
News In Depth Programmes Video Blogs Business Weather Sport Watch Live

Opinion Features In Pictures Interactive Spotlight Briefings Your Views  

34 0 Email Print Share Feedback

Features
Egypt's Copts view election with concern
Marginalised for years, Coptic Christians struggle to define their status as a new government takes shape.
Last Modified: 27 Nov 2011 15:12

Clashes between Egypt's Coptic Christians and government troops in October left at least 26 dead and 300 hurt  [EPA]

The fight for equal rights and political legitimacy has been a long one for Egypt's Coptic Christians. Their plight has
become all the more complicated with recent developments in the country, and parliamentary elections scheduled for
Monday might not be the solution they had in mind.

The status of the Copts' status in Egyptian society is tricky. Making up roughly 10 per cent of the country's 80 million
citizens, they are the largest Christian community in the Middle East.

For many years, the Copts received public support from Hosni Mubarak, the former president who was driven from
power in February. In late January, when the streets were filled with protesters calling for Mubarak to step down,
Coptic Orthodox church leader Pope Shenouda III expressed support for the leader who had ontrolled Egypt for 30
years.

Even so, many Copts supported the revolution and were present in anti-Mubarak demonstrations. In one incident,
they formed a human chain around a group of Muslim Egyptians so they could pray amid the chaos. The event
became one of the most iconic images from January's protests at Tahrir Square.

Still, the Egyptian Federation of Human Rights has reported that approximately 93,000 Copts have left Egypt since
March. The NGO has estimated that number could reach 250,000 by 2012, with the departures linked to fears that a
hardline, Islamist government might make life harder for Copts in Egypt.

Uncertain future

Mourad Shenouda, a consultant at a Cairo-based engineering firm, said that two years ago Egypt was a "steady state"
with little hope for change for the country's Coptic Christians.  
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"We had our problem as Copts. We had our problems as liberals. However, after the revolution, there is a chance for
change. And this change it may be in favour of liberals, it may be in favour of Copts, it may be in favour of Islamists;
but where this change will lead, I doubt anyone will predict," Shenouda said.

State policies that discriminated against the Copts have in large part defined the community. Among these policies
were the requirement of a presidential permit to repair churches and a lack of representation in government.

The community is still reeling from the Maspero incident on October 9, in which security forces clashed with Copts
who were protesting an attack on a church in Aswan. At least 26 Copts were killed in the violence and more than 300
were wounded. 

"The Maspero massacre left Copts profoundly traumatised in a way that is quite unprecedented," said Paul Sedra, an
expert in Egyptian history at Simon Fraser University in Vancouver, Canada.

Sedra continued: "This flew in the face of so much of the rhetoric of the current military rulers and former regimes; that
national institutions like the military were dedicated to preserving national unity, of Copts and Muslims, in Egypt." 

The ruling military party, the Supreme Council of Armed Forces (SCAF), refused to take responsibility for the use of
violence. The refusal brought protests from Coptic and Muslim Egyptian who called for a swift and fair investigation of
the Maspero killings.

Election impact

Experts have said many members of Egypt's Coptic population are pessimistic that their lives will improve with the
election of a new parliament.

"My sense is that there is a profound scepticism within most quarters of the Coptic community that parliamentary
elections would enhance their situation at all," said Sedra.

"I suspect that the feeling is quite the opposite; that Islamist and Salafi forces, whose agendas are seen to be injurious
to Copts, are bound to gain from the elections," he added.

Sedra said most Copts are "deeply sceptical" about what liberal and secular politicians will do for them.

"I think you can count on one hand the number of Copts who support the Muslim Brotherhood... I don't see them
voting for the [Muslim] Brotherhood or the Salafis," said Timothy Kaldas, a 27-year-old photographer in Cairo, referring
to Egypt's main Islamist parties.

'Civil state'

The dialogue surrounding Egypt's elections has for months centered on inclusion, fairness and the logistics
of conducting the first poll in the post-Mubarak era. Such discussion has mostly been put on hold with the return of
violence and mass protests in Tahrir Square, but some hope for the elections remains.

"I'm a Copt. I'm more a liberal than a Copt, so I'm looking for a civil state in Egypt, and this civil state will give rights to
everyone; Copts, Muslim Brotherhood, Salafist or whatever," said Shenouda, 40.

Thrity-three protesters have been killed across Egypt since November 18 and many more people have been injured.
In response, Copts and Muslims alike have intensified calls for the immediate end of military rule. Yet, there are some
who fear what may happen if the SCAF were to immediately step down.

"Some people want [the SCAF] to stay just to maintain some stability. Because if they leave, and there is no proper
handover to someone who is good enough or strong enough, I believe it will become mass chaos," said Shenouda.

Sedra said that after the Maspero killings, many Copts are apprehensive of what might come next.

"They wonder, now that 'Pandora's Box' has apparently opened, what more they can expect to befall the
community. So there is certainly no rush to create a situation of still greater instability," Sedra said.

For some Copts, however, the fear of the unknown is not enough to stop the push for change in Egypt.

"I'm going to protest, because, even beyond the issue of nationalism, 85 million people right now are subject to the
rule of a military junta that is leftover from an extremely repressive regime and they're fighting to remove that junta and
to establish an actually free and democratic country," said Kaldas. 

"No one is left to excuse what's going on. At this point, every group has reason to be extremely disappointed with the
ruling military junta. There's no one left untouched."
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