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Sectarian tension between Muslims and Christians has over the course of the last 40 years 
become an increasing problem in Egypt. Both population and poverty has in the same period 
grown drastically. Vast amounts of wealth have accumulated among a very small elite of 
crony politicians and businessmen surrounding the government and the military, while the 
vast majority of the population are living in poverty. Up to 40% of the population is living 
below the poverty line of 1-2 USD per day as set by the World Bank.1 Many of Egypt’s poor 
people are concentrated in slum or so-called informal areas of the bigger cities, especially 
Alexandria and Cairo, where police are absent as well as formal employment and the presence 
of authorities. In these areas everyday tensions are high and thus conflicts, most of which are 
random and can often occur out of small annoyances, are common. When such conflicts flare 
up it can quickly take the form of sectarian violence, especially if the conflict originates from 
a dispute between Muslims and Christians.  

Not all violence occurs randomly, however; individuals and groups often harbor 
various preexisting issues which serve as incendiaries.  The common denominator is that 

1  Rabab el-Mahdi and Philip Marfleet , Egypt, The Moment of Change (London & New York: Zed 
Books, 2009), XXX-XXX.

The Relationship Between Poverty, 
Overcrowding, Stress, and Sectarian 

Tensions in Greater Cairo
 

Jonas Sylvest*

The population in Greater Cairo continues to grow every year. More and more 
people are inhabiting areas incapable of accommodating such growth, which 
has inevitably led to a poorer quality of life.  This paper seeks to elucidate 
the relationship between the ballooning population growth and the resulting 
tensions that occur.  By highlighting some of the resulting issues that continue 
to plague these condensed populations, it is the aim of this paper to point out 
the dire need to improve these circumstances in hopes of alleviating sectarian 
tensions.

*Jonas Sylvest, Candidate, MA, Middle Eastern Studies at the University of Southern Denmark
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by far the largest amount, if not all of these violent sectarian clashes occur in poor areas of 
Egypt. In these poor slum areas living space is very scarce. People there are living in small 
urban pockets that are overcrowded. This is not only the situation in Cairo, but in Egypt in 
general. Overcrowding has become a critical issue. Around 85 million people are living in an 
area the size of Belgium, whose population is roughly 10.7 million, because people are only 
living around the fertile Nile and Nile Delta areas.2 Hence 99% of the Egyptian population is 
living in an area equivalent to 5.5% of the total area of Egypt. The overcrowding is becoming 
a problem especially in Cairo, because of migration from rural areas, especially from Upper 
Egypt, and population growth. 

This paper sets out to illuminate the relationship between poverty, overcrowding, and 
sectarian tensions in the area of Greater Cairo (GC). As the gathering of information and 
production of this paper is made over the course of my time as an intern at Arab-West Report 
(AWR), and hereunder the Center for Arab-West Understanding (CAWU), in Cairo the scope 
of this paper is relatively limited, but it is my hope that it could serve as inspiration for future 
interns or researchers at AWR to conduct further investigation in these, in my opinion, very 
important topics. Because of the aforementioned limited scope, no quantitative data has been 
collected especially for this paper on poverty, overcrowding, and sectarian tensions in Greater 
Cairo. This paper will utilize knowledge and data collected from different academic papers 
on poverty, deprivation, and overcrowding, as well as interviews with several intellectuals, 
academics, and NGO employees working within this field of study in Cairo. 

Little research has been conducted on the amount and effects of poverty and 
overcrowding in Greater Cairo, so instead I have partially turned to research within this field 
of study on the Palestinian refugee camps of The West Bank and Gaza. The residential as well 
as poverty issues in these camps are quite similar to the issues in informal areas of Cairo. All 
of the written material used in this paper is written in English, due to my own limitations in 
the Arabic language, but some of the articles used are written by Arabs in English. Incidents 
of sectarian violence will also be referred to as cases that will augment and exemplify the 
issues brought up by this paper.   

The main hypothesis of this paper is that poverty and overcrowding induce a state of 
chronic stress and expose individuals to a considerable amount of stressful and traumatizing 
experiences, which results in a substantial amount of tension and this can then result in 
sectarian conflicts and violence. The so called “SES/health gradient” will be utilized to 
elucidate the relationship between poverty and stress. 

The first part of the paper will provide data and facts on poverty and overcrowding 
in Greater Cairo. This will serve as a general introduction to the scale of the issue and will 

2  Hulsman, Kees, “The Harms of Misreporting on Egypt´s Christians,” Arab-West Report, May 9, 
2012, http://www.arabwestreport.info/harms-misreporting-egypts-christians, 7.
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provide the reader with definitions of informal areas as well as a discussion of the validity 
of the official numbers on poverty in GC. The second section will focus on the academic 
research conducted within the field of psychosocial studies related to poverty-related stress 
and overcrowding. A description of the basic features of stress will be provided in this section 
as well. This will illuminate some of the important empirical findings related to the subject 
of this paper and help the reader to understand the basic mechanisms of chronic stress. The 
third part of the paper will focus on the specific conditions for poor Egyptians in informal 
slum areas of GC. This will be done through a perspective to the research on overcrowding in 
Palestinian refugee camps, together with important excerpts from my interviews, and lastly 
the clarification through two examples of sectarian conflicts from the archive of AWR. In the 
very end I will conclude and sum up the findings of this paper, and provide some suggestions 
for further research.

Poverty and Overcrowding in Greater Cairo

 As mentioned in the introduction, poverty and overcrowding are severe issues in 
Egypt. The city of Cairo itself consists of nearly one third of the urban population of entire 
Egypt. A large part of this urban population is concentrated in so called “informal areas”—in 
fact, according to some figures, as much as 70% of the Cairene population lives in informal 
areas. The informal areas in Cairo are called ashwa´iyyat by the locals, which, directly 
translated, means “random”, and these areas can thus be defined as areas that are not a part of 
the official city plan and are illegally constructed.3 It should be mentioned, that there exists 
differing opinions to whether all informal areas are poor and can be categorized as a slum or 
not. Some scholars state, that some informal areas have the same living standard as the rest 
of Cairo, and thus cannot be categorized as a slum. Others claim that the living standards in 
the informal areas are greatly underestimated and that most of the residents of informal areas 
are poor.4, 5 

The phenomenon of informal areas began after WWII, where the industrial complex 
in Cairo set up by Gamal Abdel Nasser attracted unemployed and poor Egyptians, especially 
from Upper Egypt.  People saw opportunities in the expanding industrial sector in Cairo and 
wanted to seek their fortunes in the capital. Many were young men settling in the center of 
the city, but once they could afford it, they settled on privately-owned land on the fringes 
of Cairo—for instance in Imbābah or Agouza, where they built their own houses. Later on, 

3  David Sims, “The Case of Cairo, Egypt” (paper in “Understanding Slums: Case Studies for the 
Global Report on Human Settlements”, Development Planning Unit, University College London, 2003),  
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/dpu-projects/Global_Report/pdfs/Cairo.pdf, 7.
4  Sarah Sabry,  “Poverty Lines in Greater Cairo, Underestimating and Misrepresenting Poverty”, 
(Egypt : paper presented by the International Institute for Environment and Developement, 2009), http://pubs.
iied.org/pdfs/10572IIED.pdf, 6.
5  Sims, “The Case of Cairo, Egypt,” 4.
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squatting on state land also started occurring, for instance in Manshiet Nasser. The very 
nature of the informal areas makes it very difficult to collect data on them and statistics 
on informal areas are thus very scarce. Via the use of satellite imagery, field research, and 
qualified speculations and calculations done on the basis of formal housing statistics, some 
data has been collected by various researchers.6, 7 

The issue of the informal areas has only become worse with time, mostly as a result 
of the neglect of the issue from the side of the Egyptian government. The government’s only 
policy towards alleviating the capital city of its lack of housing and living space has been the 
New Town Policy that began in the early 80s. This policy simply focuses on building new 
towns in the desert away from the center of Cairo, hoping to get people to move out there. 
But most people that would have the incentive to move out of the city do not have enough 
money for such a move. Hence the policies of the Egyptian government do not really focus 
on improving the living conditions within the urban areas of Cairo.8

From satellite imagery the informal areas can fairly easily be recognized by the 
“very narrow streets, irregular street patterns, no structured open space, and obvious lack of 
building control”.9  Nearly 59% of all inhabitants in informal areas in Egypt are located in 
GC, and 65% of the population of metropolitan Cairo lives in informal areas.10,11 Thus Cairo 
has been almost infected by the high rate of informal area building and satellite photos from 
1991-1998 show the expansion of informal areas in certain places is three times greater than 
the formal expansion of the city. From the decade following 1981 a study showed that around 
80% of new housing built in Cairo was informal.12

It has to be said that all of Egypt should be considered to be overcrowded, as it was 
mentioned in the introduction that the vast majority of the population lives in a very small 
area of land around the Nile. Likewise the overcrowding is also not just in informal areas 
of Cairo, but in the city as a whole, as the areas between informal areas is getting more 
crowded, because of the growing numbers of people in general and in the informal areas. 
The population growth in informal areas is on average higher than in other city areas in 
Egypt, as the population growth in these areas between 1996 and 2006 was 2%. Cairo is thus 

6  Sims, 6.
7  Regina Kipper and Marion Fischer, eds, Amira Howeidy, Dina K. Shehayeb, et al., Cairo´s 
Informal Areas, Between Urban Challenges and Hidden Potentials (Egypt: Egyptian-German Participatory 
Development Programme in Urban Areas (PDP), 2009) accessed March 20, 2013, http://www2.gtz.de/
dokumente/bib-2009/gtz2009-0424en-cairo-informal-areas.pdf, 17.
8  Ibid., 13.
9  Sims, 14.
10  Beltran del Rio Garcia Luis et al., eds., Brown Abakisi Lincoln et al.,“Improving Informal Areas in 
Greater Cairo,” (Berlin: paper by the Technische Universität Berlin, Urban Management Studies, 2010), 19.
11  Regina Kipper and Marion Fischer, Cairo´s Informal Areas, Between Urban Challenges and Hidden 
Potentials, http://www.wanacu.tuberlin.de/fileadmin/f6_wanacu/Reports_and_Publications/UM_Final_
Report_Cairo100929.pdf. 17.
12  Sims, 14.
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extremely densely populated and has only 0.4 square meters of open space per inhabitant.13 
Egypt is centered around Cairo, which for instance is why Cairo by Egyptians simply is called 
“Masr”, which means Egypt. In comparison, the second largest city in Egypt, Alexandria, is 
only one-third of the size of Cairo. The public apparatus is based in Cairo; everyone in Egypt 
that wants almost anything done involving the state has to go to the “mugamma” in the center 
of Cairo. This furthermore places pressure on the capital in terms of traffic/commuting and 
population size. 

Poverty is, as previously mentioned, extremely prevalent in Egypt. According to 
Sarah Sabry, who has performed research on poverty and poverty lines in GC, the official 
figures on poverty in this area of Egypt is grossly underestimated. This is partly because the 
poverty lines set by the World Bank are based upon insufficient data and household surveys, 
and partly because the Egyptian government has an interest in downplaying the amount of 
poverty in the urban areas of GC. Traditionally, the rural areas have always been perceived 
as being significantly worse off than the urban areas, this is a tendency in poverty research 
in developing countries in general. This has been described as being the result of an “urban 
advantage”, where the urban areas are benefiting more from government policies—better 
access to infrastructure, such as schools and hospitals, for instance. But more recent research 
shows that when adjusting for income in urban areas, the urban “advantage” disappears. 
The rising populations in informal areas of the world’s largest cities are cut off from urban 
infrastructure, and hence do not benefit from the more elaborate public sector in bigger 
cities. In fact, after adjusting for income, informal areas in Nairobi, Kenya have shown to 
be worse off than both the national average and rural areas.14 Likewise, Sabry points to the 
fact that, according to her studies, residents living in informal areas of Cairo are consistently 
undercounted in the government censuses. She also notes that the official data which indicates 
that poverty levels are very low in GC, especially in the governorate of Cairo, does not match 
the actual rapid growth of informal areas in GC.  

Another reason that the official figures of urban poverty in Egypt are relatively low 
compared to rural figures is that many governorates in Egypt, especially GC, are not perceived 
as being urban governorates even though they should be perceived as such. The main 
problem is that GC does not consist of one governorate, but of five different governorates. 
The communication between the different governorates are, to say the least, imperfect—they 
use different methods of collecting data and different definitions of concepts such as urban 
and informal area, etc. and thus obtaining figures for poverty in GC is very difficult. 

In general, only five governorates in Egypt are considered urban; these are: Cairo, 
Alexandria, Port Said, Ismailia, and Suez. So even though the area of GC according to Sabry 

13  Regina, Kipper, and Fischer, 18.
14  Alice Sverdlik, Ill-Health and poverty: a literature review on health in informal settlements (paper 
for Environment & Urbanization, Sage Publications, 2013), http://eau.sagepub.com/content/23/1/123, 140-42.
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consists of five governorates, only one of these is considered urban. The Cairo Governorate is 
the most central and one of the smallest governorates in GC, and as many of the poorest informal 
areas are on the periphery of central Cairo, which is still very much a part of GC, but not a part 
of the Cairo Governorate, these are not counted as urban areas. To put this in perspective, Sabry 
states that if the definition of the concept “urban” used in India would be applied to Egypt, 
approximately 80% of the Egyptian population would be living in urban areas.15 All of this 
paints a picture of urban poverty in Egypt as being grossly underestimated, and that the urban 
area of Cairo should be defined as extending much further beyond the boundaries of the Cairo 
Governorate. 

