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N 

ever before have rela-
tions between Egypt’s 
Nubians and the gov-
ernment resulted in 
direct confrontations 

but in recent weeks some Nubians 
cut off roads and staged a sit-in af-
ter the government included Nu-
bian land in the southern regions of 
Toshka and Khorqundi in a national 
land reclamation project.

The project, which includes the 
reclamation of approximately 1.6 
million acres, is to be mainly car-
ried out by private investors.

Nubians reacted angrily to the 
decision, considering it a threat 
to their history and land at a time 
when they have been struggling to 
protect what is left of it. On Novem-
ber 19th, Egyptian security forces 
blocked a Nubian group heading to 
the disputed land. This prompted 
a sit-in on the road leading to the 
land.

Tens of thousands of Nubian 
families were evacuated from their 
villages in southern Egypt in the 
1960s to make way for the con-
struction of the High Dam, Egypt’s 
megaproject then for controlling 
Nile River flooding. They were 
moved to Comombo Hills, a bar-
ren desert behind the site of the 
planned dam.

Successive governments have 
since pledged to return the Nubians 
to their original villages. The pledg-
es have never been carried out.

The government’s latest decision 
to allocate plots of Nubian land to 
investors reignited the Nubians’ an-
ger and reopened old wounds.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi enlisted the help of former 
Defence minister Mohamed Hus-
sein Tantawi, a Nubian, to meet 
with the group’s leaders and ease 
tensions but he was unsuccessful.

Some have said the Nubians 

sought separation from Egypt, a 
charge they vehemently denied.

Abdel Sabbour al-Garhi, a mem-
ber of the Right of Return, a com-
mittee formed by Nubians who 
want to return to their original land 
in southern Egypt, described the 
claim that the Nubians seek sepa-
ration as an attempt to block their 
efforts to obtain their legitimate 
right of return.

“By overlooking Nubian de-
mands for years, the government 
exacerbated the already tense situ-

ation,” Garhi said. “Giving Nubian 
land to investors just means that 
the real owners of this land will lose 
their rights.”

Rami Yehia, a coordinator of the 
Returning to Nubia Alliance, said 
the Nubians have become exasper-
ated with the government’s failed 
promises.

“Nubians do not demand the im-
possible,” Yehia said. “They got out 
of their land in the past for the best 
interests of their country and now 
they want to return to this land.”

He said Nubians cannot be kept 
away from the land while non-Nu-
bian investors were allowed to take 
it and invest in it.

“We should be given priority to 
have this land,” Yehia said.

Nubians living outside Egypt, 
some political parties and politi-
cians offering support to Nubians 
staging the sit-in gave encourage-
ment to them, political analysts 
said, leading the Nubians to believe 
that this was an opportune time for 
them to make gains.

Nonetheless, the same analysts 
said they expected that a lack of 
response from the government and 
parliament in resolving the situa-
tion would set off a new wave of 
Nubian protests.

“Things are also getting worse be-
cause Nubians do not trust the gov-
ernment,” said Mohamed al-Ghoul, 
a member of parliament’s Defence 
and National Security Committee.

Ahmad Hafez is an Egyptian 
writer.
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E
gypt’s Education 
Minister Helali 
al-Sherbini says he 
has taken meas-
ures to prevent the 
formation of 
Egypt’s next 
generation of 

radicals.
“We are fighting terrorism 

through education,” Sherbini said 
in an interview. “After the family, 
schools are the first social institu-
tion to form the minds of peoples.”

Sherbini and his ministry’s plan-
ners say they are working to revo-
lutionise Egypt’s education system 
and totally change the school 
curricula as part of this effort.

They aim to teach young Egyp-
tians to gravitate to each other, not 
drift apart because of diversity.

School curricula change cannot 
be more needed in Egypt, some 
education experts say, as the coun-
try faces an unprecedented surge 
in terrorist attacks targeting state 
institutions, army personnel and 
policemen.

Over the past three years, 
hundreds of army officers and 
conscripts and policemen were 
killed in attacks orchestrated by an 
Islamic State-affiliated group that 
has denounced Egypt’s leaders as 
“infidels” and its army personnel 
and policemen as “apostates”.

Sherbini’s ministry supervises 
non-religious schools and designs 
their curricula. About 20 million 
students are enrolled in these 
schools.

At the beginning of this aca-
demic year, students were given 
textbooks that emphasise impor-

tant personal characteristics such 
as tolerance and forgiveness. The 
textbooks dwell on events in the 
history of Islam that specifically 
stress the tolerant nature of the re-
ligion and the teachings of Prophet 
Mohammad.

Critics say fighting extrem-
ism takes more than just minor 
changes in courses offered.

“You cannot reform educa-
tion and fight extremism by just 
introducing some small changes in 
the curricula,” said Youssef Zeidan, 
a leading researcher of Islamic 
manuscripts and an outspoken 
critic of Egypt’s educational poli-
cies. “Some of the curricula taught 
to the pupils in our schools now 
encourage extremism and vio-
lence.”

Zeidan cited a lesson taught 
to primary four pupils. Called 
the “Eagle and the Birds”, it tells 
the story of a group of birds that 
decide to revolt against the eagle’s 
dominance over the sky by work-
ing together and challenging his 
power.

The lesson, Zeidan said, calls for 
challenging the authority of the 
state and also encourages anarchy.

Sherbini pointed out, however, 
that this particular lesson was 
removed from the Arabic language 
curriculum for the current aca-
demic year.

Other academics say that there 
are limits to what the minister can 
change in the curricula, especially 
when it comes to ideas taught as 
part of the religion courses in the 
schools.

“The religion courses are de-
signed by both al-Azhar for Muslim 
pupils and the Coptic Orthodox 
Church for Christian pupils,” said 
leading educational expert Kamal 
Mogheith. “The minister does 
not have the power to interfere in 

these courses or even request a 
change in them.”

Another challenge facing Sherbi-
ni is also that although his minis-
try controls a sizeable number of 
Egypt’s schools, it does not control 
all the schools in the country.

Al-Azhar, the highest authority 
of Sunni Islam, oversees hundreds 
of schools in which tens of thou-
sands of students are enrolled. 
Sherbini does not have any author-
ity over those schools.

Nevertheless, he says when it 
comes to religious courses taught 
in non-religious schools controlled 

by his ministry, al-Azhar and the 
church design these courses, but 
in the presence of Education Min-
istry representatives.

“The fact is that nobody can 
impose any backward or radical 
ideas on pupils in our schools, not 
al-Azhar or the church,” Sherbini 
said. “We all work in tandem with 
each other to build the personal-
ity of the coming generation and 
assert tolerance as an important 
ideal.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.
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A resident looks on from his traditional house at the Nubian Gharb Suheil village, near Aswan, in southern Egypt.                                  (Reuters)                     


