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T 

he beating and stripping of 
an elderly Christian wom-
an by a Muslim mob in the 
southern province of Min-
ya is the latest, but will not 

be the last, episode in Egypt’s cycle 
of sectarian violence as long as au-
thorities do not enforce the rule of 
law, experts and activists said.

“When it comes to sectarian 
violence, successive governments 
tended to treat incidents outside the 
framework of the law,” said Ishaq 
Ibrahim, a researcher into Egypt’s 
sectarian violence. “They always 
bring victim and victimiser together 
in reconciliation sessions that treat 
the symptoms of the sectarian ma-
laise but little address its root caus-
es.”

A rumoured affair between a 
Christian man and a Muslim woman 
in a village in Minya led to an attack 
by scores of Muslims on the house of 
the man, the beating of his 70-year-
old mother and her stripping on the 

street.
The woman told local media that 

she could not believe her eyes when 
she saw tens of men storming into 
her house. They dragged her across 
the floor, beat her and tore her dress 
apart.

“I thought they would leave me 
alone when they find me by myself,” 
the woman said. “I never imagined 
that they would beat an old woman 
the age of their mothers that merci-
lessly.”

None of the attackers was brought 
to justice. Instead, the victim was 
asked by police to drop charges 
against the attackers, according to 
media reports.

This was how attacks against 
Egypt’s Christian Copts — almost 
10% of the population — had ended 
in the past years, even when some 
resulted in death, activists said.

The Egyptian Initiative for Per-
sonal Rights (EIPR), a local non-
governmental organisation (NGO) 
surveyed 150 clashes between Mus-
lims and Christians in Egypt from 
2011-13. It said the clashes left 116 
people dead and hundreds of others 
injured.

In 45 of the clashes, parties were 
forced to reconcile, drop charges 
against each other and bury their 
differences, the organisation said. 
It added that all the reconciliations 
happened under the patronage of 
state institutions.

“This is very dangerous because it 
does away with accountability as a 
concept,” Ibrahim said. “These rec-
onciliation sessions are mere tran-
quillisers, while the real causes of 
the tension live for long.”

Soon after the Minya attack, al-
Azhar and the Coptic Orthodox 
Church said they would send del-
egations to prevent an outbreak of 
sectarian clashes. However, this will 
do little to put an end to sectarian 
tension, Ibrahim and other experts 
said.

A day before the Muslim mob at-
tacked, the elderly woman told lo-
cal police of threats to her and her 
son from Muslim neighbours angry 
at the rumoured affair between her 
son and the Muslim woman. How-
ever, police apparently did nothing 
to protect her against attacks. Her 
son escaped the village with his wife 
and four children hours before the 
attack.

Minya, which has a concentration 
of Christian Copts, saw 33% of sec-
tarian clashes in 2011-13, according 
to the EIPR survey.

Before one of these clashes, the 
Muslim residents of one Minya vil-
lage prevented a Christian neigh-
bour from building a house on his 
own land. Clashes ensued between 
the Muslim residents and the rela-

tives of the Christian neighbour, 
leaving two people dead. Both sides 
were forced to reconcile and nobody 
was taken to court.

Similar incidents abound, which, 
experts said, does not augur well 
for Egypt’s social peace and national 
unity.

“The problem is that our govern-
ment always views Christians as 
mere subjects represented by the 
church, not fully fledged citizens 
who have rights and duties equal 
to those of their Muslim compatri-
ots,” said Naguib Gibrael, a Christian 
lawyer who has been campaigning 
against what he describes as dis-
crimination against Copts. “Deci-
sion-makers need to realise that the 
best way to end sectarian violence 
is for culprits to be presented to jus-

tice, regardless of their religion.”
EIPR says few people had been 

brought to justice in the 150 cases of 
sectarian violence it surveyed.

A ray of hope emerged ten days 
after the attack on the woman in 
Minya when President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi pledged to bring her attackers 
to justice. Sisi is popular among his 
country’s Christians, having repeat-
edly stressed their equality with 
Muslim compatriots.

“When anybody asks who you 
are, tell him that you are Egyptian, 
nothing more,” Sisi told thousands 
of Christians at a northern Cairo ca-
thedral on Christmas Eve in 2015. 
Sisi was the first Egyptian president 
to attend a Christmas mass.

Gibrael said he hopes the presi-
dent will be true to his words.

“Forcing people to reconcile at the 
expense of the rule of law will not 
do,” he said. “Wrongdoing must be 
punished or the same violations will 
be committed over and over again.”

Ayman Saad is an Egyptian reporter 
based in Cairo.
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A damaged home belonging to one of seven Christian families whose houses were looted and set on 
fire at Al-Karm village in the southern province of Minya, Egypt, on May 27th.

EIPR says few people 
had been brought to 
justice in the 150 cases 
of sectarian violence it 
surveyed between 
2011 and 2013.

