in Iraq he was especially passionate about the
future and quality of  the science departments at Iraqi
universities.  Most importantly, he stayed and eventually
died in Iraq because he believed that his expertise was
important in the buiilding of  a better future for his country.

Overall, the murder of  Dr. Issam Al-Rawi is a tragic
illustration of  the danger activists and professors face in
Iraq today as well as a reminder of  the courage and
commitment of  many Iraqis in face of  the brutal sectarian
rivalries that now dominate the country.  

By Maria Dayton

A Tribute to Issam Al-Rawi
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In Memoriam

 In Memoriam: Dr. Issam Al-Rawi

I met Dr. Al Rawi at a conference in Istanbul that I attended in September of  this year.  I was very impressed by
his passion and commitment to the future of  Iraq despite the myriad problems and dangers plaguing the country.
 He expressed to me the problems facing Iraqi academics and the long range effects that their departure might
have on the development of  civil society and democratization within the country.  In order to address these concerns
we at the Ibn Khaldun Center for Development Studies in Cairo have been in the process of  establishing a project
between the University of  Baghdad, the American University of  Cairo, and the Univerity of  Amsterdam.  This
project would give endangered Iraqi professors and activists an opporuntiy to leave Iraq momentarily, regroup, and
then return to the country with new skills and strategies for the future.  We are extremely saddened by the death
of  Dr. Issam Al-Rawi and we hope that our project as well as the immense bravery and courage of  Iraqis like him
will work to bring long lasting peace to a troubled land.

Dr. Saad Eddin Ibrahim
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