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Gulen possible 
asylum request
a bargaining card 
for Egypt?
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T 

he world is getting small-
er for Noha Mahmoud, a 
novelist in her mid-30s, 
and with it is the space 
for tolerating free speech.

Mahmoud, who has three novels 
and a collection of short stories to 
her name, has seen most of Egypt’s 
independent cultural centres clos-
ing and many of the country’s in-
dependent cultural activities dis-
appearing, all in a matter of a few 
years.

“Culture is mainly organised, de-
signed and controlled by the state,” 
said Mahmoud, the 2011 winner of 
the Dubai Cultural Award. “As for 
all cultural activities outside the 
territory of state control, they are 
all dying and making themselves 
scarce.”

This is not about a cultural reces-
sion or a downside from Egypt’s 
tough and deteriorating economic 
conditions. It is not about the new 
generation of Egypt’s people of let-
ters, artists, writers and people see-
ing only the dark side of their coun-
try’s cultural life.

It is about the heavy-handed con-
trol the government imposes, what 
some writers and artists describe 
as the “nationalisation” of Egypt’s 
culture, the diminishing space for 
free speech and also about Egypt’s 
fading cultural light.

A number of Egyptian writers 
and artists say the country is be-
coming a graveyard for free speech, 
a prison for talent and a detention 
camp for those who think of writ-
ing down their thoughts.

Writers and intellectuals are go-
ing to jail, poets and artists are 
filled with fear and journalists 
and the media are becoming more 
aware of the dangers of not toeing 
the line of those in power.

“There is a new trial of writers 
every day, a new hearing aiming at 
punishing artists or a new arbitrary 
verdict against men of letters,” said 
Shaaban Youssef, a poet in his mid-
60s. “There is less tolerance for ar-
tistic innovation and this is becom-
ing a general condition.”

Egypt was once a thriving centre 
of Arab cultural life. Writers and 
cultural figures travelled to Egypt 
from all parts of the Arab world to 
study, innovate and think without 
the limits they faced in their home 
countries.

Cairo used to boast a large num-
ber of cultural centres where un-
restricted cultural discussions 
boomed and cafés where the cul-
tural luminaries in the Arab world 
met. The capital’s cultural sched-
ule brimmed with events and ac-
tivities.

These activities are drying up, 
artists and people of letters say, 
blaming diminishing freedoms and 
the government’s and the religious 
establishment’s intolerance of free 
speech.

Mahmoud said some of her col-
leagues have gone to jail for writing 
a novel deemed offensive to pub-
lic morality or writing a comment 
seen to be contrary to religious 
teachings.

A journalist by training, she said 

there have been restrictions placed 
on the freedom to criticise people 
in power.

“The problem is that some writ-
ers are brought to court simply for 
imagining,” Mahmoud said. “This 
shows that we are speaking about 
a very limited space for freedom.”

Egyptian Culture Minister Helmi 
al-Namnam said he does not view 
things as negatively. He said he is 

against jailing writers for express-
ing their views but added that he 
cannot prevent it.

“Writers were jailed by court 
rulings and I cannot comment on 
these rulings,” Namnam said. “We 
must not forget that the culture of 
the public sometimes dictates the 
limits to which writers can go to in 
expressing their views.”

An objective look at Egypt’s 

cultural life shows it is not totally 
moribund. Namnam personally 
sponsored a long list of events, in-
cluding some during Ramadan. He 
said the events attracted a large 
number of people and enriched the 
cultural scene.

“Look at the busy schedule of 
state theatres, look at the success 
of the last Cairo International Book 
Fair and also look at the cultural ac-
tivities we sponsor,” he said.

The government used to fund 
cultural activities, back writers, 
artists and cultural centres and 
institutions. Egypt’s deteriorat-
ing economic conditions removed 
state backing for culture but left 
its control intact. With private cul-
tural institutions affected by the 
economic slowdown, writers and 
artists often have to fend for them-
selves.

Mahmoud, for example, had to 
pay half the cost of the publication 
of her latest novel Girl Made of Pa-
per because her publisher did not 
have enough money to publish the 
book.

Some of her colleagues had to 
do other jobs because they can no 
longer earn a living by writing. Oth-
er writers are staying away from 
writing, lest they be jailed.

Gabir Asfour, twice Culture min-
ister, a literary critic and a symbol 
of Egypt’s cultural life for the past 
30 years, said freedom of speech 
and creativity is under attack.

“This is why we all need to join 
hands and defend this freedom,” 
Asfour said. “Our country cannot 
keep narrowing the freedom mar-
gin because this will make intellec-
tuals fall silent one after another.”