“Successive 
governments 
tended to treat 
incidents outside 
the framework of 
the law.”

Ishaq Ibrahim, 
a researcher into Egypt’s 

sectarian violence
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A 

part from helping it 
tighten control on its ex-
tended coastline, boost 
its naval power and 
defend its maritime in-

terests, Egypt’s recent acquisition 
of a French helicopter carrier may 
give insights into its future military 
strategies, experts said.

“The helicopter carrier is like 
a military base that can move 
from one place to another in no 
time,” retired army major-general 
Mahmoud Khalaf said. “This is why 
it makes our navy more capable of 
acting swiftly to defend Egyptian 
interests away from our borders.”

Egypt received the helicopter 
carrier from France on June 2nd, 
the first of two originally built for 
Russia. Egypt is to receive the other 
carrier in September.

Each of the Mistral-class assault 
ships can carry 16 helicopters, four 
amphibious landing craft, 70 ar-
moured vehicles and 450 soldiers. 
They are equipped with a 69-bed 

hospital and can function as am-
phibious command ships.

Military experts said the carri-
ers will help Egypt better control 
its 3,000km Mediterranean and 
the Red Sea coasts, act swiftly to 
confront seaborne threats to secu-
rity in the Sinai peninsula sea and 
strengthen its overall naval power.

With 11 frigates, two corvettes, 
eight submarines and 174 coastal 
defence craft, Egypt’s navy is the 
world’s 12th strongest, according to 
the military rating site Global Fire 
Power.

Along with threats coming from 
Libya on its western border, Egypt 
has been battling a stubborn Islam-
ic State-linked insurgency in the 
Sinai for more than three years. In 
July 2015, Islamic State (ISIS) mili-
tants attacked an Egyptian patrol 
ship off the coast of northern Sinai 
in the Mediterranean, causing it to 
burst into flames.

By acquiring the French assault 
ships, Egypt is focused on threats 
to the Suez Canal from the Red Sea, 
its desire to protect newly discov-
ered natural gas and oil fields in the 
Mediterranean, the urgency of act-
ing against radical groups control-
ling parts of the Libyan coast and 
the need to help defend other Arab 
countries if the need arises.

After raising the Egyptian flag on 
the helicopter carrier — named after 
the late revolutionary leader Gamal 
Abdel Nasser — during ceremonies 
in the French city of Toulouse, 
Egyptian Navy Commander Vice-
Admiral Osama Rabie said the ship 
could “be used in combat missions 
outside Egypt”.

Khalaf said the Red Sea was a 
possible location for one of these 

missions.
“The Red Sea has, in recent years, 

turned into a source of threat for 
the Suez Canal,” Khalaf said. “Iran 
also has a growing presence in 
the Bab el Mandeb strait by aiding 
Yemen’s Houthis, which can in the 
end translate into real threats for 
Egypt’s security and the security of 
the international maritime move-
ment.”

An estimated 3.2 million barrels 
of oil cross the Suez Canal from the 
Red Sea into the Mediterranean on 
the way to markets in Europe, Asia 
and the United States every day, ac-
cording to the US Energy Informa-
tion Administration.

The importance of the Suez Canal 
for world trade and the importance 

of empowering Egypt to defend it 
may explain why France did not 
mind selling the helicopter carriers 
to Egypt after it refused to deliver 
them to Russia. Egypt cannot sell 
the ships to a third country without 
approval from the French govern-
ment, according to the sale agree-
ment.

Libya, Egypt’s immediate neigh-
bour, has become a nest of local and 
international militants. ISIS con-
trols several points in the North Af-
rican country, including the coastal 
city of Sirte.

“The helicopter carriers will give 
Egypt the freedom of movement to 
strike the militants, whether this 
was in Libya or anywhere else,” po-
litical analyst Abdel-Monem Hala-

wa said. “By controlling the coast, 
Egypt can prevent the smuggling of 
arms and militants into the restive 
state, whose turmoil has greatly im-
pacted Egypt’s security.”

Military experts said the acqui-
sition of the French assault ships 
should not be viewed separately 
from a deal Egypt signed with 
France for the purchase of 24 Rafale 
fighter jets. Egypt has taken deliv-
ery of six of the aircraft so far.

The combat aircraft is capable of 
carrying out a wide range of short- 
and long-range missions, including 
ground and sea attacks, reconnais-
sance and high-accuracy strikes.

Khaled Osama is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.
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Egyptian sailors board the ENS Gamal Abdel Nasser, a French Mistral-class amphibious assault ship, 
for a one-week training session on May 6th, in Saint-Nazaire, western France.“The helicopter 

carriers will give 
Egypt the freedom 
of movement to 
strike militants, 
whether in Libya 
or anywhere else.”

Political analyst 
Abdel-Monem Halawa


