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nAlgeria
On April 4, an Algiers appeal court
handed down six-month suspended
sentences and fines of  50,000 dinars
($720) to two Algerian journalists for
defaming Libyan President Muammar
Qadhafi.  Ali Fodil, editor of  the Arabic
daily Ech-Chourouk, and Naila Berrahal,
a journalist under his employ, had libel
charges brought against them by Mr.
Qadhafi in October 2006.  The charges
stemmed from an unflattering report
published in August of  that year.

Despite their conviction, the ruing is
seen as something of  a victory as the
sentences which were sought by the
prosecution were much harsher: a year
in prison and fines of  $7,200 in
addition to the closure of  Ech-Chourouk
for a year.

iEgypt
Between April 12 and 16, security
forces detained approximately 30
members of  the Muslim Brotherhood.
The arrests coincided with the
beginning of  preparations for the
Shura Council elections, scheduled to
take place on June 11.  On April 14
the Muslim Brotherhood announced
that it would field candidates for 20 of
88 seats up for grabs in the election.

In addition to these arrests, on April
26 the trial of  33 members of  the
Brotherhood began in a military court
in Cairo.  The defendants include
Khayrat el-Shater, a high-ranking
official in the organization.  This is the
first time in seven years that members
of  the Brotherhood have been put on
trial in a military court, and their
defense teams have boycotted the
opening session of  the trial because
they were not given ample notice of
the trial’s start.

Following several months of  strikes
and protests, the Egyptian government
has moved to clamp down on
independent labor activism in Egypt.
Earlier this month, the government
shut down two branches of  the Center
for Trade Union Workers (CTUW) in
Naga’a Hamadi and Mahalla el-Korba.
CTUW is a civil society organization
that serves as an alternative to
government endorsed labor unions,
which many claim do not serve the
interests of  workers.  On April 22, the

government announced that it would
shut down the Helwan branch of
CTUW as well.

For more on labor unions in Egypt, see the
Riwaq section on page 6.

nIraq
On April 16, six
cabinet ministers
a f f i l i a t e d  w i t h
Moqtada a l -Sadr
resigned from the
g o v e r n m e n t .
According to Saleh
Hassan Issa Al-Iglaili,
an MP in al-Sadr’s
group, the move was
intended to press
Prime Minister Nouri
al-Maliki and the US
government to agree
on a timetable for US
withdrawal.  The 30 MPs affiliated
with al-Sadr did not step down.
Political commentators have speculated
that this is the beginning of  the
unraveling of  the ruling United Iraqi
Alliance (UIA) which is made up of  a
range of  Shi’a parties.

In other news, April 17 witnessed
massive protests in Basra, calling for
the resignation of  Governor
Mohammed Al Waeli, who has been
accused  of  cor r upt ion  and
mismanagement of  southern Iraq’s oil

wealth.  The governor has denied these
claims, stating that protests are
politically motivated and that the
charges against him lack any factual
basis.

nLebanon
On April 23, the Lebanese daily As-
Safir reported that a Swiss presidential
envoy secretly visited the Beirut earlier
this month to meet with members of
the government and opposition camps.
Prime Minister Fouad Siniora also
confirmed that members of  both
camps had met in Geneva, though no
agreement had been reached.

Meanwhile, Lebanese business leaders
and trade unions have called for a 100-
day truce between the two sides in
hopes of  breaking the political
deadlock.  Continued political
instability and the four-month sit-in
in Downtown Beirut have depressed
further an economy that was struggling
to recover from July’s war between
Hizbullah and Israel.  The rancor of
the business community has reached
such proportions that a group of
Lebanese and Gulf  Arab investors has
threatened to sue both government
and opposition officials for failing to
protect their investments.

h Mauritania
On April 19, Sidi Ould Cheikh
Abdallahi was sworn in as Mauritania’s
new president.  As expected, interim
leader Ely Ould Mohamed Vall and
his junta stepped down in keeping with
promises they had made following
their seizure of  power in a bloodless
coup in 2005.  Mr. Abdallahi was
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elected in a run-off  on March 25, in
which he defeated longtime opposition
figure Ahmed Ould Daddah with 53
percent of  the vote.  This presidential
election was seen as the fairest since
Mauritania’s independence from France
in 1960.

The new president, though an
independent, enjoyed the support of
a coalition associated with ousted
president Maaouiya Ould Taya.  It has
also been suggested that he was the
favorite of  the interim military
government, none of  whose members
stood for election. Mr. Abdallahi has
pledged to end slavery, which is still
practiced in the desert nation despite
a formal ban, and to use newfound oil
wealth raise Mauritanians’ standard of
living.

h Qatar
On April 1, Qatar held elections to its
29 advisory body, the Central Municipal
Council.  Voter turnout was 51.1
percent, a marked increase from the
2003 election, which garnered only 32
percent participation.  Competition
was fierce, with 125 candidates seeking
the 29 seats.  Out of  three female
candidates, one was elected.  While the
Central Municipal Council is only an
advisory body, this election has been
viewed as a preparation for Qatar’s
first ever legislative elections, scheduled
to take place later this year.

In other news, Qatari Emir Sheikh
Hamad Bin Khalifa appointed his
cousin and current foreign minister,
Sheikh Hamad bin Jassem, to succeed

the emir’s brother as prime minister.
In his previous role, Sheikh Hamad
was responsible for a number of
innovative policies such as Qatar’s
pursuit of  détente with Israel.  The
new prime minister will retain his
previous portfolio.

h Sudan
After months of  refusals, Sudanese
Foreign Minister Lam Akol announced
on April 16 that his government would
accept the deployment of  3,000 UN
troops to support the embattled
African Union (AU) peacekeeping
force in Darfur.  Sudanese officials
have stressed that the UN troops will
be providing logistical support to the
7,000-strong AU force, however the
UN deployment will include attack
helicopters and armored vehicles to
assist the AU troops.  The Sudanese
government continues to oppose
increasing the size of  the AU force to
20,000, a measure seen as necessary
to field a fully functional peacekeeping
force in Darfur.

i Syria
On April 22 and 23, Syrians headed to
the polls to take part in a parliamentary
election that was greeted with
widespread apathy.  Out of  250 seats,
only 83 were up for grabs, as the other
167 are reserved for the Baath party
and allied parties, which make up the
National Progressive Front (NPF),
with 131 seats (or 52 percent of  the

entire legislature) reserved for the Baath
party itself.

According to Interior Minister Bassam
Abdel Majid, 2,500 candidates
competed for the contested seats, and
56.12% of  regis tered voters
participated.  While there was little
independent monitoring, it has been
widely reported that actual turnout was
far lower than the official figure.

The opposition boycotted the election,
and the NPF managed to increase their
share from the mandatory minimum
of  167 to 173 seats, with the remaining
78 going to independents.  The new
parliament contains 180 new members
and 30 women.  Prime Minister Naji
Otri was reelected in Aleppo.  This
was the second such election held in
Syria since Bashar Al-Assad succeeded
his father in 2000.

iYemen
Clashes between government forces
and Shi’a rebels continued this month
in the northern province of  Sa’ada.
On April 15, the Yemen Times reported
that the government has launched a
new offensive in the area in hopes of
crushing the three-year-old rebellion.

As these clashes escalate, the Red
Crescent Association spokesman in
Sana’a reports that a humanitarian crisis
is unfolding in the Sa’ada region, which
has been the primary battleground
throughout the conflict. Additionally,
violence throughout the region has
injured thousands of  Yemenis, forcing
them to seek treatment at ill-equipped
hospitals. 
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ach year, the Ibn Khaldun Center for Development Studies
publishes an Annual Report on Civil Society and
Democratization in the Arab World, funded by the Middle

East Partnership Initiative (MEPI).  This report profiles the progress
of  19 Arab countries towards democracy by analyzing a number of
factors, emphasizing not only the presence of  political parties and free
elections, but the development of  liberal democratic institutions and
ideals as well.  Therefore the report addresses issues such as the
independence of  the judiciary and the status of  women and minorities
in addition to the state of  electoral politics in each nation.

Recently, the report was expanded to include a section on the status
of  a number of  minority groups as well, namely the Berbers, Copts,
Kurds and non-Arab ethnic groups in Sudan.  The following article
consists of  excerpts from the overview of  the Annual Report by
Moheb Zaki, which describe broad regional trends over the past year.