With the data showing the explosive growth of informal areas, Sabry questions whether 
the low poverty incidents in the Cairo Governorate and the other urban parts of the governorates 
in the area of GC can be trusted. The only way that the high amount of informal areas and 
the officially decreasing and low levels of poverty in GC can be reconciled is if one agrees 
that the majority of informal area dwellers are not poor. However, Sabry discards this notion: 
“Any researcher who has done fieldwork in these areas will confirm the great levels of poverty, 
deprivation and lacking services and infrastructure”.16 

David Sims also emphasizes that there are serious indications that urban poverty is 
as prevalent in Egypt as is rural poverty—hence he mentions that EHDR 1997/98 puts the 
urban poverty percentage at 22.5 and the rural at 23.3. It should be mentioned that although 
the informal areas of GC are not homogenous—there are, for instance, numbers of middle 
class residents and newlyweds that can only find a new cheap apartment in these areas, but 
still the majority of residents are poor and the level of deprivation is high. Most of the urban 
poor work in the informal economic sector. The private sector in Egypt consists mainly of the 
informal economy, which accounts for as much as 80-90 percent of the private sector. Jobs in 
the informal economy are for the most part hazardous, and the employees, of which many are 
day-laborers, work under harsh conditions. Insecurity in the informal sector is great, as there is 
no insurance and no job security. In addition, wages are extremely low, in the range of 10-35LE 
per day. This puts workers of the informal economy in what Sabry refers to as the “faustian 
bargain,” where they are forced to live in the present without any knowledge of the future, and 
thus strategic preparation for the future is constantly postponed.17 

The traditional perception of residents in informal areas is that they are squatters that 
have built their own house on someone’s private property—with or without consent from the 
owner of the property. In this sense, you can say that they own their house although they do 
not own the property; but this is a simplified picture of the reality. Over half of the residents 

15  Sabry, 12, 21. 
16  Sabry, 17.
17  Ibid., 33, 42.
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in these areas are renters of rooms and apartments.18 These are usually the poorest in the 
informal areas. They cannot afford to build their own home, so they are forced to rent. This 
is both families—sometimes up to more than five children and the parents—and day laborers 
renting one room with shared toilet facilities. The conditions of these rooms can be extremely 
dilapidated—such as dirt floors, no ventilation, no windows, tin roofs that are leaking, etc.19

According to official government figures, almost all of slum areas in GC have access 
to electricity, piped water, and flushable toilets, which are connected to the sewer system and 
only 6% share a toilet. There has been no independent data collection on these issues, but 
according to Sabry these numbers are highly unlikely.20 Her own field research, especially 
on connections to public sanitation systems, which she found missing in whole areas, was 
contradictory to the official figures. As for running water, she found that where it was present, 
the pressure was so low for long periods of the year—mostly during summer—that the water 
supply was practically nonexistent.21      

Education in poor and informal areas is much neglected. If there is a public primary 
school at all it is not unusual to have school classes with at least forty children. Under such 
conditions only a small percentage of children in a class will benefit from the teaching, and 
as a result, many children end up being illiterate even though they have attended primary 
school. Due to the low wages of the teachers, they take extra earnings from tutoring. Even 
families that would not normally place their children in a tutoring class are often told that 
their child cannot pass the exams if they will not pay for the extra tutoring. Because of this 
and the very low quality of teaching in the public education system, anyone who can afford 
to send his children to private schools and thereby avoid the public school system will do so. 

The public health system can be said to be in the same state as the education system. 
People who can afford it will use private hospitals when they need treatment, however the 
vast majority of the population cannot afford such luxuries.   

In addition to the low quality of such services, most informal areas of GC have no 
schools, hospitals, or medical clinics. This means that residents of informal areas are forced to 
spend much of their money on transport. Alternatively, which is often the scenario, the children 
drop out of school—also because of additional school costs such as for school uniforms and 
books—and people neglect to obtain much-needed medical checks and treatments.22 

All this contributes to a picture of high levels of deprivation in informal areas. The 
lack of infrastructure, especially, is a problem. Poverty in terms of low or non-existent income 
is not the only problem as in effect the lacking infrastructure results in whole neighborhoods 
living in poor conditions. The minority in informal areas that have a relatively higher income 

18  Ibid., 25.
19  Ibid., 26, 35.
20  Ibid., 31-32.
21  Sabry, 31-32.
22  Ibid., 24-34.
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cannot buy themselves better living conditions, unless they move to another neighborhood, 
because the public services are simply not there to provide better living conditions. Lacking 
infrastructure and city planning also means the absence of public squares, green areas, wide 
streets, street lighting, etc., which makes many of these areas more crowded, noisy, polluted, 
and dirtier than the rest of Cairo.

In what follows I will describe how empirical psychosocial studies have disclosed the 
relationship between poverty, overcrowding, and stress.         

Poverty, Overcrowding, and Stress

Since the early 70s a growing body of literature has studied the relationship between 
socioeconomic status (SES) and health, both physically and psychologically. Research 
in psychiatric epidemiology has uncovered a strong correlation between low SES and 
psychological distress, where statistics consistently indicate that mental disorders are more 
prevalent among poor people.23, 24, 25 

The SES/health gradient has been explained by two main theories: social causation 
theory and social selection theory. Social causation theory states that poor social conditions 
create bad mental health, whereas social selection theory states that people have low SES 
because of bad health.26, 27, 28 The relationship between these two theories is in real life 
probably one of a mixed nature, where some pathologies, individuals, or events fit best 
into social selection and others into the social causation. The Whitehall II survey in UK, 
which was established in 1985, found that the main bulk of the SES/health gradient was a 
result of social causation.29 Sub-categories to the social causation theory are “the differential 
vulnerability,” or “robustness approach” and “the exposure approach”. The former approach 
suggests that individuals with low SES are as such due to several circumstances causing 
more vulnerability to stress, which makes them susceptible to illness. Conversely, the latter 
approach suggests that individuals with low SES are simply more frequently exposed to 
stress and stressful experiences. 

23  Ronald C. Kessler and Paul D. Cleary, “Social Class and Psychological Distress,” American 
Sociological Review 45 (1980): 3, accessed November, 2012, http://www.jstor.org/stable/2095178.
24   Christopher T. Whelan, (1994), “Social Class, Unemployment, and Psychological Distress,” 
European Sociological Review 10 (1994): 1, accessed November, 2012, http://esr.oxfordjournals.org/
content/10/1/49.abstract.
25  Jay R. Turner, Blair Wheaton and Donald A. Lloyd, “The Epidemiology of Social Stress”, American 
Sociological Review 60 (1995): 1, accessed November, 2012, http://www.jstor.org/stable/2096348.
26  Jay R. Turner, Blair Wheaton and Donald A. Lloyd, “The Epidemiology of Social Stress”.
27  Theodore D. Fuller et al., “Chronic Stress and Psychological Well-Being: Evidence from Thailand 
on Household Crowding,” Social Science & Medicine 42:2 (1996): 248.
28  Michael G. Marmot, “Understanding Social Inequalities in Health”, Perspectives in Biology 
and Medicine 46 (2003): 3, accessed March 20, 2013, http://muse.jhu.edu/journals/pbm/summary/
v046/46.3xmarmot.html.
29  Marmot, Understanding Social Inequalities in Health, 8, 15.
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Michael Marmot puts all of this further under two main categories: “the materialist 
approach” and “the psychosocial approach”. The former implies that people with low SES 
in general are more ill, because they cannot afford proper treatment and cannot afford things 
that would prevent illness, such as a nutritious diet or psychological treatment. However, as 
Marmot points out in an article on the SES/health gradient, the universality of the gradient, 
which has been uncovered in all countries where studies have been conducted and also in 
wealthy countries with universal health care, suggests that there is more to the SES/health 
gradient than simply not being able to afford proper care.30, 31 Indeed, as we shall see later, 
scholars such as Robert M. Sapolsky directly suggest that stress as a result of low SES is a 
key factor in the SES/health gradient, and most researchers within his field agree.32 This is 
the psychosocial approach to the SES/health gradient. This approach focuses on the effect of 
the environment on the psyche, which creates stress, which in turn results in psychological 
pathology. This paper will focus on the psychosocial aspect of the SES/health gradient and 
the important role of stress within the gradient. However, it should be mentioned that material 
deprivations, such as not being able to afford health care are also considered a psychosocial 
stressor, so that material poverty is still very relevant to the psychosocial approach and this 
paper. As Sapolsky describes it, this perception of the SES/health gradient underlines the fact 
that the pathological aspect of poverty lies not in the poverty itself, but rather in the feeling 
of being poor, and in the feeling of being poorer than others, which is also called subjective 
SES, or relative deprivation. This makes income inequality an important factor of stress. 

The question is where the boundaries for comparison lie. Is it only the local 
neighborhood, or is it on a countrywide scale, or even more?.33 The concept of relative 
deprivation and socioeconomic status implies that a hierarchy exists, within which one can 
compare individuals of different status. Sapolsky differentiates between stable and unstable 
hierarchies. In stable hierarchies individuals with low SES experience the most stress, 
whereas in an unstable hierarchy people with high SES that feel their status threatened by an 
individual with lower SES experience more stress.34 

A considerable amount of research has focused on how a poor environment, more 
specifically the local neighborhood, affects the level of stress exposed to individuals. The 
focus of the poor environment has been on so-called neighborhood deprivation. One very 
basic hypothesis within the psychosocial research on the SES/health gradient related to 
neighborhood deprivation is that people in poor neighborhoods are, through the course of 
their lives, exposed more frequently to traumatic and stressful life experiences than people 

30  Marmot, 14-16.
31  Robert M. Sapolsky, “Social Status and Health in Humans and Other Animals”, Annual Review of 
Anthropology 33, (2004): 393-418..
32  Ibid., 410, 418.
33  Ibid., 410.
34  Ibid., 410.
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in the higher strata of society, which explains the high occurrence of mental disorders among 
people with low SES. More recent research within the field of the SES/mental health gradient 
has focused on the effect of what are termed “chronic stressors”. These stressors are ongoing 
difficulties of daily life, which are more subtle in nature than traumatic life experiences, but 
are believed to be just as detrimental because they are constant.35, 36

There are different kinds of individual stressors that tend to pile up in conditions 
of poverty, for instance, frequent moves and transitions, the experience of discrimination, 
economic strain, conflict among family members, exposure to violence, financial issues, and 
health.37, 38

The stress experienced from these conditions results in several psycho-pathological 
symptoms namely, depression, anxiety, hostility, aggression, attention difficulties, and thought 
problems.39 These symptoms have been shown to exacerbate over time, creating a snowball 
effect, where symptoms get worse as a result of ever-enhancing stressors caused by poverty. 

Another important deprivation that should be mentioned is unemployment. In his 
article on inner-city dislocations, William J. Wilson is referring to a study on the effects of 
unemployment in Algeria by Pierre Bourdieu. Bourdieu describes how unemployment and 
irregular employment inhibits a family’s ability for rational planning of life and therefore 
the adaptation to a modern industrial society. Furthermore, employment is a “coherent 
organization of the present, that is, a system of concrete expectations and goals”.40 In other 
words, lack of employment brings a sense of incoherence into one’s life and potentially 
a sense of worthlessness. Unemployment is especially stressful for married individuals, as 
they have economic responsibilities not only to themselves, but to the family as a whole.41 
Wilson links Bourdieu´s findings to the research in self-efficacy by Albert Bandura. Lack of 
self-efficacy can be caused by the inability to affect social conditions that influences one’s 
life, which may result in feelings of futility and anxiety. In neighborhoods with high rates 
of unemployment the situation for the individual family is reinforced by the surrounding 
unemployed families. Wilson calls this “social isolation”, where poor neighborhoods with 
high unemployment are stuck in a vicious circle in which the high rates of unemployment 
cuts off the neighborhood from good job networks and creates a growing collective sense of 

35  Turner, 34.
36  Fuller et al., Chronic Stress and Psychological Well-Being: Evidence from Thailand on Household 
Crowding, 251.
37  Catherine DeCarlo Santiago, Matha E. Wadsworth, Jessica Stump, “Socioeconomic status, 
neighborhood disadvantage, and poverty-related stress: Prospective effects on psychological syndromes 
among diverse low-income families,” Journal of Economic Psychology 32:2 (2011): 1-2.
38  Turner, 105/107 and 106/108.
39  Santiago, Wadsworth, and Stump, “Socioeconomic status, neighborhood disadvantage, and poverty-
related stress: Prospective effects on psychological syndromes among diverse low-income families,” Journal 
of Economic Psychology 32:2 (2011).
40  Wilson, William Julius (1990), Studying Inner-City Social Dislocations: The Challenge of Public 
Agenda Research, American Sociological Association, http://www.jstor.org/stable/2095669, 10.
41  Whelan, Social Class, Unemployment, and psychological Distress, 24.
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purposelessness and self-inefficacy, which in turn helps to consolidate unemployment. 
Wilson’s theory of social isolation from the early 90s has since been further 

developed into the theory of social capital. Sapolsky describes social capital as the level 
of trust, reciprocity, lack of hostility, and cynicism between residents, group participation, 
and collective sense of efficacy. Studies have concluded that when income inequality in a 
neighborhood increases, the social capital decreases. As social capital decreases, ailments 
such as crime increase.42 The attributes above, describing social capital could more or less be 
summed up in the word cohesiveness, as high social cohesiveness in a neighborhood equates 
to high social capital. Residential mobility, i.e. the amount of individuals moving in and out of 
a given neighborhood, has likewise been shown to decrease the sense of social cohesiveness 
and thereby affect the level of social capital.43 Residential mobility is high in many of the big 
cities of the U.S., and thus much of the research on the concept is from the U.S. However as 
we have seen some figures indicate that the rural to urban migration in Egypt is waning and 
thus many of the informal areas in GC may not have high residential mobility, as many of the 
residents have been living there for a long time now.  