Ayman Saad is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.
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Egyptian author Ahmed Naji was sentenced to two years in jail by 
a Cairo appeals court for publishing a sexually explicit excerpt of 
his novel that prosecutors said violated public modesty.
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A 

n announcement by 
Egypt that it would con-
sider offering political 
asylum to Turkish cleric 
and opposition figure 

Fethullah Gulen, who is in volun-
tary exile in the United States, may 
increase tensions between Cairo 
and Ankara.

“This is a move that will inevita-
bly aggravate tensions between the 
two countries,” said Akram Saad, a 
researcher at the Regional Centre 
for Strategic Studies think-tank. 
“Egypt was keen to abstain from 
taking any escalatory measures 
against Turkey in the past three 
years but the situation seems to be 
changing.”

Egyptian Prime Minister Sherif 
Ismail said July 27th that Egypt 
would study the asylum request if 
Gulen made it.

Ankara accuses Gulen, 75, of 
being behind the failed July 15th 
putsch even though he denounced 
the coup in its earliest hours. Tur-

key said it had submitted docu-
ments proving his involvement in 
the coup attempt as part of its re-
quest that the United States repat-
riate Gulen.

Local observers said Cairo would 
not have stated its readiness to of-
fer political asylum to Gulen if 
there had not been contacts with 
the Turkish cleric himself or US of-
ficials. Foreign Ministry spokes-
man Ahmed Abu Zeid, however, 
denied there had been contacts be-
tween Cairo and Gulen.

“The Turkish politician has 
not requested political asylum in 
Egypt yet, either,” Abu Zeid said. 
“The government has not taken 
any measures in this regard.”

Turkish Justice Minister Bekir 
Bozdag told the Haberturk televi-
sion channel that Ankara had intel-
ligence information indicating Gu-
len might be preparing to leave the 
United States for Egypt, Canada, 
Australia, Mexico or South Africa.

For Egypt this seems to be less 
about Gulen than about how the 
country Turkey antagonised al-
most three years ago against the 
background of the ouster by the 
army of the Ankara-backed Islam-
ist president Muhammad Morsi is 
turning into a thorn in the side of 
the Turkish regime.

Egypt has received a number 
of Turkish activists and opposi-
tion figures, most of whom were 
in Egypt before the coup attempt. 
These people appear frequently on 
Egyptian television to criticise the 
government of Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan.

In this, observers say, Egypt is 
answering Ankara, which hosts a 

large number of the affiliates of 
the Muslim Brotherhood, Morsi’s 
movement.

Egypt was also said to have led 
the opposition to Turkey’s nomi-
nation for a non-permanent UN 
Security Council seat in October 
2014.

Soon after the July coup at-
tempt, Egypt, which is a non-per-
manent Security Council member, 
blocked a resolution condemning 
the coup over its phrasing. Egypt’s 
representative at a July 28th Or-
ganisation of Islamic Cooperation 
meeting in Saudi Arabia expressed 
reservations and asked for more 
time for consultation on a draft 
resolution proposed by Turkey to 
blacklist Gulen’s Hizmet move-
ment.

Ankara had taken steps to im-

prove its political position in the 
region recently. Turkey signed a 
reconciliation deal with Israel and 
sent its intelligence officials se-
cretly to Damascus to mend fences 
with Syrian President Bashar As-
sad.

Some observers say a Turkey-
Egypt reconciliation could be next 
but the gesture considering possi-
ble asylum for Gulen could hinder 
that.

The asylum move came after 
member of Parliament Emad Mah-
rous requested that the govern-
ment host Gulen and other Turkish 
opposition figures. Mahrous said 
Cairo should stand by the Turkish 
opposition.

“Gulen will likely be deported 
by the United States to Turkey,” 
Mahrous said, “but if it does this, 

the man will suffer repression in 
his country, which is why Egypt 
should step in and help him.”

There are suggestions that Egypt 
entered the Gulen fray to pressure 
Turkey to accelerate its rapproche-
ment bid.

“The Gulen asylum gesture is 
one of these cards (held by Cairo), 
in fact,” negotiation expert Hassan 
Wagih said. “So far, Turkish op-
position figures living here do not 
play any political role but whether 
this will continue to be the case in 
the future is not certain. If they do, 
this will be yet one more pressure 
card used by Cairo against Turkey, 
which also hosts Egyptian opposi-
tion figures.”

Khaled Osama is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.
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Egyptian Prime Minister Sherif Ismail: Egypt would consider request.
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