The entire region is presently witnessing a marked democratic
stirring. This is most notable in Lebanon, Egypt, Palestine,
and Iraq, but is also significant in many of  the Gulf  States,
particularly in Kuwait and Bahrain.  Although the
authoritarian Arab regimes—both republics and
monarchies—continue to wield supreme political power,
the increased public demand for reform and greater
participation, backed by a now sharply critical and outspoken
press, is developing into a genuine counterforce that the
ruling elite can no longer ignore or lightly dismiss.
This development is due to the confluence of  two forces:
American pressure and rising discontent within the Arab
world.

The democratic movement is nevertheless still in its nascent
stage and it is not inconceivable that the vicissitudes of
power politics in the region and shifts in American foreign
policy could present opportunities for the region’s autocrats
to recover lost ground and stifle the budding democratic
domestic forces. American credibility in the Arab world will
be strengthened if  it stays the course and continues to
pressure Arab governments quietly but firmly for significant
steps along the democratic path.

But despite these encouraging stirrings it cannot be denied
that in all Arab countries semi-authoritarianism still remains
firmly entrenched and resilient. Although multiparty
competitive parliamentary elections have taken place their
effectiveness in terms of  leading to regime change is
practically nil. Nevertheless, these elections have opened a
space for expression by opposition forces and democracy
activists. But the basic structures of  the Arab regimes remain
unchanged. With the notable exception of  the Islamists,
political parties are weak, fragile, and fragmented and the
broad masses of  voters are politically apathetic, except in
Iraq, Palestine and Lebanon where the state in these countries
is weak, and the polity unstable.  The heads of  state, whether
monarchs or presidents, continue to dominate the entire
polit ical arena, wielding near-absolute power.

As things stand now, wherever elections were relatively free

Islamist parties and movements have registered striking
gains despite governmental constraints. Clearly, in most
Arab countries, the Islamists have the potential to gain a
very strong presence in parliament, yet in most cases they
have adopted a precautionary strategy of  contesting only
a limited number of  parliamentary seats in order to avoid
provocation that would trigger regime repression should
the latter feel threatened by the possibility of  an undesirable
election outcome which could threaten the regime’s
hegemony.  This strategy is most evident in the cases of
Morocco and Egypt, in which the Islamists competed in
Morocco for only half  the seats, and in Egypt for only one
third.

Of  great importance to the development of  domestic pro-
democracy pressures is the necessity that its forces negotiate
coalitions that would garner their collective strength vis-à-
vis the ruling regimes.

Of  equal importance is Western support to the indigenous
liberal forces.  But for external support to be effective, the
West must maintain a coherent and consistent set of  policies
towards the Arab countries they wish to help democratize.
These policies must strike the proper balance between the
two important—and interdependent—goals of  stability
and the mobilization of  civil society to effect democratic
reform. Until the tragedy of  9/11, the West had favored
the first goal to the detriment of  the second, with the
consequence that many in the Arab world have tended to
discount, and to distrust, the democratic rhetoric of  the
West as merely a vehicle for cynically pursuing its own
interests which involve supporting and maintaining the
autocratic regimes that have oppressed them for decades.

Of  late, however, the West, led by the United States, has
tended to correct this imbalance (between stability and
change) by giving greater importance to promoting
democracy and exerting greater pressures—coupled with
both positive and negative incentives—on Arab governments
to undertake meaningful political reform. No longer are
the worn-out excuses of  autocratic regimes to delay reform
indefinitely acceptable. The claim of  exceptionalism of  each
Arab society, warranting reforms at a glacial pace, and the
bogeyman of  Islamist fundamentalists coming to power in
the wake of  significant democratic reform are rejected by
both domestic opposition forces and the democratic West.

It is true that President Bush sharply denounced previous
American policy that supported authoritarian regimes in
the world in the name of  maintaining stability, and admitted
that sacrificing freedom to stability brought neither to the
peoples of  the Arab countries, and moreover fostered an
environment of  resentment and violence that spilled out
beyond their region. Yet one crucial question posed by
Arabs remains unanswered and underlies, at least partially,
the lack of  credibility among the Arab masses towards the
American claim that it seeks to promote democracy in the
region for no ulterior motives. That question, as phrased

E

By Moheb Zaki

ICDS Publishes Annual Report on Civil Society
and Democratization in the Arab World
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by Mokhtar Trifi, President of  the Tunisian League for the
Defense of  Human Rights, in a February interview, is: “if
you wanted to support democracy in the Arab world, why
did you begin with your enemies instead of  your friends?
Why Iraq and Iran?  Why not us?”

Despite President Bush’s forcefully articulated strategy of
pushing forward freedom in the Middle East the United
States did little beyond carefully worded official
pronouncements against the anti-democratic abuses of  its
Arab allies, while continuing to retain strong close
partnerships with these authoritarian regimes. The cases of
Egypt, Tunisia, and Saudi Arabia are the most striking
examples. Some skeptics of  U.S. credibility go further and
point to America’s refusal to engage with Islamic opposition
parties and movements in these countries despite the latter’s
vehement declarations that they uphold the core principles
of  democratic government, repudiate all forms of  violence
and are actually observing the rules of  democratic
participation. Thus American diplomacy intercedes on
behalf  of  secular pro-democracy activists imprisoned by
America’s authoritarian Arab allies, but remains silent with
regard to similar abuses suffered by members of  the Islamic
opposition. Moreover, no word of  protest was heard from
the American, or for that matter from any of  the Western
democracies, when Islamic opposition groups were either
entirely legally barred—as a group—from political
participation or even as individuals subjected to arbitrary
arrests and harassment by
state security forces.

Furthermore, America’s
refusal to recognize or deal
with the Hamas-controlled
Palestinian government,
which came to power in
completely free and fair
elections, has brought into
question the sincerity of
the US call for democratic change in the Arab world.  Of
course the free choice of  the Palestinians legitimizes Hamas’
rule but this does not compel the United States to engage
in any way with the government chosen by the Palestinians.
 Nevertheless, the average (Arab) person, who is not expected
to readily make this distinction, will be hard put to perceive
this US stance as consistent with its declared support for
democracy.

In Arab countries there are Islamic activists and movements
besides Hamas and other radical groups such as Hizbullah.
A nuanced analysis of  the Islamic movement in the Arab
world will readily show that there is a plethora of  Islamic
parties and groups with diverse political agendas.  Barring
a fringe militant faction all repudiate violence, and wherever
allowed to participate have done so peacefully and abided
by the rules of  the democratic game.  Moreover, while
some, (like the Muslim Brothers in Egypt, the Party of
Justice and Development in Morocco, Al-Wasat Al-Islami
in Jordan, and the Tagammu Al-Watani lil-Islah party in
Yemen) advocate a traditional conservative ideology that
would not be quite compatible with secular Western-style
liberal freedoms, they are not too different in basic orientation
from the ideas propagated by the conservative Bible-quoting
evangelical movement that appeals to millions of  the
American people, and has no doubt played a significant role

in electing President Bush, in 2000 and re-electing him in
2004.

Clearly, the Islamic movement is organically rooted in the
political and cultural life of  the Arab people, and Islamic
parties are now generally acknowledged, even by their
adversaries, as the most potent opposition force in almost
all Arab countries. Thus, ironically, despite their intensely
negative image in the West—mainly because of  their heavy
anti-Israeli stance on the Palestinian issue, and their anti-
American position on Iraq (standpoints that are dismissed
by the United States as irrelevant and insincere)—they are
effectively the major force calling for political reform, and
pressuring the region’s authoritarian regimes to democratize.

It is not expected, nor should the West seek, that the Muslim
worlds establish democracies that exactly mimic those of
the western world. Democracy in the Muslim countries
should take into account local traditions, and in order to
take hold and develop must draw heavily upon values in
the Qur’an that extol plurality and tolerance. Hence, the
urgent need for an Islamic reformation that would debunk
the ossified, narrow doctrines of  medieval scholars and
show that Islam’s holy text easily lends itself  to liberal
interpretations that are not compatible with democratic
values. This would also preempt the standard argument of
the Arab autocratic regimes for resisting democratization
by disingenuously propagating the myth that should the

Islamists come to
power the door to
democracy will be
permanently closed
for the foreseeable
future.