It should however be mentioned that other studies have found that unemployment in a 
neighborhood helps decrease crime and juvenile delinquency, simply because both the parents 
are spending more time at home, thereby increasing the adult supervision of adolescents. 
Stress for the parents in connection with transportation and childcare can also decrease.44 

Studies such as the one by Avshalom Caspi et al., that examined the level of behavioral 
problems amongst 2 year old twins in the U.K., have shown that neighborhood deprivations 
have aversive effects on the mental health of children. Behavioral problems such as the child 
cries easily, gets restless and does not keep still, and disobedience were shown to be more 
prevalent among children in less affluent areas. 

Environmental factors are shown to have the same effect on children´s mental health 
as that of a loss of a close family relative or a parent.45 Jeanne Brooks-Gunn et al. have, from 
their research in neighborhood deprivations in the U.S., found that where smaller children are 
more at risk from environmental factors at the family level. Adolescents are spending more 
time outside the home and thus being more affected from factors of the neighborhood as a 
whole. These extra familial factors can be effects of the economic status of the neighborhood, 
such as informal job networks and positive role models.46 Role models specifically have 
shown to have an effect on education attainment. According to The Plowden Report from 
1967 education is more likely to be perceived as a brief prelude to work, rather than a goal 

42  Sapolsky, Social Status and Health in Humans and Other Animals, 411-419.
43  Santiago, Wadsworth, and Stump, 211, 218, 219/2.
44  Ibid., 228/11.
45  Avshalom Caspi et al., “Neighborhood Deprivation Affects Children´s Mental Health: 
Environmental Risks Identified in a Genetic Design,” Psychological Science 11:4 (2000): 341/5.
46  Jeanne Brooks-Gunn et al., “Do Neighborhoods Influence Child and Adolescent Development?” 
American Journal of Sociology 99:2 (1993).
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in itself, in neighborhoods where residents´ jobs owe little to their education.47 With very 
small children, the neighborhood environment is likely to have an indirect effect, whereby 
the parents experience chronic stress from extra familial neighborhood deprivations, which 
renders them unable to give the children optimal attention and care.48 

High levels of stress among parents also severely increases the risk of domestic 
violence, which has detrimental effects on children. Children that are exposed to violence 
or experience violence against their mothers are traumatized often for life. Development 
psychology has proved that “the brain develops and organizes as a reflection of developmental 
experience, organizing in response to the pattern, intensity and nature of sensory and perceptual 
experience. The experience of the traumatized is fear, threat, unpredictability, frustration, 
chaos, hunger, and pain. Therefore, the traumatized child´s template for brain organization 
is the stress response”.49 The brain’s so-called plasticity thus shapes it according to the 
environment. If this environment entails traumatizing experiences and chronic stress, such as 
domestic violence, then the brain will develop the parts of it that are responsible for the “fight 
or flight” reactions, on behalf of other parts, that for instance have to do with abstract or rational 
thinking, also called the cortex region. This brain development has lifelong repercussions 
and children that have an underdeveloped cortex region will experience symptoms such as 
memory lapse, anxiety, attention deficits, and an inability to control emotional outbursts.50  
Thus, the effect of neighborhood deprivations not only affects parents, but it also trickles 
down affecting the development of children and the young, thereby permanently harming 
their stress-coping abilities. 

It is important however to bear in mind that the field-research of the Brooks-Gunn 
and Caspi article was carried out in American and British neighborhoods, and thus the 
neighborhood deprivations mentioned above may differ from those in the GC area. Gang 
activity and gang-related violence is, for instance, probably higher in ghettos of the UK and 
especially the U.S. than in Cairo, whereas the presence of parks and police protection is most 
probably less prevalent in informal areas of Cairo. 

Another important stressor that is often associated with deprived neighborhoods or 
slum areas, especially in developing countries, is crowding or overcrowding. Animal studies 
and experiments have shown that too many animals (high social density) confined to a small 
area creates an excess of aggressive behavior, heightened mortality, and reduced fertility and 
birthrates.51 

47  Debra L. Prince, and Esther M. Howard, “Children and Their Basic Needs,” Early Childhood 
Education Journal 30:1 (2002): 31/5.
48  Caspi et al., Neighborhood Deprivation Affects Children´s Mental Health: Environmental Risks 
Identified in a Genetic Design, 342/6.
49  Prince and Howard, Children and Their Basic Needs, 29/3.
50  Ibid., 34.
51  Wendy C. Regeoczi, “The Impact of Density: The Importance of Nonlinearity and Selection on 
Flight and Fight Responses,” Special forces 81:2 (2002).
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The study of the effects of crowding on humans has taken different factors into account 
such as gender, marital status, ethnicity, and income. However, the findings from studies 
where there have been controls for these variables have been inconsistent. Some studies have 
found no impact from crowding on social behavior, while others have found several.52 Other 
studies have found no noticeable effects of crowding in relation to gender or have simply not 
focused on gender differences, while others have.53, 54 

The issue of social selection vs. social causation is also at play in the crowding research, 
yet many studies have failed to control for these variables and there is still no consensus as to 
whether crowding creates psychopathology or people with psychopathologies end up living 
in crowded areas because of selection effects.55  In the literature on overcrowding it has for a 
while been established that when talking about crowding there should be a distinction between 
objective crowding and subjective crowding. The former is the actual measure of density, 
whereas the latter is how the inhabitants perceive the level of density. Where the objective 
crowding is fairly easily measured, the subjective crowding is the result of many different 
psychological factors. The subjective crowding has even by some scholars been shown to 
have just as big an impact as the objective crowding.56 Two important basic stress factors in 
relation to the subjective crowding are perceived demands and lack of privacy. As lack of 
privacy in a household increases, the seeming level of felt demands increases, which triggers 
stress, and results in poor mental health.57 The lack of privacy and felt demands are in turn 
connected to an individual’s perceived level of control over the immediate environment. If 
this perceived sense of control is low, it can have negative effects on the individual’s reactions 
to social density.58  In the Palestinian refugee camps, as we shall see in the forthcoming text, 
subjective crowding has also been affected by the feeling of neglect that residents are feeling 
towards the government, which to a certain extent also is a matter of a lack of control and the 
feeling of futility. 

Other important findings point to the fact that crowding might be non-linear—i.e. it 
takes the form of a j-curve, where symptoms seem to exacerbate at very low levels of crowding 
and at very high levels of crowding, with the optimal level of crowding occurring somewhere 
in between.59, 60 The research has mainly been focused on the relationship between crowding 
and pathologies such as depression, anxiety, and withdrawal. Wendy C. Regeozci’s research 
on crowding in Toronto, Canada has shown links between females and tendencies towards 

52  Regeoczi, The Impact of Density: The Importance of Nonlinearity and Selection on Flight and Fight 
Responses, 507/4.
53  Ibid., 254/2-256/4.
54  Fuller et al., 265/1, 269/5.
55  Regeozci, 507/4.
56  Fuller et al., 268/4.
57  Ibid., 269/5.
58  Ibid., 273/9.
59  Regeoczi, 514.
60  Fuller et al., 270
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depression under pressures of density, whereas males have a greater tendency towards the 
combination of withdrawal and aggressive behavior—i.e. a combination of internalizing and 
externalizing behavior.61 As mentioned earlier, Ruback and Pandey’s studies in India also 
concluded that women were exhibiting more negative effects from household crowding than 
men. Other research such as Fuller’s study of household crowding in Bangkok has not shown 
any gender effects in relation to crowding. 

It should be mentioned that most of the research in the study areas mentioned above 
have been conducted in the “West”, especially in the U.S., but within the field of crowding 
more and more field research is being conducted in developing countries simply because 
far more densely populated areas are found in these countries. Since levels of crowding are 
very different from developed to developing countries, one could imagine that culture might 
play a remediating role between crowding and stress. Ruback and Pandey suggested this in 
their research, as the Hindu culture has a strong sense of fatalism, which could function as a 
cultural remedy to the lack of control and privacy caused by crowding. However, their study 
concluded that the perceived lack of control was just as mentally straining for Indians as for 
Americans or Europeans.62 

Since so much of this paper revolves around the concept of stress, I will now turn to 
a description of the basic features of this concept.

 

The Stress Response and Chronic Stress

When the human organism, or an animal organism for that matter, is under threat 
or has to perform a vital, physically-taxing assignment, stress is activated for a brief time 
interval in order to maximize performance. This reaction is called the stress response. When 
the stress response is not activated, the organism is in a state called homeostasis. In this state 
all vital signs—heart rate, blood pressure, body temperature—are at their optimal levels. The 
stress response, which is a feature in all animals, including primates, is the coping mechanism 
of a stressful event, also called the stressor. Causes for the stress response can vary, but the 
most basic example is the event of having to escape a predator or having to hunt down prey. 
In such instances the stress response is activated and blood is rapidly being pumped out to 
the muscles, hence the elevated level of blood pressure and heart rate; cognition is enhanced, 
sensitivity to pain is blunted, and the senses are sharpened. No matter the type of threat an 
individual is confronted with, the stress response is always the same. Highly socially complex 
animals such as primates and humans can develop stress for purely imagined reasons, e.g. 
mourning of the diseased. The cause for the stress response can thus be purely psychological, 

61  Regeoczi, 517.
62  Barry R. Ruback, and Janek Pandey, Barry and Pandey, “Crowding, Perceived Control, and Relative 
Power: An Analysis of Households in India,” Journal of Applied Social Psychology 21:4 (1991): 340/26.
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without any real threat to the homeostasis. 
Robert M. Sapolsky mentions five examples of basic psychological stressors. The first 

one being a lack of predictability—if one cannot predict when the stressor is going to occur. 
The second is the sense of a lack of control—if individuals do not feel that they are in control 
of their environment and potential stressors. The third is a lack of an outlet for frustration. 
In other words, the person lacks distractions or displacements from the stressor, which can 
often entail outlets of violence against another individual. The fourth is interpretation of 
the stressor.  If an individual understands why the stress response is occurring, this is a 
good coping mechanism and vice versa. And the fifth stressor is a lack of social support—
social support can help to ease stress. The stress response is therefore a vital function for 
any living animal to have; however, as we have seen, humans have the ability to activate 
the stress response for purely psychological reasons, even though there might not be any 
real threat, potentially wasting energy and resources. This enhances the risk of triggering 
the stress response permanently, i.e. chronic stress, and under such circumstances the stress 
response can become as damaging as the stressor itself. This carries with it heightened risk 
of cardiovascular diseases, also the immune system is suppressed, which makes individuals 
vulnerable to infections, whereas short-term stress enhances cognition, long-term stress 
simply disrupts it.63 

With the workings of the stress response and chronic stress in mind, we will now 
turn to a description of conditions in the Palestinian refugee camps to see how the physical 
conditions in these deprived neighborhoods create stress and tension.  

Palestinian Refugee Camps

Research on the effects of overcrowding on mental health, especially in the Middle East 
and Egypt is very scarce, but studies have been made within this field on Palestinian refugee 
camps, which can be helpful for the purpose of this paper. There are many resemblances 
between the conditions in these refugee camps and the conditions in urban slum and informal 
areas in GC. I have personally been to the Wehdaat refugee camp in Amman, Jordan and in 
appearance alone it bore clear resemblances to certain urban areas in Cairo. Mona Marshy 
has done research on social and psychological effects of overcrowding and neighborhood 
deprivations in Palestinian refugee camps and she describes the camps situated in urban 
surroundings as having the same characteristics as urban slum areas in other developing 
countries. This entails high levels of overcrowding, insufficient infrastructure, insufficient 
access to health clinics and schools (the classrooms are extremely overcrowded—not unusual 
with 45-60 students in one classroom), lack of access to water, electricity, and sanitation etc. 
The homes of residents in the refugee camps are also built ad hoc without any regulations or 

63  Sapolsky, 405.



PovERTy, ovERCRoWDINg, STRESS, AND SECTARIAN TENSIoNS

A r a b - We s t  J o u r n a l  ·  Vo l u m e  1  ·  Te s t  I s s u e   ·  S p r i n g  2 0 1 3 A r a b - We s t  J o u r n a l  ·  Vo l u m e  1  ·  Te s t  I s s u e   ·  S p r i n g  2 0 1 3
16

permits, much like in informal areas. In some ways some of the urban slum areas described 
by Sabry in Cairo are even worse off than how Marshy describes some of the refugee camps. 
For instance, an absence of running water is a significant issue in informal areas of Cairo. 
Some areas do not have access to running water for several months during the summer.64 

Due to severe overcrowding, many of the families in Palestinian refugee camps live in 
one single room. This puts a great deal of pressure on the family and the individual members 
in several different ways. First of all, physical health is compromised as diseases are easily 
spread between family members and the risk of people, especially women and children, 
getting hurt in accidents involving kitchen tools, open fire, or other potentially dangerous 
household equipment is greatly enhanced. Secondly, the lack of privacy under such crowded 
conditions exposes people to considerable levels of stress. Marshy perceives it as being: “[...] 
a simple logic that is deeply understood” that ten people cannot live in one room.65 

The stress that the residents of the camps are under affects their behavior. They are 
experienced at being more nervous and aggressive and having difficulties assimilating into 
non-refugee communities. It is not only in the household that the crowding affects people, 
but also in the surrounding area outside. The lack of space in which children can play creates 
conflict between the children which is transferred to conflicts between the parents. In general, 
conflicts would arise out of “irritations from noise, lack of privacy, the proximity of neighbors, 
and lack of playgrounds or parks”.66 That conditions such as these would create conflicts 
seems to be as Marshy phrased it, a logic easily understood. The underlying cause for these 
conflicts, according to the logic of Marshy’s paper, is the stress from a sort of sensory or 
stimulus overload. Many of the refugees were among the most active in the tough times of the 
intifada and have had great expectations that their housing conditions would improve when 
the Palestinian Authority was created. Therefore, as their conditions have not improved, they 
feel neglected by the government, which exacerbates their perception of crowding in the 
camps. This is the concept of subjective crowding mentioned earlier, whereby non-crowding-
related factors function as stressors that exacerbate the feeling of crowdedness.  