The US classification
of  Arab countries
along a democratic
continuum has now

given way to a simple dichotomous differentiation: the
radicals (eg. Syria, Hamas and Hizbullah) and the moderates
(eg. Egypt, Jordan and Saudi Arabia). Now it looks that the
ceiling of  Western democratic aspirations for the Arab
countries is simply to maintain stability in the region while
discouraging their autocratic ruling allies from flagrant
human rights abuses.

Despite the denials of  the American administration there
is no contesting that a major impediment that prevents
domestic democratic forces from full utilization of  Western
pressures on Arab governments to effect reform is America’s
total support of  Israel in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict.
This has led to the perception among many in the Arab
world that the conflict is in essence between Muslims and
a largely hostile Judeo-Christian West. This perception has
driven a wedge between large segments of  the Arab Muslim
people and the West, and has caste doubt on the credibility
of  the West’s, particularly America’s, vehement proclamations
of  its dedication to the goal of  democracy in the Arab
world. Unfortunately, this total U.S. bias in favor of  Israel
has played into the hands of  the Islamists—whose
commitment to democracy is not above suspicion—who
have used this as a rallying cause against the West and its
motives in the region. Worse still, the plight of  the
Palestinians, coupled with the humiliating (Cont’d page 17)

The question is: “if  you wanted to
support democracy in the Arab world,
why did you begin with your enemies
instead of  your friends?  Why Iraq and

Iran?  Why not us?”
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Ibn Khaldun Center Hosts Workshop on Political
Parties Law

Muhammad Mohy
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n April 12, the Ibn Khaldun
Center for Development
Studies held the fourth

workshop in a series of  workshops on
political reform.  Coming in the wake
of  March’s referendum, this conference
discussed two topics, namely the laws
governing the formation of  political
parties and Article Two of  the
Constitution, which states that Islam
is the state religion and shari’a is the
primary source of  legislation.  The
workshop concluded with the drafting
of  amendments to be presented to the
People’s Assembly.

Ibn Khaldun Center Chairman Dr.
Saad Eddin Ibrahim delivered the
opening remarks, quickly ceding the
floor to Azza Soliman, a colleague of
imprisoned politician Ayman Nour.
Ms. Soliman discussed the case of  Mr.
Nour, and used it as an example of
disregard for the rule of  law which
plagues Egyptian politics.  Ms. Soliman
also outlined the various political reforms that were suggested
by Al-Ghad party during Mr. Nour’s time in parliament.

These sentiments were echoed by Dr. Mustafa El-Nabrawi
of  the Center for Humanitarian Dialogue, who discussed
the gaps between the principles enshrined in the constitution
and their application.  One striking example of  this disparity
is the difference between the wording of  Article Five of

the Constitution and the amendments to the Political Parties
Law passed in 2005, which nullify many of  the freedoms
guaranteed in the Constitution.

Muhammad Mohy of  the Association for Human
Development traced the history of  political parties in Egypt
from the beginning of  the twentieth century through to
the July Revolution, and following their reintroduction

under President Sadat until the present.  Mr.
Mohy highlighted the problems currently facing
political parties, namely the Political Parties
Commission and the recent constitutional
amendments.  The Political Parties Commission
has denied legal status to dozens of  new parties
over the years, claiming that they do not add
anything to the political milieu. In addition,
the new constitutional amendments give the
Commission further ammunition to refuse to
license new parties, most notably clauses
prohibiting religious influences in party
platforms.  Mr. Mohy also discussed
government restrictions placed on opposition
parties that prevent them from gaining popular
support, as well as the huge government
advantage regarding the media.

Ambassador Mahmoud Qassem chaired the
second half  of  the workshop, and began the
afternoon’s proceedings by stressing that there
is a structural crisis in Egyptian politics, and
that amending the text of  the laws themselves
is secondary in importance to reforming the

O

Mustafa El-Nabrawy



 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 April.

This month’s first lecture, entitled “America from the Inside” was delivered by Mr. Ehab Khalil, president of  the
Center for Humanitarian Dialogue.  Mr. Khalil recently returned from a 90-day tour of  the United States, and gave
the audience a favorable picture of  the nation.  While Mr. Khalil praised American academic institutions as well
as the country’s scientific and technological prowess, his lecture focused primarily upon the democratic institutions
and attitudes that set it apart from the Arab world, in particular respect for the rule of  law and the peaceful exchange
of  power.

This overwhelmingly favorable picture of  America did not go unchallenged, however.  Indeed, Dr. Saad Eddin
Ibrahim suggested that perhaps Mr. Khalil should immigrate to America since he found it so impressive.  Dr.
Ibrahim went on to criticize the speaker for focusing solely upon the positive aspects of  American life and completely
ignoring the nation’s problems, such as relatively high crime rates, the presence of  unemployment, the high cost
of  education, etc.

It is worth noting that this lecture was particularly well attended and that the vigorous debate it inspired resulted
in promises of  another, more detailed, discussion of  the American scene at a later date.

Dr. Samir Fadil, editor of  the Arabic language edition of  this year’s annual report on Civil Society and Democratization
in the Arab World, delivered this month’s second lecture which focused on the developments of  the past year with
regard to the following topics: executive and legislative power, elections and political parties, independence of  the
judiciary and detentions, civil society and freedom of  association, freedom of  expression and the independence
of  the media, the rights of  women and minorities, and religious freedom. After Dr. Fadil presented this data for
each of  the Arab countries, the floor was opened to comments and criticism. Audience members, including Yemeni
scholar Abdel Raqib Nasur Ali, critiqued the report, focusing on individual nations as well as the absence of  the
Comoros, Djibouti, and Somalia from the report.

April’s third symposium featured lectures by Hamdi Al-Sabai and Fathi Al-Masri, members of  the union in Al-
Mahalla Al-Kubri, and Ali Al-Badri, a representative of  the same union.  The seminar was attended by individuals
interested in the recent increase in activity by labor unions, including representatives of  the Al-Ghad and Al-Karama
parties, as well as the Kifaya movement.

Mr. Badri began by discussing the 2006 trade union elections, which were marred by vote rigging and other forms
of  tampering despite the presence of  independent monitors.  The speaker stressed that this was a further manifestation
of  a trend of  increasing government oppression of  the political opposition.  As a result of  such government
intervention, the officially sanctioned trade unions lack independence and legitimacy, and do not reflect the interest
of  workers.

In light of  these developments, Mr. Badri explained that labor leaders from across the political spectrum met in
December and decided on a plan of  action to counter government pressure.  The coalition decided to create a
central committee as well as a geographically dispersed grassroots labor organization.  This will serve as an
independent alternative to the government union, and will seek to mobilize workers in defense of  their rights.

These developments drew praise from those in attendance, and highlighted the importance of  the Egyptian worker
in the nation’s struggle towards democracy. 
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stifling bureaucracy that has caused Egyptian political life
to stagnate.  The workshop’s participants agreed, and drafted
a series of  proposed amendments to the laws governing
political parties, which have been submitted to the People’s
Assembly.

Regarding Article Two, Osama Al-Ansari provided historical
context, describing the popular outcry, spearheaded by Taha
Hussein, over proposed language making Islam the state

religion in the 1923 Constitution.  In a similar vein, scholar
Kamal Boulos proposed changing the language of  Article
Two to stress that shari’a is one source of  legislation, and
that while the majority religion is Islam, other revealed
religions are held in esteem as well.

The workshop was followed by the screening of  a
documentary on Baha’is in Egypt directed by Ahmed Ezzat.



By Amr Tharwat; trans. Neil Durnan

Shura Council Election Monitoring Program Begins
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he Ibn Khaldun Center for Development Studies
began monitoring elections in 1995, when it
organized independent observers for the year’s

parliamentary elections.  It continued its monitoring efforts
with the referendum on the amendments to Articles 76 and
77 of  the Constitution and subsequent presidential and
parliamentary elections.  In this vein, the Center will also
monitor the upcoming Shura Council elections, in all their
stages, from the registration of  candidates, to the political
campaigns, and the election itself  scheduled for June 11.

The Ibn Khaldun Center will coordinate a coalition of
twelve Egyptian civil society organizations called the
Independent Committee for Democracy Support, which
will train 1,500 field observers who will operate in 22 of
Egypt’s 26 governorates.  This coalition worked together
previously to monitor last month’s referendum on
constitutional amendments.

Training courses for election monitors began this month
with workshops held at the Ibn Khaldun Center in Cairo
as well as the offices of  other civil society organizations
around the country.  The first of  these training sessions
have focused on covering the Shura Council election
campaigns, as well as how to write objective reports on the
electoral process and the proper techniques for monitoring
the elections themselves.

On April 19, Dr. Samir Fadil conducted a training course
Sohag, which was attended by approximately 50 volunteers.
This was followed on April 20 by a training session in Assiut
conducted by Mr. Abdul Latif  Yousef  and Amr Tharwat,
which was also well attended.  In these early sessions it has
become clear that there is a strong desire among Upper
Egyptian women to participate in the election monitoring
effort, as women were among the most animated and
inquisitive participants in either session.

Training sessions have also been held in the Nile Delta and
Alexandria under the auspices of  partner organizations.
On April 25, for example, the Association for Human
Development held a training session in Mansoura led by
Muhammad Mohy and Amr Tharwat.  In addition, on April
26, the Environmental Pioneers Association held a training
session for monitors in Alexandria led by Dr. Wafa’a al-
Manisi.

The Committee would like to encourage all Egyptians to
participate in the election monitoring effort. Your
participation will enhance democracy in your country and
will lead to increased public trust in the election process,
while simultaneously preventing electoral violations.
Individuals or civil society organizations who wish to
participate may contact either the Committee’s General
Coordinator, Dr. Samir Fadil (fadil_samir@yahoo.com), or
Mr. Amr Tharwat (mora_star83@yahoo.com). 

Dr. Samir Fadil leads a training session for election monitors in Sohag.
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he administration of  George W. Bush has long declared
its reluctance to engage with the Muslim Brothers—ostensibly
because of  its status as an illegal organization under Egyptian

law—and the Brothers have, for the most part, reciprocated. In an
interview with al-Ahram Weekly in 2005, the group’s General Guide,
Muhammad Mahdi Akef, explained that meeting with Americans
could only diminish the Brothers’ standing on  the Egyptian street as
the premier opponent of  American imperialism. Given this mutual
distaste, the news of  Democratic majority leader Steny Hoyer’s April
4 meeting with Saad al-Katatni, leader of  the Muslim Brothers’
parliamentary bloc, was bound to generate controversy. Critics of  the
Brothers pointed to the encounters (there were two: one at the People’s
Assembly, the other at the residence of  U.S. Ambassador Francis
Ricciardone later that day) as evidence of  the group’s willingness to
betray its much-vaunted talk of  resisting American power in exchange
for the dazzling prospect of  U.S. recognition. Meanwhile, in the U.S.,
Republicans painted the meeting as an example of  the Democrats’
willingness to cut deals with the “Islamofascist”  enemy.

Immediately, both the Americans and the Brothers took pains to
downplay the meetings, describing them more as brief  chats than as
full-fledged engagements. On April 8, 2007, the website of  the Society
of  Muslim Brothers—www.ikhwanonline.com—carried a fascinating
interview with Saad al-Katatni, in which he described in minute detail
the circumstances of  his meetings with Hoyer, the subjects they discussed,
and the reaction of  the leaders of  the Society. At a time when calls
for American engagement with the Brotherhood are mounting—see
recent pleas to this effect in the March-April issue of  Foreign Affairs
and in the March 25 edition of  the Boston Globe—al-Katatni’s
account is interesting because it gives us a sense of  what we could
expect from such an engagement.

What follows is a translation of  al-Katatni’s account. Among the
many interesting nuggets of  information revealed in the interview is
that the April meetings may not have been the first between American
congressmen and Muslim Brotherhood parliamentarians. Nor, do we
suspect, will they be the last.

There are those who describe Katatni’s meeting with the
American delegation as the beginning of  a dialogue between
the Society of  Muslim Brothers and the American
administration, while others think that the National
Democratic Party, represented by Dr. Fathi Surour,
deliberately put the Brothers in this awkward position by
inviting Dr. Katatni to the joint meeting, and as usual with
any issue to which the Brothers are a party, the scene is
dominated by misapprehensions and lies.
 
Ikhwan Online uncovers the truth of  what happened with
the American delegation through this interview with Dr.
Muhammad Saad al-Katatni, and the reactions inside the
society to this meeting, and what issues were discussed by
the two sides, and was there really special emphasis on Dr.

Katatni? And what were the points of  agreement between
the two sides, or was the encounter confrontational
throughout? And here are the details:
To start… who invited you to attend this party? Was it through the
People’s Assembly?

First, there were two invitations. The first came to me last
Wednesday (4/4/2007) from the American ambassador in
Cairo to attend a reception organized by the embassy in
the Ambassador’s residence next to the embassy the next
day in honor of  the American congressional delegation,
and on Thursday an invitation was extended to me by Dr.
Fathi Surour, speaker of  the people’s assembly to participate
in a delegation of  the people’s assembly that would meet
with the American delegation that would visit the assembly
on Thursday also, and in fact the meeting between the two
delegations happened in Dr. Surour’s office, and among the
participants in the Egyptian delegation was Dr. Abd al-
Ahad Gamal al-Din the majority leader, and Mahmoud
Abaza leader of  the Wafd Party and its parliamentary group,
and Dr. Mustapha Fiqqi, chairman of  the foreign relations
committee, and General Saad al-Gammal chair of  the Arab
affairs committee, and Dr. Mustapha al-Saeed, chairman of
the economic committee, and Kamal Ahmed, representative
of  the independents in the general secretariat of  the assembly,
and with this the Egyptian delegation represented all of  the
political trends present in the people’s assembly, while the
American delegation was comprised of  7 Democrats and
4 Republicans.

Chair of  the Bloc

By what description did Dr. Surour introduce you to the American
delegation?

He said exactly, “Dr. Muhammad Saad al-Katatni in reality
is chairman of  the parliamentary bloc of  the Muslim
Brothers, but from the legal standpoint we consider the
members of  the Brothers as independents because they
don’t have a political party.”

And what happened at this meeting?!

Dr. Surour started by welcoming the American delegation,
then he introduced the members of  the Egyptian delegation,
then he emphasized the importance the people’s assembly
places on communicating with the American congress about
different issues in the religion, and he steered the discussion
to American policies in the region, especially in Palestine
and Iraq, emphasizing that we oppose these unbalances
policies and oppose the occupation of  Iraq, and he said
also that if  the American occupation of  Iraq and been like
its occupation of  Germany after the second world war,
when it brought stability to Germany and helped it develop
and rebuild, the situation would have been much different,
and Iraqis would look at the American forces in a very
different way from the way they do now.

Trans. Civil Society Staff

Dr. Katatni Uncovers the Details of his Meeting
with the American Congressional Delegation
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This article was originally written in Arabic and translated into
English.  It was first published in www.ikhwanonline.com on April
8, 2007 and has been reprinted with permission.



Then Dr. Surour shifted the conversation to the constitutional
amendments, and said they fulfill the electoral program of
the president, and that these amendments are in the interests
of  the nation and constitute a leap in political reform, and
that they will lead to real changes for the better in Egyptian
society.

Does this mean that Dr. Surour was the only one who spoke at the
meeting?

Absolutely not. Because immediately after this, he opened
the door to discussion, and I spoke and said that I agree
with the first part of  what Dr. Surour said, which was the
issue of  Iraq, while I disagree with him entirely in the second
part, about the constitutional amendments, because these
amendments were intended to remove the Society of  Muslim
Brothers from political life after amending article 5 of  the
constitution, and adding a passage that forbids political or
party activity that has religious foundations or a religious
frame of  reference, and that these amendments take us
back to the days of  election fraud through the amendment
of  article 88 that diminishes the role of  the judges in
supervising the electoral process, and that the amendments
are aimed at reinforcing the police state through article 179
that deals with the terrorism law, and after that I directed
my remarks to the American delegation, saying: There is a
clear schizophrenia in standards regarding issues of  human
rights; for when America claims to care about human rights,
we find it defending with all of  its strength the case of  Dr.
Ayman Nur, despite the fact that he is in jail by order of
the court, regardless of  the cause of  that court case, while
it turns a blind eye and we don’t hear one word about its
rejection of  the detentions of  the leaders of  the Muslim
Brothers or the freezing of  their assets, and their referral
to military tribunals, and this is what confirms that there
is a clear schizophrenia in all issues.

And what was the response of  the American delegation?