As we can see from the description of the Palestinian refugee camps above, they 
are a good case for comparison to conditions in urban slums in general. The overcrowding 
and general level of neighborhood deprivations have, according to Marshy, clear behavioral 
effects on the residents, and the risk of conflicts are abound and omnipresent.  

The Case of Cairo

64  Sabry, 32.
65  Mona Marshy, “Social and Psychological Effects of Overcrowding in Palestinian Refugee Camps 
in the West Bank and Gaza Literature Review and Preliminary Assessment of the Problem,” International 
Development Research Centre (2009): 3.9.
66  Marshy, Social and Psychological Effects of Overcrowding in Palestinian Refugee Camps in the 
West Bank and Gaza Literature Review and Preliminary Assessment of the Problem, 3.11.



JoNAS SyLvEST

A r a b - We s t  J o u r n a l  ·  Vo l u m e  1  ·  Te s t  I s s u e   ·  S p r i n g  2 0 1 3 A r a b - We s t  J o u r n a l  ·  Vo l u m e  1  ·  Te s t  I s s u e   ·  S p r i n g  2 0 1 3
17

The five basic psychological stressors mentioned earlier as described by Sapolsky 
are good examples of chronic stressors. In the following section I will examine these five 
stressors to explain how they affect people and how this can be related to conditions in 
Greater Cairo. 

As previously mentioned, the sense of a lack of control and a lack of predictability 
are two factors that enhance the level of stress. The physical environment creating these two 
stress factors must be very similar, as a lack of predictability renders one unable to predict 
the outcome of situations, which severely limits the level of control one can have on the 
environment. 

Environments that exist in much of Cairo severely hamper predictability and the sense 
of control. Many poor and unemployed people as well as day laborers in Cairo experience 
a fundamental and existential lack of control on a daily basis. Not being able to predict how 
much money tomorrow will bring means not being able to predict how many meals you 
will have the next day. Being unemployed, as we have seen, also entails a deeper sense of 
uncontrollable destiny and not being able to provide for yourself and your family. Long-
lasting unemployment or irregular employment can thus be very stressful and mentally 
straining. As we have seen, long-term unemployment results in the feeling of self-inefficacy, 
anxiety, and a feeling of purposelessness, which can result in depression. 

Another unpredictable variable is the number of people surrounding you on a daily 
basis. The more people that surround an individual, the more unforeseen events are likely to 
occur. Stress comes with one being unaware of what happens next, because of the constant 
presence of many individuals, especially children. Individuals are not able to withdraw to a 
personal room where they can be alone, which may result in depression, mental withdrawal, 
and aggression—the last two affecting men especially. This is particularly the case in many 
informal areas as described earlier, where many families and day laborers live together in 
a very limited space. High fertility rates in these informal areas, where it is not unusual 
for a family to have five or more children, affect the level of perceived control amongst 
the residents. Ruback and Pandey established in their study from India that the presence of 
children in the home is corrosive to the perceived level of control on the environment. In 
societies where most women are at home taking care of the house, household density has 
shown to have a larger effect on women.67  However, at least one of the two surveys that 
they use in their research is conducted among households in rural areas, where the social 
density outside the household might not be as high as in urban areas. In informal areas of 
Cairo, where neighborhoods consist of narrow streets and buildings are built very close to 
each other, density is very high and might affect men in particular. It is conditions such as 
these that Mona Marshy claims alter the behavior of residents, creating for example more 

67  Ruback and Pandey, Crowding, Perceived Control, and Relative Power: An Analysis of Households 
in India, 430.
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aggressive behavior and nervous tempers. 
This brings us to the third kind of basic psychological stressor that Sapolsky mentioned: 

the lack of outlets or displacements from the stressor, which enhances stress, and thus pushes 
people further towards the need for outlets. As mentioned, one very common and basic 
displacement reaction is aggressive behavior or even attacks on other individuals. In areas 
with high levels of tensions and low levels of security, an environment is thus created where 
even the smallest things can ignite violent incidents. Marshy describes how chronic stressors 
such as noise pollution, proximity to neighbors, and a lack of public space creates conflicts, 
and how everyday occurrences such as a quarrel between two kids can escalate to become 
confrontations between the parents. This exemplifies how chronic stressors, such as those 
described in the Palestinian refugee camps place residents under enormous pressure, and as 
there are not many natural outlets for this pressure, the displacement reaction of violence or 
aggressive confrontations towards other residents becomes more prevalent. 

The fourth basic psychological stressor that Sapolsky mentioned is the ability to 
interpret the stressor with which one is faced. The ability to interpret and analyze situations 
and events is closely linked to education. Without the basic critical thinking and analytical 
skills that one acquires through education, the level of stress can be higher, because one is less 
able to recognize the source of the stress and how the feeling of stress occurred. Furthermore, 
an absence of education and illiteracy among parents affects small children, as the parents 
might be more easily stressed, because of lack of coping mechanisms. The informal economy 
in Cairo and Egypt on the whole is many times larger than the formal economy. In the informal 
economy most jobs do not generally require an education. Therefore the majority of the 
population do not need an education for their future jobs, and we saw earlier how this could 
create a culture where education is not seen as important, because it is seen simply as a loss of 
potential income that could been earned instead of studying. Furthermore, in neighborhoods 
with very high unemployment, power, prestige, and authority do not depend on education, 
which as we have seen also has a corrosive effect on the appeal of education.68 These are 
some of the various neighborhood disadvantages with which many slum dwellers must live.

In order to give a more precise description of the conditions of the deprived 
neighborhoods in GC, I will now summarize the insightful findings from the interviews 
conducted for this paper.

From the Interviews

Between the 12th of August and the 9th of October I conducted four interviews. The 
first interview was conducted with Dr. Hoda Awad, board member of the Coptic-Evangelical 
Organization for Social Services (CEOSS), and senior professor of political science at the 

68  Prince and Howard, 31/5.
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American University in Cairo (AUC). The second interview I conducted was with Britton 
Buckner, the Head of Programming in the non-profit organization, Catholic Relief Services 
(CRS), and Mena Assad, Assistant Project Officer for Christian Civic Engagement, a pilot 
project with CRS that monitors sectarian violence in Egypt. In the third interview, Shirley 
Youssry arranged for me to interview several representatives of different branches within 
the poverty relief services of CEOSS. The fourth interview to which I will refer in this paper 
was with Dr. Amgad Khairy, a psychiatrist working for Caritas, a non-profit organization, in 
the slum areas of Cairo.  Dr. Khairy had been a part of a psychosocial support program in 
Alexandria.

In my interview with the representatives of CEOSS they validated my assumption 
that the classes of the schools in Cairo, and especially in the informal areas, are in fact 
overcrowded. Even in the better schools there can be as many as 40 children in one class. 
They also brought up the issue of crime. They stated that many criminals were hiding in some 
of the informal areas, as no one knows who is living there.  In some villages there are only 
tin huts, no brick buildings, according to the interviewees, and the level of security and law 
enforcement is very low, making it the perfect place to hide. Such conditions are conducive to 
high levels of crime in some areas. Increased crime levels result in added violence, and crime 
and sectarian violence go hand-in-hand in some of the areas. Likewise, sexual harassment, 
rape, and incest are very prevalent in the same areas. An incident with a church burning in an 
area called ‘Atfīh was also mentioned, where the police did not arrive until after the church 
had been burned to the ground. Professor Hoda and Dr. Amgad also told me about the lack of 
security and law enforcement. 

Furthermore the issue of drug abuse in informal areas was brought up in both the 
interviews with Dr. Amgad and CEOSS.  Bangoo, which is basically cheap, bad marijuana 
and Dromadol, a kind of morphine, as Dr. Amgad described it, were very prevalent in some 
areas, and in addition the children were sniffing glue. These kinds of drugs do not in and of 
themselves make people aggressive, as the effect is mostly sedative, but the use of these drugs 
makes people more accident-prone, which can be a cause of tension, trauma, and violence. 
The drugs functions as an outlet for many people, just like violence and aggression function 
as an outlet. 

On a question on the level of inequality and relative deprivation, they answered in the 
CEOSS interview that in the informal areas most people are equally poor, but some informal 
slum areas are situated right next to rich neighborhoods, such as Zamalek and Bula Dakrour. 
They stated that the poor families in the informal areas conceived, on average, many more 
children than the affluent families, thus contributing to the overcrowding, and making the 
informal and poor areas more crowded than the rest of Cairo. 

Dr. Amgad Khairy stated that the lack of privacy resulting from overcrowding, in his 
experience, leads to aggression. Ten families sharing one common toilet for instance, can be 



PovERTy, ovERCRoWDINg, STRESS, AND SECTARIAN TENSIoNS

A r a b - We s t  J o u r n a l  ·  Vo l u m e  1  ·  Te s t  I s s u e   ·  S p r i n g  2 0 1 3 A r a b - We s t  J o u r n a l  ·  Vo l u m e  1  ·  Te s t  I s s u e   ·  S p r i n g  2 0 1 3
20

a hotbed for many confrontations, not to mention sexual harassment or abuse. Many people 
in slum areas are outside of their homes most of the time trying to find areas where they can 
be alone and get some privacy, or wider areas with less people, because their homes are too 
crowded. However, in most informal and slum areas in GC, these private places outside of the 
home do not exist. As Britton Buckner mentioned, well-off Egyptians can go to the gym, take 
a boat ride on the Nile, or pay to get into a park, but poor Egyptians do not have the money 
to buy this kind of privacy and break from the busy streets of Cairo. Dr. Amgad, for instance, 
told me that he does not use his car that often anymore, because even in the air-conditioned 
comfort of his own car he would get stressed and agitated when in the traffic, because of the 
density of people and cars in Cairo. “Imagine then how the crowding affects people living in 
conditions with poor ventilation, poor sewage, and income of less than 2 dollars per day?” 
he remarked. The crowding and traffic, with car horns being used all the time, also leads to 
noise pollution, and as people are living very close to each other in the informal areas, they 
can hear much of what their neighbor is doing. People there become very aggressive, and the 
aggression trickles down through the family, so that the man is aggressive towards his wife, 
the wife is aggressive towards the children, and the children are aggressive towards each 
other. Violence against women in particular is prevalent in these poor areas, and some of it is 
religiously driven. Some religious authorities would say that one is allowed to hit their wife 
and children as well. 

In the psychosocial support programs of which Dr. Amgad was a part, they were trying 
to convince people to utilize communication more as a way of interaction with each other, 
instead of resorting to aggression and violence, because many issues that would otherwise get 
out of hand could easily be resolved with simple and respectful communication. To exemplify 
how easily things can get out of hand, he mentioned the Dahshūr incident, where a Coptic 
professional garments presser accidentally burned the shirt of his Muslim client. This created 
a conflict that soon got out of hand and 120 Copts had to leave the city of Dahshūr because 
of violent clashes. Thus, according to Dr. Amgad, the threshold for violence has become very 
low, and it will become even lower, because of increasing poverty and religious fanaticism. 

In the aforementioned psychosocial support program they also had sessions on self-
image with the residents of the areas. What they found was that people had a remarkably 
negative self-image and very low self-esteem, especially the women. There was a feeling of 
worthlessness amongst the people there. In many cases they had to give them anti-depressants 
because there were many people with suicidal tendencies. He also described situations for 
instance, where a man had two wives and many children, and they are all living in one room 
with one bed, so the wives would have to take turns in sharing the bed with the husband. 
Imagine the children living under these conditions seeing sexual intercourse right in front of 
them. They become very mentally disturbed by this. Dr. Amgad even described some of the 
areas where he had been working during the psychosocial program as “open mental hospitals”, 



JoNAS SyLvEST

A r a b - We s t  J o u r n a l  ·  Vo l u m e  1  ·  Te s t  I s s u e   ·  S p r i n g  2 0 1 3 A r a b - We s t  J o u r n a l  ·  Vo l u m e  1  ·  Te s t  I s s u e   ·  S p r i n g  2 0 1 3
21

because of the vast amount of people there with mental illnesses, especially depression and 
anxiety. Many people had extremely low self-esteem and were suicidal, they felt worthless, 
and powerless; powerless, because, according to Dr. Amgad, they had very basic ambitions 
that could not be achieved, such as for a young woman to love and be loved. Sometimes they 
saw examples of a man “selling” his daughter to a much older man as a desperate way of 
getting money. Homelessness of children is also a big issue in these areas, as many families 
have several children, but cannot feed them all, so they let the children go on their own to 
try to find some source of income or food. These children are very deprived. Dr. Amgad 
explained that if you give them a cooked meal or a piece of chocolate, you will find it is 
something they have never had before. A very important thing in a child’s development is to 
play. However, many children in these areas have never had the opportunity to play as they 
have to earn money for the family. Child labor is thus also a major problem. 

In general, Dr. Amgad described how aggression and drugs are the two main ways 
of coping with the very low self-esteem. Increased levels of crime after the Revolution have 
meant that many people are suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder. This occurs, for 
instance, as a result of robberies and assaults. Dr. Amgad stated that as a result of the increased 
crime rates and violence after the Revolution, even many affluent Egyptians have developed 
anxiety issues. But moneyed people have their money in the bank and have savings as a 
buffer. Imagine, then, the level of anxiety in people without money in the bank and without 
savings. 

In addition, Dr. Amgad mentioned the high temperatures in Egypt, especially in the 
summer, as a reason for aggression. 

Professor Hoda also touched upon the topic of social marginalization and said that: 
“They are completely marginalized, they feel they are marginalized, that they are not even up 
to the grade of citizen, so people are treating them as outsiders and criminals; that they should 
not live [...]”.69 In the CEOSS interview marginalization was also mentioned as a result of 
poverty in informal areas. Dr. Amgad stated that, amongst other things, they feel powerless 
because of the lack of support from the government. Likewise, Professor Hoda mentioned 
that people had an expectation that the welfare state would help them, even though the welfare 
state is not there anymore. This lack of social support from the government is an additional 
stressor placed upon poor Cairenes. 

In order to further elucidate how high levels of stress and tensions creates and 
environment where conflicts can easily escalate, I will now turn two examples of sectarian 
conflicts in GC.

Cases in GC

The first case or exemplification of sectarian tension/violence in GC I will present 

69  Interview with Professor Hoda 12/08-2012.
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here is from a poor area in GC more precisely the Giza Governorate called Imbābah. Most of 
Imbābah is an informal area and the report describes Imbābah as lacking basic infrastructure. 
Although the area has recently been connected to the metro system, services such as proper 
streets, water, and sewer services are absent. The report furthermore states that due to the 
absent infrastructure, services, and overcrowding, tensions are high and conflicts among 
residents often occur. Because of the lacking sewage system it is usual practice to throw their 
wash water out the window in order not to fill the septic tanks too quickly, as it costs money 
to have the tanks emptied. A Muslim woman that was living above a Christian woman was 
throwing her water out the window, as is custom, to the annoyance of the Christian woman 
below, who complained about this several times. The complaints were ignored, and one day 
when the Muslim woman threw her bathwater out the window, it landed directly on the clean 
wash of the Christian woman living beneath her. This ignited a heated argument where both 
women’s families quickly got involved. The Christian woman felt so insulted by the Muslim 
woman that she went to the police. The police organized a reconciliation meeting with the 
local elders and managed to resolve the issue peacefully.70

Although this incident did not escalate into violence, it clearly shows how a problem 
that should be regarded as a minor issue quickly gets out of hand. As described earlier, 
Imbābah is one of the earliest informal areas in Cairo.  It is located on the west bank of the 
Nile close to the heart of the capital. As with all informal areas, population figures are rough 
estimates and in Imbābah one estimate is that there are around 400,000 residents. The area has 
a considerable amount of Christians and the area has in the past been a breeding ground for 
fundamentalist groups, which has resulted in several incidents of sectarian violence. The area 
is probably best known for the incident in 1992, where 20,000 government troops besieged 
the area in order to capture one of the infamous leaders of a radical Islamist movement in the 
area.71 The most recent major incident of sectarian violence took place on the 10th of May, 
2012, when amongst other things a church was burned to the ground resulting in twelve 
deaths and 200 injured.72 

The incident described above demonstrates how tensions in Imbābah are high, and 
furthermore shows how physical neighborhood deprivation, in this case the lack of proper 
sewer services, becomes a chronic stressor causing frustrations to accumulate over time. This 
particular incident fortunately did not evolve into sectarian violence, but as exemplified with 
the Dahshūr incident mentioned in the interview with Dr. Amgad Khairy, seemingly minor 
accidents in deprived areas such as Imbābah or areas worse off can ignite smoldering embers.  

70  Jayson Casper. “From the Burned Church in Imbābah: Fr. Mityas on the Event, Explanation, and 
Spiritual Response,” Arab-West Report, Week 19, Art. 92, May 10, 2012, http://www.arabwestreport.info/
year-2011/week-19/92-burned-church-imbaba-fr-mityas-event-explanation-and-spiritual-response.
71  Kipper and Fischer, 77/40.
72  Casper, “From the Burned Church in Imbābah: Fr. Mityas on the Event, Explanation, and Spiritual 
Response”.
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Should one side of the conflict be Christian and the other Muslim, you may have sectarian 
clashes taking place. 

My second case and exemplification of tension in the GC area is in a town called Sūl 
in ‘Atfīh in the governorate of Helwan. The incident was, as we have seen, also mentioned in 
the interview I conducted with the representatives of CEOSS. 

The husband of a Muslim woman found her together with a young Christian man on 
the 23rd of February, 2011. The Christian man was forced to sign a number of money receipts. 
Later, on the 1st of March, 2011, the husband and some of his family members attacked the 
siblings of the young Christian man and burned a number of Christian stores and homes and 
rumors started to circulate that the Church of the Two Martyrs in the town would be burned 
down. In order to try to keep the situation from escalating, a conciliatory session was held 
with the authorities of the town, including the priests of the Two Martyr’s Church. It was 
agreed upon that the young Christian man that had been involved in the affair and his family 
should leave the village. After this session, members of the family of the Muslim woman who 
had been involved in the affair went to the father of the woman in question and demanded 
that he kill his daughter. The father refused, and a gunfight broke out where the father himself 
and another family member were killed. The funeral of the two Muslim men took place the 
day after. At the funeral emotions must have been stirred up again, as around 5,000 Muslim 
villagers went to the Church of the Two Martyrs and started attacking it. At dawn on Saturday, 
the 5th of March, 2011 the church had been burned almost to the ground. Luckily there were 
no casualties in connection to the burning of the church.73 

Again, here we see how a serious and dangerous conflict quickly flares up. The Two 
Martyr’s Church incident is different from the one described above in that it did not happen 
out of an insignificant everyday occurrence or an accident. However, it shows how individuals 
are very easily mobilized in an apparent state of agitated arousal, and how violent emotional 
reactions are just under the surface. Although many cultural traits and traditions are also at 
play in this conflict, such as honor killing, this does not change the fact that a large amount of 
people are quickly aroused to an extremely aggravated state, and how violence seems to be 
the only “proper” response to their frustrations.   

Conclusion

We have in the present paper seen how poverty and overcrowding are two imminent 
problems in the area of Greater Cairo. The research presented in this paper furthermore shows 
how several different factors related to poverty, such as low SES and overcrowding, affects 

73  Rubir, al-Faris, “The Burning of the Church of the Two Martyrs, St. Mina and St. George in Helwan 
[updated],” Al-Akhbar in Arab-West Report, Week 10, Art. 3, March 6, 2011, http://www.arabwestreport.info/
year-2011/week-10/3-burning-church-two-martyrs-st-mina-and-st-george-helwan-updated. 
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both children and youth development, and the mental health of adults. The uncovering of the 
SES/mental health gradient within psychiatric epidemiology has given rise to the hypothesis 
that stress as a result of low SES—both chronic stress and traumatic life experiences—and 
the array of factors and deprivation that follows, develops into psychological pathologies. 
Through the studies of Robert M. Sapolsky it has been shown how chronic stress disrupts 
cognition, and we have seen how the brain under chronically stressed conditions forms its 
template for the organization of the brain according to the stress response, which is extremely 
damaging to the early development of children and adolescents, as their perceptions of the 
environment will be one of threat and “fight or flight”. We have seen how, according to 
Howard and Prince, many children in the ghettos of the U.S. are traumatized by abuse and 
domestic violence. We have also seen from the interviews how violence towards women is 
prevalent and that there are above average levels of child abuse in informal slum areas of 
Cairo. Symptoms of the organization of the brain according to the stress response will be 
an inability to control emotional outbursts, memory lapse, attention deficits, and anxiety. 
The inability to control emotional outbursts and anxiety are related to the description of the 
residents of the Palestinian refugee camps as being nervous and aggressive in their behavior, 
and it fits the description by Dr. Amgad of people being very aggressive in informal slum 
areas. Memory lapse and attention deficits as well as an underdeveloped cortex region, which 
organizes abstract and rational thinking, severely hampers abilities to acquire new knowledge 
in a school environment. This is crucial because especially education and the analytical skills 
that follow with it, is an effective coping mechanism for stress. Without these basic analytical 
skills, individuals become more susceptible to manipulation. In contrast, the mechanism, 
explained earlier in the paper, that the appeal of education might be lost, because not many 
jobs owe to education and because of unemployment, might turn out not to be applicable in 
an Egyptian context. It seems that people in Egypt are aware that education is a way out of 
working poverty, but the majority are simply forced to drop out in order to help earn money 
for the family.      

The pathologies cited above are, more precisely, depression, anxiety, hostility, 
aggression, attention difficulties, and thought problems. Dr. Amgad Khairy stated how 
depression, anxiety, and aggression are abundant in the slum areas of Alexandria and Cairo 
where he has been working. From other interviews it has become clear that crime rates can 
be high in informal areas, as it is an ideal place for criminals to hide given the great lack 
of law-maintained security. In addition to high levels of crime there is, according to the 
interviewees, a great deal of drugs in many slum areas. The drugs are used as a stress relief 
and where crime is high, criminals are probably also earning their living through drug trade. 
High levels of crime and low levels of security, a plentiful supply of drugs, together with 
anxiety and aggressive behavior among the residents creates an environment where tensions 
are high and violent incidents can easily occur. 
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As described earlier, high levels of crime is a symptom of low social capital. This 
implies high levels of hostility and cynicism between residents in a neighborhood as well 
as a general lack of social cohesiveness, which in turn is linked to high levels of residential 
mobility. However, it could be questioned just how prevalent crime rates in informal and 
poor areas of Cairo are. I encountered many differing opinions on the informal areas of 
GC during my time in Cairo. Some argued that the residents are of very mixed income and 
background and that even some well-off Egyptians live there, whereas others argued that it 
is almost exclusively poor Egyptians residing in these areas. These differing opinions are 
also existent within academia. During my visits to the informal area of Ezbet el-Haggana, 
with the help from the NGO Emarat al-Insaan Foundation (EIF), I was told by the founder, 
Nagwa Raouf that, according to her, residential mobility was not high in the area. Indeed 
I got the impression from talking to the workers of the EIF that social cohesiveness in this 
part of Ezbet el-Haggana was strong, and that Christian-Muslim relations were good. With 
a strong social cohesiveness, crime rates could not have been high there. However, an area 
further north allegedly had high crime rates. Violent clashes, I was being told, had occurred 
in the past, but this was related to family affiliations, not religion. Furthermore, they had 
problems with unemployment, overcrowding, and drug abuse in the area. The example of 
my visit to this part of Ezbet el-Haggana illustrates, first of all, how little is actually known 
about the culture, environment, and social composition of these poor neighborhoods of GC, 
and secondly, how not all poor areas of GC have low social capital and high crime rates. 
These nuances are important to bear in mind when discussing the effects of poverty in GC. 
There are undoubtedly many of poor and informal areas of GC, but this does not mean that 
all of these areas are infested with crime, violence, and drug abuse. The main problem then 
is that we do not know how prevalent these different neighborhood disadvantages are. All 
we know is that research from other parts of the world shows that poor neighborhoods are 
socially-isolated and that this creates high levels of unemployment. When inequality is high 
and thus social capital decreases, it results in crime and violence and creates further stress 
and tensions.  

According to all studies of Egypt, the issue of overcrowding is eminent. Cairo, and 
Egypt in general, are very densely populated. Meanwhile no research has been done on the 
mental and stress effects of overcrowding, as far as I am aware, in Egypt or GC. We have 
seen how the informal areas of Cairo for several reasons are more densely populated than 
the rest of the city, and we have furthermore seen how research from Palestinian refugee 
camps show clear behavioral, mental effects of overcrowding. The research of Regeozci has 
shown how men react to crowding with a mixture of withdrawal and aggression. It should, 
however, be mentioned that the research of Regeozci was conducted in Canada, where levels 
of crowding are much lower than in Egypt. Furthermore, we have seen that the effects of 
overcrowding are most likely non-linear, thus the effects of overcrowding in Egypt may turn 
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out to be more extreme than in less crowded countries such as Canada. The research from 
the Palestinian refugee camps illustrated how the feeling of neglect by the government, had a 
negative effect on the perceived level of crowding—i.e. subjective crowding. This could also 
very well turn out to be the case in the informal areas of Cairo. As we saw from the interview 
with Dr. Hoda, poor Egyptians expected the welfare state to take care of them, even though 
the welfare state had long been dismantled. Thus the feeling of neglect by the government 
is great, especially in the informal areas, as the government does not even recognize the 
urban issue of informal areas. The neglect from the state is likewise connected to the feeling 
of marginalization amongst poor people of GC. Several of my interviewees attested to this 
feeling of marginalization and a feeling of being a second-class citizen. Marginalization and 
the feeling of being second-class citizen is connected to what Sapolsky terms subjective SES, 
or relative deprivation, which is interconnected with income inequality. As we have seen, 
levels of income inequality in Cairo are high, and according to Sapolsky, relative deprivation 
has the biggest effect where poverty exists amid plenty. Yet from the interviews I got the 
impression that in the slum areas of GC income inequality as such was not high as all the 
residents there were poor. But, as was pointed out in one of the interviews, some very poor 
neighborhoods are situated right next to affluent neighborhoods. Because most of the jobs 
are in the affluent neighborhoods, many poor people go there every day to work. Thus they 
experience the inequalities on a daily basis. In this context it is also relevant, as mentioned by 
Sapolsky, to consider how far beyond the local neighborhood people compare statuses and 
perceive inequality. 

All in all the studies cited and the interviews conducted in this paper illustrate how 
tensions in the area of Greater Cairo are high due to poverty-related stress and overcrowding, 
and how this is an important contributor to sectarian violence. I will now turn to what issues 
brought up in this paper would be worth researching in greater depth. 