They did not present any response. And they shifted the
discussion to Darfur, and said that they visited it and
described the situation from their point of  view that it was
a tragedy, and that they have reports that confirm that more
than 2000 families in Darfur die every week, and that Egypt
is not taking its proper role in this issue. So General Saad
al-Gammal responded that he was in a civilian visit to
Darfur, and that in this region there are 6 million Muslims,
and that it is difficult for bloodshed to emerge among them,
but that the problem is international intervention, especially
from the United States that desires the resources of  this
region, and if  it instead focused its efforts on presenting
humanitarian assistance to the families of  Darfur and helped
in developing the region the present situation would have
been very different and the tragedy would have ended.

Then the American delegation spoke about the Palestinian
unity government and accused Hamas of  being a terrorist
group that exports terrorism throughout the region, and to
this responded MP Kamal Ahmed, confirming  that terrorism
is an American product, and that America is the one that
created terrorism in Afghanistan then exported it to the
Arab world and is not able to get rid of  it.

And why didn’t you respond to this accusation against Hamas?

I did in fact respond and said: What is happening with the
unity government in Palestine is the best evidence of  the
schizophrenia of  American standards, for at a time when
the United States talks about supporting democracy it
refuses, nay, fights, the Palestinian people in their authentic
democratic choice, and that Hamas is a resistance movement
defending its rights, while the terrorism is from the side of
the Zionist entity that kills children and innocents and
destroys homes and violates rights.

Then there wasn’t a special conversation with you specifically or was
there any discussion of  the Brothers’ position in Egypt?

This did not happen at all. All that happened is that one of
the members of  the delegation asked be after I spoke about
the constitutional amendments about the degree to which
the rest of  the parliamentarians were receptive to what we
said, so I told him that in private, unofficial meetings we
find a great receptivity from most of  the representatives of
the ruling party, and that they support our steps toward
reform, but that this support is different during the general
sessions in which the representatives of  the majority must
abide by the opinions of  their party, and therefore they vote
in favor of  what the party puts forward.

And I want to point out here that I was not the only one
speaking in this meeting, and as I said, the speaker of  the
parliament spoke, and General Saad al-Gammal, and Kamal
Ahmed, and others, and the discussion did not move toward
the Muslim brothers at all, and the American delegation
was keen on listening more than speaking.

Reception

So the issue of  the Brothers was put forth during the reception in the
evening?

This didn’t happen either. Receptions are open, and most
of  the talk tends toward flattery, and they invited a large
number of  politicians and media personalities, such that
also in attendance were Dr. Kamal Abu al-Magd and Munir
Fakhry Abdel Nour and Dr. Hala Mustapha and Dr. Mona
Makram Ebeid and Dr. Muhammad Kamal from the NDP
and the broadcaster Hafiz al-Mirazi, former bureau chief
of  al-Jazira channel in Washington, and the journalist writer
Iqbal Baraka and a number of  other Egyptian personalities.
And the party began with a word from the American
ambassador in which he presented the leader of  the
congressional delegation who introduced the members of
the delegation according to their roles inside the congress
and the districts they represent, and afterward everyone was
standing together, in pairs or in groups, and I was standing
with Dr. Ahmed Kamal Abu al-Magd, until one of  the
embassy employees came to me and told me that the
chairman of  the American delegation wants to talk to me,
and we went aside and had a discussion about the Hamas
movement.

Abu al-Magd as Witness

But some of  the media outlets said that the discussion happened in
a side room next to the reception room and that it covered a lot of
issues?
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This did not happen, because the place was open and there
were not side rooms or things like that. And as I recall, the
chair of  the American delegation and I stood in the middle
of  the attendees, and the place was the library of  the
American ambassador as I recall, and standing next to me
was Dr. Hala Mustapha and others, and as I said receptions
are held in an open place and people stand together in pairs
for the most part. And mostly it is just chatting, and at the
end of  my talk wit the chair of  the American delegation
Dr. Kamal Abu al-Magd came near, and who also spoke
with the chair of  the American delegation, and I withdrew
and left and I was the first one to leave the party because
I was committed to travel to my town al-Minya after the
end of  assembly sessions on Wednesday.

And what went on between you and the chair of  the American
c o n g r e s s i o n a l
delegation in this
encounter?

He wanted to
cont inue the
issue of  Hamas
that we discussed
in the people’s
assembly that
morning, and he
asked me of  my
r e a s o n s  f o r
supporting the
H a m a s
m o v e m e n t
despite the fact
tha t  i t  i s  a
“ t e r r o r i s t
organizat ion”
from his point of
view. So I said to
him that Hamas
is a resistance
m o v e m e n t
defending itself
from the terrorism of  “Israel” that kills children and
innocents, and that the ball is now in the United States’
court, especially after the flexibility the movement showed
in the Mecca agreement and its acceptance of  the principle
of  two states along the 1967 borders on the condition of
the return of  refugees. And the chair of  the American
delegation responded that the return of  refugees means
the disappearance of  “Israel” from existence, so I said to
him that is their problem. So he asked me, what is the
solution? So I said to him: The solution is that the Jews
should return to their original countries, return to the
countries from which they came after the occupation of
Palestine. And the argument continued between us around
this issue, he defending the Zionist entity and me defending
Hamas, until Dr. Kamal Abu al-Magd approached so I left,
and we didn’t discuss anything other than this issue.

The Society’s Stance

Discussion with the United States is a complex issue for the Brothers.
Did you tell the Guidance Office or any of  the Society’s leaders about
this invitation?

No, this did not happen, because I went in my parliamentary
capacity, and I have privileges as the president of  the bloc
to meet with other parliamentary delegations whether on
the regional or international level, in addition I also have
privileges to meet with civil society organizations and other
institutions, as long as the invitation is directed to me as a
parliamentarian, for this is a part of  our parliamentary
activity, and it is known that they Society of  Muslim Brothers
is cautious about any dialogue with the Americans because
of  their shameful history in the region, and that the Society
always males known that there will not be any dialogue
between us and any one of  their leaders without the
knowledge of  the Egyptian Foreign Ministry.

But, Dr. Saad, you are the chair of  the Brothers’ parliamentary bloc,
and you say that the Brothers reject dialogue without knowledge of

the Foreign Ministry,
don’t  you s e e  a
contradiction in this?

Yes, the bloc is part
of  the Society, but
as I said I have
privileges as the
ch a i r  o f  t h e
parliamentary bloc
to meet with my
p a r l i a m e n t a r y
counterparts from
different countries
to exchange view
points, and on this
basis we in the bloc
pa r t i c i pa t e  i n
foreign visits, and
meet with local and
international civil
s o c i e t y
organizations, for
t h i s  i s  a

l o n g s t a n d i n g
parliamentary tradition,

and moreover I was part of  an official delegation of  the
peoples assembly in the meetings of  the international
parliamentary union in Kenya last May and I met there with
parliamentarians from all countries and had meetings with
all delegations except the delegation of  the Knesset, because
we don’t deal with it at all.

After your participation in the reception, and after this argument in
the media, did the Society criticize you for your attendance at the
reception and your meeting with the congressional delegation?

This did not happen, and would not happen, because as I
said I have privileges as a member of  parliament who
represents the Egyptian people and as chair of  the largest
opposition bloc in parliament, and all that happened is that
the leaders of  the Society asked me as you asked me about
what happened in the discussion, and I told them what I
told you. 
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Opposition MPs decry the constitutional amendments at a press conference
last month.  The Muslim Brotherhood  bloc was at the forefront of

the protest movement.



By Amanda Craig

Cairo’s Refugee Crisis: A Nightmare for Women

oth the war in Southern Sudan and now the conflict
in Darfur have caused thousands of  Sudanese
refugees to travel to the bustling metropolis of  Cairo

where they hope to find help, services and stability. But in
Cairo, a city with the fifth largest urban population of
registered refugees in the world, according to the Africa
and Middle East Refugee Assistance (AMERA) 2006 Annual
Report, these dreams of  a better life fall far short of
becoming reality.

“No one knows the real number of  refugees living in Cairo
because most don’t have official documentation…but
estimates run from several hundred thousand to several
million,” says Parastou Hassouri, a representative for
AMERA in Egypt since 2005. “Most of  the world’s refugees
end up living in developing nations,” such as Egypt, where
they must confront “not only Egypt’s constraints, but also
the challenges of  their own personal trauma, of  racism,
and often of  a different language and legal system.”

It’s true. Despite being the largest city on the African
continent, Cairo is not an easy place to seek asylum.  In the
Egyptian capital, refugees face problems ranging from
obtaining refugee status to applying for resettlement, waiting
for repatriation and rigid social obstacles blocking local
integration. Unfortunately, a lack of  civil society organizations
has left many refugees to fend for themselves without social
services. Additionally, without post-conflict resolutions in
Sudan, repatriation is not an imminent option.

To add to these problems, Egypt lacks a transparent system
of  ‘refugee status determination’ (RSD), which is required
by the 1951 Geneva Convention pertaining to the treatment
of  refugees. Egypt is a party to the Convention but holds
five key reservations, including articles that accord refugees
the right to public relief  and assistance, primary education
and employment.

As a result of  the Egyptian government’s continued refusal
to live up to the obligations of  the treaty, the United Nations
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has been
responsible for RSD in Egypt since 1954.  Hassouri blames
the subsequent failure of  RSD on a lack of  resources and
“precedent-setting cases” of  aiding refugee communities
in Egypt.

The difficulties in Cairo abound. Refugee women also face
the added threat of  sex and gender-based persecution and
violence, an issue that is prevalent throughout Egyptian
society. The Egyptian Center for Women’s Rights reiterates
that, “sexual harassment against women has become a
pervasive problem in Egypt and presents a significant
obstacle to both women’s well-being and their participation
in public life.”

Many, including Hassouri, name both sexual harassment
and rape as significant problems that many refugee women—
especially from Africa—face in Cairo. “African women face
a stereotype of  sexual exploitation” that puts them especially

at risk, Hassouri said.

AMERA Egypt, the Egyptian branch of  a UK charity, is
a civil society organization that provides legal aid and social
support to refugees and asylum seekers. AMERA has a sex
and gender-based violence (SGBV) team that “assists refugee
victims of  SGBV incidents in Cairo by taking testimony of
the incident, accompanying clients to file a police report,
providing counseling, liaising with UNHCR community
services and referring clients for confidential tests for AIDS,
STDs and pregnancy,” says AMERA’s 2006 annual report.

In the waiting room of  AMERA’s office, a dominant sign
reads: “All our services are offered free of  charge.” The
organization seeks to do everything it has the capacity to
do to help refugees at any point in their process of  obtaining
permanent status or dealing with their protracted situations.

Mona (whose real name has been withheld at her request),
a Sudanese refugee who arrived in Cairo in 2005, said that
she was raped by an Egyptian police officer last fall. Soon
after, she made an appointment and went to AMERA,
where she was able to get free and confidential tests for
AIDS, STDs and pregnancy.

However, Mona said that the legal and psychiatric help she
received were “free, but not adequate.” The lawyer she
spoke with at AMERA told her that it’s normal to be raped,
and advised her to marry the rapist, Mona said. The lawyer
also told Mona that rape is not okay in the West because
they’re not used to being forced to do things, but the oriental
community must accept it.

“Her point of  view is a big problem,” says Mona. “This is
how stereotypes become integrated. She’s confirming our
status as less. She wouldn’t like it if  I pulled off  her hijab,
let alone her pants.”

Mona also attempted to get psychiatric help at AMERA.
She said that she obtained an initial appointment and was
prescribed an anti-depressant that made her shake, so the
psychiatrist promised to meet with her one week later. The
psychiatrist later cancelled the appointment and said she
would call when she could. Mona has been waiting since
October.

A cycle of  blame runs rampant in Cairo’s refugee
communities. Many refugees blame AMERA or UNHCR
for their lack of  assistance, but the reality is that both
organizations are constrained within the Egyptian system.

Hassouri names numerous limitations and problems that
women find throughout the processes of  RSD, local
integration and attempts at resettlement. “Many initially
face gender persecution when trying to gain refugee status
because of  procedural issues—such as a lack of  sensitivity
during interviews, or a loss of  credibility because a woman
may not be entirely informed about her husband’s political
activities,” Hassouri said. “Also, oftentimes, (Cont’d  page 16)
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n studying the history of  popular uprisings around the
world it is difficult to find examples of  tyranny and
oppression being smothered without an ardent national

passion yearning for change and prepared to pay a heavy
price to achieve it. Ever since the most famous example of
the French revolution in the eighteenth century, many
nations have followed suit and the world has indeed turned
into a far freer planet. With that freedom came the obvious
consequence of  a lifestyle more conducive to prosperity
and felicity. Sadly, the metamorphosis to more transparent
government was not sweeping and laggards still abound.
In terms of  area, if  not population, the Arab world is a
prominent example, with most political systems converted
into virtual family dynasties. It is indeed a puzzle that one
of  the region’s poorest and least developed nations should
turn out to be the leader in democratic transformation.
Three years ago Mauritania would probably have been a
safe bet against being the pioneer of  freedom in the region.
Today, Mauritania
has become a role
model I would be
proud to see my
country emulate.

T he  r ema in ing
countries in the
Arab world have yet
to see any hope for
real change. An
example is needed
to set the pace and, unfortunately, Mauritania cannot claim
that role. Due to cultural, social and political reasons, Egypt
is probably the most qualified. But where does Egypt stand
in terms of  change in the direction that would make it
deserve to be the trend-setter?

Egypt is currently undergoing one of  its worst periods ever.
Crushed by a corrupt and brutal regime for the last fifty
five years, worsening pronouncedly in the last twenty five,
it is a country that has turned into an inferno for most of
its hapless citizens. Few doubt the fact that the potential is
there for a successful nation, but is thwarted wickedly by
an avaricious and ruthless regime.

The question that now beckons is why the people of  Egypt
do not rise in the same vein as their counterparts elsewhere
and demand to put an end to such evil. It is with increasing
regularity that one comes across the cliché'8e: ‘Every nation
deserves the leader it has’. The bizarre inference is that
Egyptians are complacent and not worthy of  living in
freedom since they have not exhibited the verve characteristic
of  freedom lovers. Such a parochial opinion fails to grasp

the essence of  what it takes to generate the momentum
needed to launch a national protest. There is no doubt that
the last three years have depicted a marvellous inclination
from many factions in the country to demand an end to
tyranny and to begin a shift towards serious democracy, not
the Mickey Mouse version our corrupt regime attempts to
impose. From the Kefaya movement to the judges’ resolute
stance to the opposition media diatribes against the regime,
there is no doubt that the desire for freedom is there. Judging
by the determination shown by those who voted in the
2005 parliamentary elections, as well as by the boycott of
the recent farcical constitutional changes, it is not hard to
conceive a dedication by the general populace no less fervent
than that of  the Ukraine or Lebanon.

Then why have we not witnessed a million people on the
streets chanting in unison against their nemesis of  a regime?
The answer is simple. The regime, well entrenched and

superbly versed in the art
of  survival, has focused
completely on the art of
destroying any mild protest
by breaking up and isolating
any semblance of  a protest.
A two hundred-strong
Kefaya demonstration was
recently split apart quite
ruthlessly with many arrests
and street beatings, not to
mention sealing off  the area

completely, the regime having astutely realised that it could
spread like wildfire if  not dealt with at the nucleus level. It
is easy to imagine –given the degree of  frustration endured
by the public- that such a movement could easily have
mushroomed to half  a million people within hours.

Then we have the systematic demolition of  the alleged
Islamists, whose political ideology I deplore, but who serve
the regime well when it comes to justifying oppression and
tyranny. There is no doubt that the prime-mover behind
the burgeoning extreme movements in Egypt is regime
brutality.

The fact is that the whip in constant use by the security
forces has rendered the Egyptian public fragmented and
impotent when it comes to rising collectively. The fear factor
has yet to rescind before any derisive statement about
Egyptian apathy can be uttered. The Egyptian people are
not apathetic. They are made to look that way to serve the
interests of  the thugs in control of  what has become a
cesspool that was once a beautiful country. 

By Hassan Elsawaf

Trying to Understand Egyptian
Apathy
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the people of  Egypt do not rise in the

same vein as their counterparts
elsewhere and demand to put an end
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he popular boycott of  the farcical referendum on
the constitutional amendments remains a topic of
discussion both at home and abroad.  Indeed,

perhaps interest abroad has surpassed that at home, since
three weeks later more is being written in the foreign press
about the referendum than in Egypt.  Personally, I counted
36 articles in the English language press on the subject
between March 27 (the day following the referendum) and
April 17.  The referendum was covered to this degree despite
the fact that a number of  other important events occurred
during this time, namely the capture of  British sailors by
Iranian forces, the Al-Qaeda suicide bombings in North
Africa, the scandal surrounding World Bank President Paul
Wolfowitz and his Libyan girlfriend Shaha Ali Riza, and the
genuine democratic elections which occurred in Mauritania.