Further Research

This paper has scratched the surface of a very broad, but important topic. It is my 
hope that future investigation and data collection will be made within one or more of the 
fields of study included in this paper. Obviously a survey involving all of Cairo would be too 
comprehensive, so a good starting point would be to choose one of the many informal areas 
of Cairo and focus exclusively on this. To find an area with the presence of several NGOs 
could probably help relieve some of the work load and ease the process of gathering data. 
Within the field of overcrowding it could be interesting to control for gender effects to see 
if men and women are equally affected by crowding. The hypothesis that I put forth is that 
men in the urban setting of GC are more affected by crowding than surveys from western 
countries and rural settings have shown them to be, because the general level of crowding, 
not just within the household, is so high. 
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Because Islam, like Hinduism, has a fairly strong sense of fatalism, it would be 
interesting to try to replicate the results on the lack of cultural differences in the perception 
of control that Ruback and Pandey disclosed in India. 

Neighborhood deprivations such as crime would be very interesting to investigate in 
one of the informal area of Cairo. As the discussion above has shown, there is seemingly no 
broad consensus on this topic. The effects of unemployment, underemployment, and irregular 
employment on mental strain, levels of stress, efficacy, and planning could help illuminate 
some of the mechanisms of the social isolation theory. 

The issues illuminated in this paper should not be confined only to revolve around 
religious sectarian tension. The basic societal mechanisms here described are in theory 
applicable to all kinds of conflicts, violent clashes, and uprisings in Egypt. Although the recent 
revolution mainly was instigated by the educated middle class and the broader masses only 
later joined forces, it could be interesting to examine, perhaps through qualitative interviews, 
the social composition of the revolutionaries. Were the low class informal slum dwellers 
there? Or were they too marginalized to be caught up by the revolutionary discourse?

In this paper I have tried to describe some of what I consider to be the very basic 
causes of sectarian strife in Egypt. These causes are often forgot in the polemics of religious 
dogma and politics, but it is my conviction that religious sectarian strife cannot be resolved 
without the improvement of the standards of living for the millions of Egyptians living in 
poverty. It is thus my hope that studies on psychosocial effects of poverty and overcrowding 
on mental health and stress in the future will be conducted in Egypt and Cairo. The purpose 
of this paper is therefore to inspire in this direction. 
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Egypt and Turkey have been two of the most influential states in the shaping of Middle 
Eastern policies in the last century. Although their orientation and perception of their own 
identity and role has differed greatly from time to time, and from each other, they have 
continued to fascinate the West, as well as the East in their continuous political self-inventing. 
These distinct differences in political and socio-economic realms make it interesting to 
investigate the influence of these developments on the use of Islamic identity in politics 
and civil society.  The rise to power of the Islamist opposition of the Muslim Brotherhood 
in Egypt for example is in stark contrast with the Turkish power contestation between the 
secular regime and the Islamist opposition, which mostly took place in the parliament. 

In order to achieve a better understanding of how the term “Islamist” is defined, an 
explanation is necessary. Author and political analyst, Graham Fuller defines an Islamist as, 
“One who believes that Islam as a body of faith has something important to say about how 
politics and society should be ordered in the contemporary Muslim World and who seeks to 
implement his idea in some fashion.”1 In practice, the Islamist in the Middle East envision a 
return to the existing union of religion and state as existed in the early caliphate.

1 Graham Fuller, “The Future of Political Islam,” Foreign Affairs 81:2 (2002): 48-60.  
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This paper reveals the contemporary dynamic relation between Islam, civil so-
ciety and state in Egypt, partly throughout referring to the Güllen movement in 
Turkey. By both analyzing the progress of each term in its own historical context 
and how the inseparable Islamic engagement in Post-Arab Spring Egypt endea-
vors grip on both, an answer is tried to be found on how the fragile democracy is 
implemented and protected by the state. It also reveals the conditions under which 
Islamic movements may transform by taking moderate and liberal notions due to 
an unrestricted civil society. The evidence suggests that the political framework 
is the key on understanding how Islam might act as a propeller for civil society. 

*Fouad Ben Masoud, Candidate, BA, Economics and Business
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 Until this day, scholars struggle with a clear relationship between Islamic movements 
and civil society. Nevertheless, recent history acknowledges the role of contemporary 
Islamic movements in elevating civil society by challenging authoritarian regimes in some 
Middle Eastern countries. Skepticism is still in place when it comes to secularism and liberal 
democracy. 
 The paper begins by defining civil society using a literature review that follows the 
intellectual debate among scholars and how this is perceived in Egypt and the Arab World. 
Secondly, to put the Egyptian notion in perspective, an historical analysis of civil society 
is conducted during the authoritarian regimes. This will be followed by a reflection of civil 
society on Islam and what challenges lies ahead of the Egyptian state regarding the political 
context and how this affects civil society. Ultimately, this paper ends by taking Turkey as a 
case study by following the struggles of Muslims and Islamists in political realms, especially 
since they are comparable in the sense that their notion of national identity and the existence 
of state institutions predates many of the other Middle Eastern states.
 The major goal of this paper is twofold: first, to explain under what political context 
civil society is protected most in Egypt and second, to examine Islam’s compatibility with 
civil society.

Defining Civil Society

A widely accepted principle among scholars regarding civil society holds that civil 
society is an important factor in relation to democratization.2 Emerged out of modern socio-
economic context as classes, occupational categories, urbanization, and the rise of citizenship, 
it is overall described as “the arena, between the family, market and state, in which people 
associate to advance their interest.”3 This definition is seen as broad, adaptive, and inclusive, 
allowing for the analysis of civil society in various political environments.4 However, this 
overarching theoretical model becomes problematic when used to examine civil society in 
the political context of Egypt. Institutions or associations in Egypt are often heavily restricted 
and subjected to state control where no demarcations exist between the state and civil society. 
Therefore another definition must be conceptualized to allow for other, more unorthodox 
forms of civic activism. “The totality of social institutions and associations, both formal and 
informal, that are not strictly production related, governmental or familial in character,”5 

2  Francesco Cavatorta, “Divided They Stand, Divided They Fail’: Opposition Politics in Morocco,” 
Taylor & Francis Online 16 (2009): 137-156, accessed March 4, 2013, doi: 10.1080/13510340802575882.
3  Finn V. Heinrich, “What Makes Civil Society Strong? An Innovative Approach to Conceptualizing, 
Measuring and Analyzing the Strength of Civil Society in 43 Countries” (PhD diss., Fern University, 2010).
4  “History and Origins of the CSI-RA,” last modified September 4, 2012, http://www.civicus.org/
what-we-do-126/cross-cutting-projects/csi/csi-ra.
5  Kees Biekart, The Politics of Civil Society Building: European Private Aid Agencies and Democra-
tic Transitions in Central America (Amsterdam: International Books and Transnational Institute, 1999), 30.
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describes how civil society agencies or activist might act non-democratic by working under 
the radar or use their personal regime network to obtain advantages for their own agencies or 
benefit.6  
 Civil society is said to provide an enabling framework for democracy,7 as 
scholars presume a positive causal relationship between civil society and democratization. 
Theoretically then, a strong civil society is the independent variable and democratization 
is the dependent variable. This only holds true, however, if the following conditions are 
safeguarded: independence of nonprofit and voluntary institutions, individual rights, the 
common good, rule of law, philanthropy, free expression, and tolerance.8 
 Recent events in the Middle East would suggest, however, that this theory is 
flawed. Opposing scholars have expressed strong doubt about the assumption that a strong 
civil society facilitates democratization in authoritarian regimes.  Despite the downfall of 
several Arab regimes, the proliferation of civil society organizations has yet to make a fierce 
stand against prevailing oppressive legislation. Despite a deficiency in many of these areas, 
however, Eastern European and Latin American history has proven the success of even 
weak civil societies in their challenge of dictators and military juntas.9 Civil activism in 
these instances began as a niche and was then able to force the regimes to compromise and 
ultimately, step down.10 These experiences shifted the focus of western governments and 
international organizations onto projects that are classified as “civil society strengthening”.11  
 Hassan Kawa, specialist in west-Asian civil society, believes that this outburst of 
civil society activism in the Middle East is a result of top-down liberalization by the regime 
for survival, not a cause of it.12 Any public attempt that defies the ruling force is instantly 
recognized by the authoritarian regimes as opposition parties since both societies, political 
and civil, are operating in the same realms.13 Operating in a complicated authoritarian context, 
civil society organizations are lacking the autonomy to function as a pro-democratic force in 
authoritarian countries. Middle East specialist, Amy Hawthorne, cites cases to support Kawa’s 
theory where non-governmental organizations (NGOs) might not be independent considering 

6  Kawa Hassan, “Re-thinking Civic Activism in the Middle East Agency without Association,” Hivos 
Knowledge Program (2011): 7.
7  Ivelin Sardamov, “‘Civil Society’ and the Limits of Democratic Assistance,” Wiley Online Library 
40 (2005): 380, accessed March 4, 2013, doi: 10.1111/j.1477-7053.2005.00156.x.
8  “History and Origins of the CSI-RA.”
9  Adan Michnik, “Towards a Civil Society Hopes for Polish Democracy,” The International Journal of 
Not-for-Profit Law 10:3 (1988): 79-91.
10  Amaney A. Jamal, Barriers to Democracy: The Other Side of Social Capital in Palestine and the 
Arab World (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007a), 5.
11  Amy Hawthorne, “Middle Eastern democracy: is civil society the answer?,” Carnegie Endowment 
44 (2004): 15.
12  Hassan, “Re-thinking Civic Activism in the Middle East Agency Without Association,” 4.
13  Ibid., 13.
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their funding from the government.14 In other cases, NGOs in Egypt have suffered under 
increasingly oppressive restrictions and interference from the Ministry of Social Solidarity 
from the run-up to Mubarak’s abdication in 2011 until the present day.  

 Another misconception is that an increase in civil society activism necessarily 
indicates progress or a vibrant democratization process. This phenomenon can rather be 
explained by the growing number of government-operated NGOs or cloned civil society 
agencies by government.15 Because the autonomy of these organizations is dependent on the 
type of government operating in the host country, consequently, those government-operated 
NGOs stationed in an authoritarian regime may promote noncritical values or those that 
actually reinforce political agendas. 

According to Hawthorne, civil society may have the potential to act as a democratizing 
force in the Middle Eastern states, though, as we have seen, it is not inherently so.16 Due to 
the rich history of state repression, we can classify civil society as considerably weak in the 
Middle East. However, other issues contribute to weak civil society in these countries such as 
cultural clashes, where strong family and clan relationships minimize civil society activism. 
The apathetic political culture and the fragmented character of the civil society agencies also 
play a part.17 

Moreover, the relationship between civil society and democratization is determined 
by political context.18 Under authoritarianism, since civil society is not autonomous, it cannot 
function as a counter-hegemonic force to the state. The hypothesis therefore holds that if the 
Egyptian political context rejects authoritarianism, civil society will endow democratization 
and can potentially even strengthen unity in the country. Before examining this, it is important 
to have an understanding on Egyptians history of civil society and the restrictions on them.

Civil Society in Egypt under Authoritarianism

 Egypt has undergone several regime changes in the last century, where each epoch 
has been distinguished by its own identity and political developments. To better understand 
how the concept of a nation is perceived by the regimes, this section will take a closer look 
at the various stances of Egyptian regimes towards civil society.
 The establishment of the Egyptian Republic in 1952 broke altogether with the previous 
ideological legacy. This period persevered until January 2011 and is divided according to 
the three subsequent presidents: Gamal Abdel Nasser, Anwar Sadat, and Hosni Mubarak. 

14  Hawthorne, “Middle Eastern Democracy: Is Civil Society the Answer,” 11.
15  Hassan, “Re-thinking Civic Activism in the Middle East Agency without Association,” 7.
16  Hawthorne, “Middle Eastern Democracy: Is Civil Society the Answer,” 10.
17  Ibid., 4.
18  Amaney A. Jamal, “When is Social Trust a Desirable Outcome?: Examining Levels of Trust in the 
Arab World,” Comparative Political Studies 40 (2007b): 1328-1349, doi: 10.1177/0010414006291833.



FouAD BEN MASouD

A r a b - We s t  J o u r n a l  ·  Vo l u m e  1  ·  Te s t  I s s u e   ·  S p r i n g  2 0 1 3 A r a b - We s t  J o u r n a l  ·  Vo l u m e  1  ·  Te s t  I s s u e   ·  S p r i n g  2 0 1 3
33

Since they were autocratic rulers, their regimes were mostly built around their perception 
of the “nation”. Therefore it is logical to begin our investigation by summarizing how each 
presidential era strengthened their authoritarian regimes throughout civil society.

Gamal Abdel Nasser (1952-1970)

 Following Egypt’s defeat in the war with Israel in 1948, the monarchy under King 
Farouk became untenable due to extensive government corruption. One of the detractors 
from the monarchy was the Free Officers Movement, which was led by Nasser. With the 
outbreak of anti-Western riots in Cairo in 1952, the group overthrew the monarchy and purged 
the parliament of enemies of the state. Political parties were banned and the constitution 
abolished. Nasser then forced the resignation of President General Muhammed Naguib and 
took office as president himself. One of his first moves was to dissolve the press syndicate and 
to destroy the budding Islamist group, the Muslim Brotherhood (MB), which was, according 
to the Free Officers, a threat to the government’s rule.19

 According to Nasser, Egypt had to be isolated from outside influence before it could 
regain its national identity. He also believed that a long transition period was necessary 
before Egyptians were ready for Western institutions. Nasser then implemented legislation 
with socially-democratic characteristics, which meant the destruction of class barriers and 
the creation of a more fluid social structure by undermining the ‘ulamā’, or Muslim legal 
scholars, through land reforms in 1952 and by abolishing all sharī’ah courts.20 His next step 
was to gain influence over religious institutions by radically reorganizing Al-Azhar High 
Council, the body of the ‘ulamā’. Nasser’s interpretation of Islam prescribed that socialism 
and Islam can exist together perfectly, since, theoretically, the poor are protected in an Islamic 
state.21 In contrast to European socialism and communism, Arab socialism under Nasser did 
not rely on atheism, and therefore would not be successful in Egyptian society.22

 By maintaining such a tight grip on Egypt, restrictions were predominantly placed 
on civil society: the right to a fair trial and the right to be free from arbitrary detention, the 
right to information, the right to organize, the right to freedom of expression, the right to 
assemble and the freedom of association.23 
 Nasser’s death in 1970 was a shock to the existing concept of the “nation”. In 
addition to his history of restrictions on the civil state, he was unable to create a durable base 

19  Baha Abu-Laban, “The National Charter in the Egyptian Revolution,” The Journal of Developing 
Areas 1 (1967): 183.
20  Tamir Moustafa, “Conflict and Cooperation between the State and Religious Institutions,” Internati-
onal Journal of Middle East Studies (2000): 5.
21  Abu-Laban, “The National Charter in the Egyptian Revolution,”187.
22  William Ochsenwald and Sydney N. Fisher, The Middle East: A History (New York: McGraw-Hill Humanities, 
2003), 593.