Perhaps the reason for the unusual attention given to this
falsified referendum is due to the importance of  Egypt
itself.  While the Bush Administration has lost its previous
enthusiasm for promoting democracy in the Middle East,
the  Amer i can
media – especially
t h e  l a r g e
newspapers like
the  New York
Times, Washington
Post, Herald Tribune,
and Los Angeles
Times – continue to
be interested in
democracy in this
part of  the world.
 In addition to the
media, American and Canadian research institutes and
academic institutions, such as Georgetown University and
the Carnegie Endowment, as well as human rights
organizations like Amnesty International and Human Rights
Watch, continue to support Arab democrats.  Not only did
representatives of  these organizations come to Egypt to
observe what took place on the day of  the referendum, but
they returned home to their countries, prepared reports,
and returned to Cairo once again to publicly announce their
findings.  I was fortunate enough to participate in a number
of  these meetings, which exposed the referendum for what
it was, a complete farce.

One such meeting, attended by a number of  civil society
organizations and a delegation of  judges and lawyers headed
by Hisham Bastawisi, was held by Amnesty International
last Saturday at the Journalists’ Syndicate.  Included in the
findings given by foreign observers at this meeting was the

conviction that despite the deprivation and oppression that
the Egyptian people face, they still possess the requisite
“social and cultural capital” not only to achieve a genuine
democracy for themselves, but to be a regional leader in
this regard as well.  Of  course, judging from the comments
of  the conference’s Egyptian participants, it was obvious
that many of  them did not share Amnesty International’s
faith in the Egyptian people.  At some points their
commentaries became as mournful as eulogies, and the
scene became surreal as foreigners sung the praises of  the
Egyptian people while the Egyptians themselves proclaimed
the opposite.

For example, one of  the international participants, who
spent thirty years as a representative for international human
rights organizations in over twenty countries in Asia, Africa,
and Latin America, said that he had not witnessed anything
like the wit and cleverness of  the Egyptian people.  During
the coffee break, I asked the man who made this observation
if  he was exaggerating, if  the Egyptian people really stood
out to this degree from the populations of  the other nations

he had lived
amongst.  The
man replied with
a number of
t h o u g h t f u l
insights, a few of
which I wil l
outline below.

This observer
a r r ived  two
weeks before
the referendum,

and he and his group observed the statements of  government
and religious officials on the one hand, and regular Egyptians
on the other, regarding the referendum, the regime, political
reform, and inheritance of  executive office.  He noted that
President Hosni Mubarak implored the Egyptian people
to participate in the referendum, and that he stressed the
importance of  exercising the right to vote.  The Sheikh of
Al-Azhar, Imam Muhammad Sayyid Tantawi, and His
Holiness Pope Shenouda III of  the Coptic Orthodox
Church reiterated the president’s claims.  The observer had
expected most Egyptians to comply with the request of
these three gigantic leaders, but like their Egyptian
counterparts, this group of  foreign observers saw that
turnout did not exceed five percent of  registered voters.
Thus, he discovered that alliance of  Mubarak, Tantawi, and
Shenouda is only a giant on paper.

Following the referendum, he went out and asked the
Egyptians why they didn’t participate; why they didn’t listen
to their civil and religious leaders.  He was treated to a
glimpse into the collective consciousness of  the Egyptian
people.  While they are in awe of  the regime’s power, and
they have deep religious convictions(Cont’d page 16)

T

By Dr. Saad Eddin Ibrahim; trans Neil Durnan

Popular Disregard for the President, the Sheikh,

and the Pope
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This article was originally written in Arabic and translated into
English.  It was first published in Al-Masry Al-Youm on April
21st, 2007.

The Egyptians are not too lazy or unwilling
to participate in public affairs when there is
“true and fair competition,” but they refuse
to serve as “scenery” or to “play the fool” in

the contests which have characterized
Egyptian politics as of  late.
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The Delegation with Palestinian Minister of Education Nasser El Din El Shar

By Maria Dayton

Crossing Borders and Strengthening Transnational
Civil Society Networks

bn Khaldun Center for Development Studies Chairman
Dr. Saad Eddin Ibrahim led a group of  Egyptian and
international students and activists to Palestine from
April 1 to 7 as part of  a project to strengthen civil

society networks across the Arab world.  While in Palestine,
the Egyptian delegation participated in a variety of  activities
including high-level meetings with both political and civil
society leaders as well as various humanitarian efforts focused
within Palestinian refugee camps.  This is the third such
trip that Dr. Ibrahim has led as part of  this project, which
began one year ago and has included visits to Palestine,
Lebanon, and Jordan.  A total of  one hundred young people
have participated in this project, which seeks to facilitate
exchange between international students, Arab youth activists,
civil society representatives, and politicians.  Each delegation
has made a special effort to meet with all actors on the
political landscape no matter how controversial including
members of  Hamas, Hezbollah, and the Islamic Action
Front.

The most recent trip to Palestine allowed the delegation to
see first hand how the Hamas government has been faring
in the current political environment and to judge the potential
success of  the new unity government.  This was done

through meetings with members of  Hamas, including the
former deputy Prime Minister and current Minister of
Education, Nasser El Din El Shar; as well as members of
Fatah and the new moderate Islamic party Wasatiya.  Political
meetings in Ramallah and Jerusalem were balanced by
multiple opportunities to interact with civil society activists
and organizations working on the grass roots level in other
parts of  the West Bank and Jerusalem.  The delegation
attended meetings at various universities and at local NGOs,
which gave the young people many opportunities to interact
with both Palestinian and Israeli activists and to become
familiar with projects currently being implemented.  The
group spent considerable amounts of  time in both Hebron
and Jericho, places where tension between Israeli settlers
and Palestinian locals is extremely high.  The group also
spent time touring the suburbs of  Jerusalem; where resistance
to the Israeli Security wall has been the fiercest and it’s tragic
effect on daily life is the most evident.  The delegation
concluded their stay in Palestine by visiting the Aida refugee
camp near Bethlehem and distributing school supplies that
were collected in Egypt.  If  you are interested in learning
more about this project a photography exhibition will be
held at the Sony Gallery at the American University of
Cairo from May 2 to 30. 
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alestinian women are being affected both externally
by the dynamics of  the Israeli occupation and
internally by taking on new roles in Palestinian

communities even as Palestinian communities Islamicize.
This article will explore these internal and external pressures
through Palestinian perceptions of  gender and its relation
to social, cultural and political dynamics of  Palestinian
society.

As the occupation continues, a growing number of
Palestinian men are being killed or jailed by Israeli forces.
In the absence of  their fathers, brothers and sons, Palestinian
women are taking on new roles that involve a greater degree
of  economic and social freedom. However, even as
Palestinian women are taking on new active roles, there
seems to be growing waves of  Islamization in Palestinian
society. As discontentment with Fatah grows, more people
are driven to seek Islamic alternatives, a development which
could possibly counter the liberating nature of  women
assuming new responsibilities.

In modern feminist theory, the rights women enjoy are
relative to the responsibilities that they undertake. These
responsibilities are political, economic and social in nature.
In the Arab, and other similar traditional systems, the man
is generally the breadwinner and the one responsible for
the financial security of  the family while the mother is the
rabat beit, or the keeper of  the house. Consequentially, as
women are usually financially dependent on the man, the
rights of  women in the Arab world are often marginalized
as they are seen to by carrying less weighty responsibilities.
It is therefore interesting to study the changes in the rights
of  Palestinian women as they undertake more economic

responsibil it ies due to the Israeli occupation.

Since the beginning of  the last intifada in 2000, the Israeli
army has been especially strict and often brutal with
Palestinian men. According to a study conducted by the
Addameer Prisoner Support and Human Rights Association
in Ramallah, in 2006, the rate of  Palestinian arrests in the
West Bank, Gaza, and Israel is between 150 and 200 per
week. It was estimated that there were approximately 9,800
Palestinians in Israeli prisons, of  which 3,350 are being
detained and 6,450 have been sentenced.