23  Jeremy Hobbs, “A Civil Society Transition,” Al-Ahram, April 28, 2011.
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for power and legitimacy that he could leave for his successor.24

Anwar Sadat (1970-1981)

 When Anwar Sadat came to power, he immediately distinguished himself from Nasser 
by portraying himself as a modernizer. He broke relations with the Soviet Union and forged a 
new alliance with the United States. Sadat’s new path of liberalization was aimed at attracting 
foreign investment. By emphasizing conservatism and traditionalism, he replaced the symbols 
of Nasser’s revolution. National identity became defined as “Pharaonic” and “Mediterranean,” 
demonstrating his inclination to Westernize Egypt. This was practiced by Sadat’s dominant 
policy on both economic and political liberalization.25  One of these radical political alterations 
was the peace agreement between Egypt and Israel and the resulting in the recognition of the 
Israeli state. This caused Egypt’s standing in the Middle East to suffer and Egypt’s alienation of 
international Arab and Muslim institutions.26 Sadat maintained leverage over Al-Azhar within 
Egypt to secure fatwas, or religious decrees. 
 Ultimately, in an attempt to attain legitimacy, Sadat continued repressing civil society. 
His ideological shift to the right and Islamic revivalism increased the repression of the left, 
censorship, arrests, political stagnation, and clashes between Copts and Muslims.27 This led to a 
period of turmoil in the last years of his presidency, benefiting the Islamists. And by diminishing 
the religious realms in public spheres, he offset in particular the Egyptian Islamic Jihad, who 
eventually assassinated Sadat in 1981. 

Hosni Mubarak (1981-2010)

 Under Hosni Mubarak’s hegemony, Egypt embarked on a period that was overshadowed 
by severe restrictions on civil liberties for the public order, and heavy regulations on protests and 
demonstrations. The most infamous issue of government interference in Egyptian civil society 
stems from the Emergency Law declared in 1981 until the uprisings in 2011. This law allowed 
the government to limit basic civilian freedoms, ban political organizations, and gave police the 
freedom to arrest without charges.28 The state of emergency and additional legislation restricted 

24  Fouad Ajami, “On Nasser and His Legacy,” Journal of Peace Research 11 (1974): 41, doi: 
10.1177/002234337401100104.
25  Raymond A. Hinnebush, “Egypt under Sadat: Elites, Power Structure, and Political Change in a Post-
populist,” Social Problems 28 (1981): 452-453, doi: 10.2307/800057.
26  Ellen Lust, The Middle East, 12th ed. (Washington: CQ Press, 2010), 401-405.
27  Ajami, The Middle East, 47.
28  Saad E. Ibrahim, Egypt Islam and Democracy: Critical Essays (Cairo: University of Cairo Press, 2003), 
9.
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activities of NGOs by making itmandatory to register with the Ministry of Social Affairs.29 
This Ministry had the power to dissolve NGOs and to restrict all funding by demanding their 
approval, creating a client-like relationship with the NGOs, and therefore diminishing their 
autonomy.30

 Under the banner of democracy, tactics and strategies were used by the regime to 
manipulate outcomes to resemble a true parliamentary system. On the economic front, Egypt 
became increasingly reliant on aid from international economic programs.31 Mubarak not 
only froze liberalization, but also actually embarked on the de-liberalization of Egypt.32  The 
tight fiscal and monetary measures had their effect on the population’s economic situation, 
but economic reforms gained momentum during the nineties.33 However, the global financial 
crisis of 2008 led to rising grain prices and eventually a bread shortage, posing a direct threat 
to the Egyptian population and their daily lives. 
 When the outbreak of the Tunisian revolution swept across the Egyptian borders by 
the use of new media, Mubarak’s position became untenable. Continued pressure from the 
masses left him with no other option than to resign his office, leaving Egypt behind in an era 
where Egyptians are divided on how the role of Islam should be implemented in the state.

Relationship between Civil Society and Islam in the Egyptian State
 
 All of the Arabic authoritarian regimes prior to the turmoil in Tunis 2011 and the 
ensuing Arab Spring legitimatized their political empowerment by claiming Islam as a state 
religion or throughout Islamic institutions and clergymen. For the many years that both civil 
and political societies groups opposed these regimes, they were unsuccessful in creating a 
solid base. The regimes were unwilling to adopt civil society because it was viewed as a 
threat to their authoritarian power. Civil society organizations have pressured for greater 
liberalization to make up for the states failure in socio-economic realms and, for some, for 
their interest in political participation. 
 Despite the removal of authoritarian regimes in countries such as Egypt and Tunisia, 
these nations are still facing similar difficulties as before regarding the role of Islam in society 
and government. We can say without question that some of these movements and opposition 
also claim to be “Islamic,” if not “Islamist,” therefore the ongoing debate is not so much 
between the orientalist and Islamic “experts” concerning the nature of Islam. Rather, the 

29  Now the Ministry of Social Solidarity. 
30  Vickie Langohr, “Too Much Civil Society, too Little Politics: Egypt and Liberalizing Arab Regi-
mes,” Program in Political Science of the City University of New York 36 (2004): 194.
31  Lust, The Middle East, 401-406.
32  Ochsenwald and Fisher, The Middle East, 608-612.
33  Eberhard Kienle, “More than a response to Islamism: The Political Deliberalization of Egypt in the 
1990s,” Middle East Institute 52 (1998): 219-235.
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intellectual debates have shifted towards the interpretation of Islam in government and how 
traditional Islamic principles are represented in the contemporary era. Who has the authority 
to define and represent the Islamic tradition? Are the very sensitive interpretable Islamic 
inscriptions admissible in the modern democratic political structure and with an open civil 
society? 
 Anthropologist, Talal Asad, stated that, in essence, the original idea of an Islamic 
state is a theocratic state.34 Mosque and state were one and the same since there was no 
mosque as an autonomous institution to be separated. Muslim countries cannot adopt 
contemporary secular politics without relinquishing their religious traditions, since Islam 
emphasizes accepting politics as a complement to religion. 
 Philosopher and social anthropologist, Ernest Gellner, argued more directly that 
Muslims identify themselves rather by God’s will and his divine laws than with the nation-
state and its rule of law.35 For pious Muslims, legitimate authority comes from God alone, and 
the ruler derives his power from God and holy law. Such almost insuperable matters do not 
occur in contemporary Western nations due to the historical evolution of Christianity. Over 
time, the Church became an institution of civil society by giving up its monopolistic claims 
on governance, as another scholar in sociology in religion José Casanova mentioned in his 
paper, “Deprivatized”.36 
 Consequently, the same does not apply for Islam considering the absence of 
centralized institutions where there is no developed principle of representation or any 
electoral system. Additionally, any criticism on the state or Islam was unambiguously seen 
as a criticism, which raises the question to where the limits of the religious authority reach. 
This perspective reveals that it is erroneous to place the blame only on authoritarian regimes 
when it comes to restrictions on civil society, since Islamist or militant wings of Islamic 
movements have presented themselves as another adversary of civil society agencies, by 
i.e. attacking and killing journalists and intellectuals such as the late Dr. Farag Fouda, an 
advocate of secularism in Egypt.37 
 To further extend the ongoing debate on the definition of civil society, we examine 
its effect on contemporary Middle Eastern countries. Despite the theoretical assumption that 
civil society is independent of the state, the limitation of freedoms is imposed by or negotiated 
with the state. The prospects for civil society in the Islamic context are closely linked to the 
nature of the nation-state and the interaction between state and society. The growth of Islam 

34  Talal Asad, “Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity,” (Stanford: Stanford Univer-
sity Press, 2003), 191.
35  Ernest Gellner, “Conditions of Liberty,” (London: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 28.
36  José Casanova, “Religion, the New Millennium, and Globalization.” Sociology of Religion 62:4 
(2001): 1045.
37  Saad E. Ibrahim, “The Troubled Triangle: Populism, Islam and Civil Society in the Arab World,” 
International Political Science Review 19:4 (1998): 381.
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in political spheres induced a shift from the private to the public arena in Egypt in the debate 
on civil society, where Islam’s role in either elevating or impairing civil society is largely 
to occur through a struggle with the state. The divergence of Islam and the state has thus 
intensified, since one of the particular definitions of civil society depicts civil society as a 
platform for criticism of the state and ad interim it is considered essential for a responsive 
state to provide an accommodated political institutional framework where both the private 
and public spheres liberties are protected.38 
 From the perspective that democracies have the potential to become uncivilized and 
intolerant, the main focus at this time is on the upcoming Egyptian Parliamentary election, 
where the parliamentarians will be considered as the main founders of the new era. Their 
definition of Islam in the public sphere defines the relationship between Islam and civil 
society in the Muslim context; however, the first signs do not look promising, since the 
current administration recently announced new plans for restricting civil society agencies.39

A Muslim Perspective on Secularism in the Egyptian State
 
 Following the Arab Spring, there was one main question of interest on the agenda: 
What form secularism would take and how this trajectory would look if it were implemented 
in the Arab World. 
 Egypt’s historical context has given way to a distinct national identity where both 
Muslims and Copts have had their own foundational cornerstone by which they share respect 
and tolerance together, regardless of the laws on civil matters.40 This historical realization 
seems incompatible with Europe’s own historical progression that stemmed out of its legal 
tradition of a strict separation between religious law and secular law. Because of this, one 
could argue that emulating European institutions in fields such as education, medicine, and 
government in Egyptian society has no base. 
 This is organizational divergence was evident under the Mubarak regime with the 
implementation of these institutions, which created a wedge between government and the 
people by demoralizing and defragmenting the Egyptian society. The same can be said of the 
MB as they regard conservative Islam as an inherent feature of the Middle East. This begs the 
question about their place in an Egypt that combines the retrospective aim of unity of both 
the Muslims and Copts. The concern that publicly-elected officials may issue legislation that 
contradicts the principals of Islam is one of the underlying arguments for why Islamist parties 
reject the Western model of secularism. 

38  John A. Hall, “Civil Society: Theory, History and Comparison,” (London: Polity Press. 1995), 16.
39  “Civil Society Attacked,” last modified February 27, 2013, http://weekly.ahram.org.eg/
News/1641/17/Civil-society-attacked.aspx.
40  Bruce K. Rutherford, “Egypt after Mubarak: Liberalism, Islam, and Democracy in the Arab World,” 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008), 122.
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Islamic Constitutionalism

 One up and coming field of governmental framework that diminishes the wedge 
between these two extremes is Islamic constitutionalism. Proponents are convinced that 
combining classic Islamic law with modern constitutionalism and implementing this in 
contemporary Arab countries would establish an effective state and an enhanced justice 
system.41 The two foundations of the classic Islamic law (read: sharī’ah) are the Qur’an and 
the sayings and actions of the Prophet, or the sunnah. This framework removes the greatest 
concern of Islamic parties in Egypt, since both the publicly-elected legislatures and their laws 
are bound to conform to the classic Islamic laws, which are evaluated by a constitutional 
court. Egyptian political figures—President Muhammad Morsi and the majority of Islamista 
in parliament, endorsed this framework by defining the sharī’ah in the 2012 draft constitution 
in the same context as Islamic constitutionalism. 
 With respect to the Qur’an and leaving the discussion on interpretation open, there 
is no comprehensive coherence to be found among Islamic scholars in the other foundation 
of Islamic constitutionalism. Furthermore, since both the Qur’an and sunnah are insufficient 
to provide direct guidance on governance, secular laws are required to manage the enormous 
variety of political, cultural, and economic circumstances. To apply the broad principles to 
specific contemporary conditions, Islamic scholars consult the sharī’ah to produce the so-
called fiqs. However, the same limitations regarding the sunnah are applicable to the fiqs. 
The interpretation of religious texts is colored by personal experiences and judgments, which 
therefore affects the coherency of a nation and, as we are witnessing now in Egypt, disunites 
the people. 
 The present-day intellectual conversation is predominated by proponents and 
opponents of the establishment of an Islamic constitutionalism. However, much is uncertain 
once this conversation shifts to implementing the substantive issues of the foundations of 
Islamic constitutionalism between Islamists.  A case example like Turkey’s history and recent 
struggles with the Islam might give us an insight into what confounds Egypt. However, it is 
important to bear in mind that any comparison between the two countries should be viewed 
with caution as each has a distinct social and political context. 