Jehan Jarrar from the Addameer Prisoner Support and
Human Rights Association told Civil Society that since 2002,
the Israeli army has entered many Palestinian cities, both
in the West Bank and Gaza, and required men and boys
between the ages of  16-45 to leave their houses and gather
in a central location. After they gather, the Israeli soldiers
then decide who will be arrested and who is allowed to
return home. Jarrar added that many men simply disappear
altogether, and some are later found dead in hospitals.

In the growing absence of  the male population, women
have taken on new roles as the financial provider and single
parent, although the extended family and the community,
especially in refugee camps, play a pivotal role in supporting
households deprived of  their male provider.  The director
of  the Center for Women’s Activities of  Balaata Refugee
Camp in Nablus explained, “If  the father of  the family is
in prison, the mother must take on both the responsibilities
of  the mother and the father… Also if  he is injured and
can’t work, she will take his responsibilities. If  he is a martyr,
this will be the most difficult for her as she will have to find

By Rachel Sekinger

Gender and the Political Economy of Palestine
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a way to permanently support her family, perhaps by working
outside the home, while at the same time raising her children.”

In an interview with a group of  four women from the
Balaata Refugee Camp in Nablus, they explained that
although women assume new responsibilities, they do not
often have the necessary resources to adequately care for
their children. These women explained that most of  the
people in Nablus have family members, often more than
one, who are either dead or in prison. Women placed in
this situation are often poorly educated and find great
difficulty in securing a job because of  Palestine’s current
desperate economic circumstances. They explained that
much of  their support comes from the UN, from the
woman's family or from the community.

In fact, in the middle of  the group interview with the
women from the Balaata refugee camp, a woman entered
carrying with her child wrapped in a blanket with another
woman that could have been her older daughter or maybe
her younger sister. She explained that her husband has a
very serious heart condition and is the hospital. Each of
the women involved in the interview instantly stood up and
pulled a few shekels from their pockets to help the woman,
even though they did not know her personally.  This incident
illustrates the importance of  the communal solidarity in
the face of  adversity.  At the Yaffa Cultural Center (YCC),
also located in Balaata refugee camp, Walid, an employee
of  the YCC and a Balaata resident, explained that the Balaata
refugee camp functions as a large extended family: “It’s a
family in the community, especially in Balaata where the
houses are so close together. Your neighbors hear everything
in your house and you hear everything in theirs. Your news
is their news and their news is your news.”

These changes in the social and economic dynamics of

Palestine have occurred against a backdrop of  increased
pessimism regarding the two main political parties.
Increasingly, people feel that Fatah has exhausted the secular
movement, but at the same time, they do not see any changes
after the rise of  Hamas. As a woman from Balaata told Civil
Society, “We will now wait for God to help us resolve the
conflict. Until now, we fight without any results.” When
asked if  it was important to search for an Islamic alternative,
she stated, “Yes, it is important for the resistance to be
religious, it must come from God.”

However, other women like Myassar Il-Faqih of  the
Palestinian Women’s Committee of  Il-Khalil express concern
as to the rise of  Hamas' effect of  the women's movement
She stated, “Hamas’ rise to power might be a problem for
women but at the same time, it might also be difficult for
them to pose such problems because Palestinian women
have given so much of  themselves in the fight for Palestinian
liberation.”

The dynamics of  how gender interacts with the political
economy of  Palestine is certainly unique to the Arab world
and provides an interesting case study as to how the
traditional Arab family structure continues to be changing
after thirty years of  occupation in the West Bank. As the
Palestinian population grows impatient with Hamas, and
they continue to seek Islamic alternatives, many wonder
what effect this will have in light of  new roles for women.
Al-Faqih from the Palestinian's Women's Committee of  Il-
Khalil went even further saying, “Some of  us fear that even
at the end of  the occupation, women will be restricted to
the home again, but how can we possibly do that after
becoming used to working and being active members of
the community?” 
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and respect for the religious authorities, but the confidence
of  the Egyptian people in the credibility of  this triumvirate
is in constant contradiction.  Egyptians, both Muslims and
Copts, did not give much importance to the calls of  the
Sheikh or the Pope, nor did they listen to the president or
heed the requests of  the security services.  The reasons
behind this were summed up by the words most often used
to describe the referendum by Egyptians “circus,” “theater,”
“farce,” and “a means of  bequeathing power Gamal
Mubarak.”

The observer’s second observation, which deserves mention,
is that the Egyptian people reacted aversely to both the
regime and the Muslim Brotherhood.  I asked him to justify
this statement, and he said that he was an international
observer during the 2005 parliamentary elections as well,
in which 77 percent of  registered voters refused to
participate.  In his view, this was evidence that a majority
of  the Egyptian population do not support the ruling
National Democratic Party or Mubarak’s regime, with all
of  its incompetence, corruption, and autocracy, nor do
they support the Islamists, who shroud their motivations
and principles in ambiguity.  In his view, this demonstrates
the wisdom and discernment of  the Egyptian people, who

participate in syndicate and trade union elections, sports
club elections, and even soccer matches, with far greater
enthusiasm than parliamentary and presidential elections.
 The Egyptians are not too lazy or unwilling to participate
in public affairs when there is “true and fair competition,”
but they refuse to serve as “scenery” or to “play the fool”
in the contests which have characterized Egyptian politics
as of  late.

The other members of  Amnesty International and Human
Rights Watch at the conference said many things on a
similar note.  More importantly, they emphasized that they
were keen to continue closely monitoring the Mubarak
regime’s plans to pass new laws necessitated by the recent
constitutional amendments.  While the majority of  the
parliament controlled by the Mubarak family may be able
to pass any law, no matter how unjust, they said, it cannot
escape being exposed and shamed in front of  the Egyptian
people and the entire world.  “The problem, however,”
replied another participant, “is that the Mubarak family and
the NDP no longer perceive or care about what the people
or the world say about them, or their tyranny, corruption,
and depravity.” 

(Popular Disregard, continued from page 13)



interpreters during interviews are from a woman’s own
community, so she withholds information because of  a
sense of  shame.”

Regarding women trying to integrate into Cairo’s urban
environment, “it’s difficult to get a sense of  the actual
occurrence of  sex and gender-based violence,” Hassouri
said. “Additionally, there are no shelters here that grant
access to refugee women.”

One of  UNHCR’s criteria for granting resettlement includes
“women at risk” of  sex and gender-based violence. “This,
sadly, has created a culture of  mistrust,” Hassouri says. “If
a woman says that she was raped, she has a much greater
chance of  obtaining resettlement. So it follows that every
women who claims that she was raped is scrutinized.” This
ends with obstacles in obtaining some of  the few social
services that are available to these women.

An ideal situation for refugees fleeing war-torn areas is one
where they can rehabilitate in a safe environment and where
refugee services of  registration and asylum are available
and functional. Cairo, at the present, cannot provide this
support and often proves to be a particularly dangerous
place for women. It is easy to assume that as regional
conflicts continue, more asylum seekers will be drawn to
Cairo to where their predecessors have fled and started
communities. The Egyptian leadership blames its refugee
problem on the refugees themselves, but things will not get
better until the Egyptian government works with UNHCR
to meet the problem head-on; if  not, we run the risk of
seeing a repeat to the horrible atrocities that occurred at
the refugee protest in front of  the UNHCR building in
Cairo in December of  2005.

Cairo’s refugees, who hail from Palestine, Iraq, Eritrea,
Ethiopia, Somalia, and Sudan, look to Egypt to provide
them with some redress, and at least temporary assistance
before they can return to their homes. The international
community urges Egypt to fulfill its regional duty to care
for these people while they repair their lives in Cairo.
Unfortunately, the city’s difficult social climate and Egypt’s
unwillingness to assist these individuals in the way that the
Geneva Convention recommends, causes Cairo’s “refugee
crisis,” as articulated by AMERA’s 2006 annual report, to
be dismissed and thrown “into oblivion.” 
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(Refugee Crisis, continued from page 11)

developmental failures of  many Arab regimes, fuel the
recruitment of  militant Islamic jihadists.

While the Palestinian problem does not in any way justify
the delaying of  democracy in the Arab countries, as many
of  its rulers have tried to argue, yet no doubt the settlement
of  this festering problem, that has lasted for more than
three quarters of  a century, will go a long way to stemming
an important source of  anti-Western anti-democratic feelings
in the Arab world. Such a settlement will thus open the

door for America and Europe to play a vitally effective role
in the battle for the hearts and minds of  the Arab people
in the interest of  democracy.

                                     

(Annual Report, continued from page 4)
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