Turkey

 The Turkish Republic was consolidated under the leadership of Ataturk in 1923.  In 
order to preserve the new nation from Islamist and Communist movements, the new republic 

41  Ibid., 185-192.
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used rigid methods for achieving a secular institutional milieu and a secular constitution, 
which includes a secular civil code. Some of these notorious methods included the closure 
of sects and the persecution of religious leaders and shaykhs, but also the abolishment of 
parliaments and political coalitions through military coups. Since its founding in 1923, the 
country already hosted fifty-five governments. In order to justify this, the early republic 
adopted a new ideology and interpretation of Islam. Islam was still accepted as a national 
asset in order to unite the people, however it was relegated to the private spheres.42

 Despite the persevering control over Islam by the early Turkish republic, the current 
protectors of secularism are losing their exerted control over Islam. Contemporary Turkey is 
witnessing a gradual Islamization in its political realms. Only recently has the Turkish state 
successfully banned two Islamist parties; Welfare in 1996, and its successor, Virtue, in 2001. 
But the new pro-Islamic party, Justice and Development Party (JDP), became the largest 
party after the election in 2002, and its (former) members are currently holding the seats of 
Prime Minister and President.
 Ironically, the rigidity of secularism, not Islamization, has endangered democratization 
in Turkey with the recent waves of arrests of army officials, intellectuals, civil society leaders, 
media figures, and some constitutional changes in the JDP’s attempts to demilitarize and 
“democratize” Turkish society.43 They reject the interpretation that secularism is an enemy of 
religion and view it as rather a foundation of freedom and social peace.44

 A closer observation of the liaison between Turkish Islam and the state provides an 
interesting insight into its coherence. Turkish Islam was born into an institutional milieu of 
systematic separation in Turkey and was heavily underrepresented by the homogenization of 
faith, which, in turn, was created by the secular powers that pursued a Westernization of the 
public sphere. The search for an Islamic identity with its own alternative autonomous spaces 
and boundaries of freedom has been challenging at its best. However, despite the heavily 
guarded secularism by the military and limitations on individual members, Turkish Islamists 
still managed to excessively increase their foothold over autonomy and political integration 
through free elections and rule of law. 
 One of these organizations that succeeded in finding a place for Islam in the public 
spheres in the extension of a secular state, is the Gülen Community movement. Emerging in the 
late 1970s after the ban of the national Islamic Nur movement, it has now become the largest 
Islamic movement in Turkey. In contrast to the latter, the Gülen Community became accepted 
as a member of civil society by secular states throughout the 1990s. While the movement 
might seem weak and non-existent in the Arab world, it experienced a rapid expanse by 

42  Debbie Lovatt, “Islam, Secularism and Civil Society,” Royal Institute of International Affairs 53:8/9 
(1997): 227.
43  Ochsenwald and Fisher, The Middle East, 483-486, 489-492.
44  JDP, 2012.
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successfully combining pious private spheres with pluralistic and tolerant associational life, 
throughout a diverse and tolerant organizational structure. The apparent goal of the Gülen 
Community is to reconcile Islamic faith and ways of life within a secular state by revitalizing 
Islam in a scientific way under the conditions of secular democracy.45 This distinctive goal 
of the movement is proclaimed through large-scale civil society projects in books, schools 
and universities, business, trade, journals, newspaper, radio and health. This popularity and 
upsurge in activities in the public realm has been perceived hostilely by secularist civil society 
organizations, where their main concern the increase is of the influences in education by the 
Gülen movement, which they consider as a threat to the secular republic. 
 Interesting queries for further research are the parallels on how both the Gülen 
movement and the MB in Egypt are positioned in civil society. No conclusions or assumptions 
can be extracted from this comparison, simply of the fact that for instance the Turkish Islam, 
in contrast to the common Egyptians, is treated as an individual rather than a monolithic, 
homogeneous religion.46  It might only provide a prudent perspective on the understanding 
of their positions in political society, where in Egypt the MB political party, Freedom Justice 
Party, gained political power through social services, building an effective base on those 
who were disadvantaged by the western infiltration of Egypt during the Mubarak era. This 
was not possible in Turkey since every attempt at setting up an efficient organization was 
immediately abolished from public spheres. Furthermore, the relationship between regime 
and Islamist opposition took on different forms. Both regimes kept the movements from 
gaining too much influence to actually implement their policies, the Turkish regime actually 
allowed the formation of parties and closed them down when they became too explicit in 
their Islamist policies. More interesting is the development of the JDP in Turkey and how 
they became successors by alternating the traditionalist oppositional policy of confrontation, 
into a more constructive political stance within discussion. The young democracy in Egypt 
and the new (Islamist) political parties have yet to create the same political environment in 
where civil society encourages Islamic movements to moderate. 

Conclusion

 Despite the fact that civil society was critical of the regime and attempted to bring 
about the fall of Mubarak, it was unsuccessful in doing so. Moreover, the fact that the uprising 
occurred in the absence of any clear leadership or organization proves that civil society did 
not cause the toppling of the regime. This can mainly be blamed by the background of the 
development of civil society in the strict traditional legal-rational bureaucracy. However, 

45  Berna Turam, “The Politics of Engagement between Islam and the Secular State: Ambivalences of 
‘Civil Society’,” The British Journal of Sociology 55:2 (2004): 261.
46  Lovatt, Islam, Secularism and Civil Society, 227.
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this does not imply that civil society is incapable of supporting a democratization process. 
Rather civil society in Egypt was very active before the revolution and the majority was even 
politically involved. For civil society to stand a chance in supporting democratization process 
in Egypt the repressive political context has to break with preceding policies. If government 
interference declines there will be increasing opportunities for civil society to make use of 
the new political space. Unfortunately the outlook for more freedom is negative, the current 
administration recently announced new plans on restricting civil society agencies. 
 In the first chapter of this paper civil society was distinct from political context 
as the independent variable. This implies that the political context is not important when 
determining civil society’s relation to democracy. Clearly this theory does not hold in the 
Egyptian state, rather the relationship is dynamic. The political context may determine the 
relationship between civil society and democratization to a certain extent, but a change in 
the political context can be reinforced by an innovative and adaptive civil society. Egypt first 
needs effective and responsive political institutions in order for civil society agencies to have 
an impact on society and to push the country down the path of political stability and unity. 
This dynamic process may transform Islamic movements to moderate and take liberal forms, 
however, it is questionable to expect a secular democracy. With the advent of constitutional 
and institutional limits on legislatures, Islamic constitutionalism is unlikely to develop into 
an new authoritarian regime.
  The component of national identity perception caused different paths of political 
development in Egypt and Turkey, because the Egyptian regime used it only instrumentally 
after the Nasser period. While the Turkish regime was motivated to act out its role as protector 
of the Turkish people, remaining at times the only stable factor in Turkish politics with a 
consistent, predictable, and reliable identity. Therefore, second, the fact that Turkey was not 
aiming at an isolation from the west, as Egypt initially did, meant it could integrate easier in 
the economic openness, associated with the west. Furthermore, the gradual transformation 
of Islam movements from pursuing hostile abolishment of secular law, into a more peaceful 
conjunction with the state ideals, gave Turkish Islamists an own unique identity. These main 
historical disparities disable most relevant comparisons between Islamic Egypt and Islamic 
Turkey. 
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Any person you ask to define religion is likely to give you a different answer.  Personal 
opinions vary:  a religious person might say, “It is the guideline for my life”; an 

atheist might say “It is nonsense.”; a Muslim might delve into the “Five Pillars” of Islam; 
and a Christian would maybe tell you the story of the “Good Samaritan”. If you ask for a 
professional opinion, you may again receive totally different answers depending on the 
person’s respective field or profession.

 The Protestant theologian, Gustav Mensching, defined religion as, “Religion ist 
erlebnishafte Begegnung  mit   dem  Heiligen  und   antwortendes  Handeln  des   vom  
Heiligen  bestimmten Menschen” [Religion is an emotional encounter with the Divine and 
the responsive behavior of the human, which is determined by the Divine].1

 American sociologist, J.M. Yinger, offers a sociological definition: “[…] a system of 
beliefs and practice by means of which a group of people struggle with the ultimate problems 
of human life.”2

1  “Religionsdefinitionen [Definitions of Religions],” accessed February, 2013, http://de.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Religionsdefinition. 
2   “Sociological Definition of Religion,’ accessed February, 2013, 
http://www.uncp.edu/home/marson/syllabi/1020religion.html.

Psychology of Religion 
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Religion is often viewed as a set of beliefs that follows a specific formula ac-
cording to its respective domination.  This paper seeks to dispense with the 
idea of religion as only a tangible guide for everyday life by providing a sur-
vey of psychologists’ work who have offered a deeper explanation of one’s 
religious experience.  Illuminating the idea of the emotional attachment 
the devout feel towards religion, no matter what the denomination or sect, 
these psychologists have chosen not to divide religion, but to show us that 
the connection of the religious to their beliefs is felt universally.  Dr. Mah-
moud Khayyal gives new depth to this notion from an Egyptian perspective, 
offering his ideas about these psychologists’ opinions in the context of Egypt.
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 Further, Harvard anthropologist, Clifford Geertz, defines religion as: “A system of 
symbols which acts to establish powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations 
in men by formulating conceptions of a general order of existence and clothing these 
conceptions with such an aura of factuality that the moods and motivations seem uniquely 
realistic.”3

 Psychologists have their own definitions. One opinion is that psychologists negate 
religion. Another is that these two concepts contradict one another, or at least that religion has 
no place in both psychological theories and therapies. Still, there are other psychologists who 
believe religion and psychology are linked and their research began over a century ago.
 This paper aims to take a different approach to the study of religion by viewing our 
religiosity through a psychological lens, which is uncommon in Egypt and other Middle 
Eastern countries. The thoughts, theories, and research of the first scholars of the field of 
the psychology of religion will be outlined in the first part of this paper, followed by an 
interview with Dr. Mahmoud Khayyal, in which he discusses the main ideas presented in the 
first section. In part three, the paper continues with an overview of some major current texts in 
the field of psychology of religion and two further approaches to religion.

The Field of Psychology of Religion

 At the end of the 19th century, more precisely in 1862, Friedrich Schleiermacher, 
a German philosopher, theologian, and biblical scholar, published the paper, “Psychologie” 
(psychology), which was the starting point for the so-called “psychology of religion”. 40 
years later, in 1902, the first key lecture was given: “The Varieties of Religious Experience,” 
by William James, an American Harvard University philosopher, psychologist, and physician.
 Since 1902, the psychology of religion developed into a field that is mainly concerned 
with forms, rules, and the development of religious life, both on the individual and group 
level. The individual level explores the psychological requirements for and the processes 
while feeling, thinking, or acting in a religious way. On the group level, the focus is on the 
impact of religion on the  structure  of  society  and  the  interaction  between  the  religious  
individual  and  the  faith community.
 One of the main issues for psychologists researching in this field is the methodology: 
How are religiosity or the religious experience measured? Due to the fact that both 
experimental access and exact documentation of the religious experience are difficult, most 
commonly scholars are forced to confine themselves to three main sources of data:   the 
phenomenological analysis, the psychoanalytic interpretation of texts, and the qualitative 
experiment. This data originates from historical sources like reports, inquiries, and memoirs 

3  “Religion as a Cultural System,” accessed December 2012, http://ssr1.uchicago.edu/NEWPRE/
CULT98/Geertz1.html.
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on religious experiences, visions, and enlightenments, and current sources such as description 
and self-monitoring of religious individuals.4 

The Origin of the Psychology of Religion

 For William James, who was arguably one of the most important psychologists of 
his time, religion is not about accepting theological doctrines, but it is a highly subjective 
phenomenon. James was looking for a general pattern underlying religious experiences 
regardless of the person’s chosen religion. According to him and Friedrich Schleiermacher, 
religion should be considered an added dimension of emotion. More precisely the private, 
internal emotion, which is left after setting aside all external doctrines and rituals or 
traditions and which, through influencing the individual’s thoughts and behavior, affects their 
way of life.5 The main feature of religion is therefore not the acceptance of a holy scripture, 
but the personal feeling of the individual while being in a relationship with the Divine.6 For 
James, emotions are the common basis of all religions: “Wenn wir die Gesamtheit der Religion 
überblicken, entdecken wir eine große Vielfalt der jeweils vorherrschenden Gedanken; 
aber die Gefühle auf der einen Seite und das Verhalten auf der anderen sind fast immer 
dieselben [...]” [If we look at religion in its entirety, we find a great variety of thoughts, 
but the emotions and the behavior are mostly the same].7

 According to James, the core of a religious experience is also mystical, which means 
that the individual becomes one with “the absolute” by overcoming barriers, which normally 
exist in this relationship. During this mystical experience the individual has access to the sub/
pre-conscious self (not to be confused with the unconscious of Freud, which is in contrast 
to the sub/preconscious repressed and not accessible), which contains all unconscious mental 
processes (e.g. results of  our  personal  development  or  our  physical  condition).  This sub/
pre-conscious self is the individual precondition or requirement for religion. For important 
figures in the history of religion, such as Buddha, Paulus, or Muhammad, the border between 
conscious and subconscious was especially permeable. According to James, this is the reason 
why they could receive visions, enlightenment, and revelations.8 
 Studying these religious figures and also “religious geniuses” such as Martin Luther 
King, Ignatius von Loyola, Theresa von Avila, or John Wesley (in analyzing personal 

4   “Religionspsychologie [Religious Psychology],” accessed February 2013, 
http://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Religionspsychologie.
5  William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience: A Study in Human Nature : Being the Gifford 
Lectures on Natural Religion Delivered at Edinburgh in 1901-1902 (New York: Longmans, Green, 1902), 48.
6  Ibid., 30.
7   “William James und die innere Seite der Religion - Die Anfänge der Religionspsychologie - Teil 
1 [William James and the inner side of religion - The Beginnings of the Psychology of Religion - Part 1],” 
narrated by Alexander Grau, Tag für Tag, Deutschlandfunk, January 07, 2013, http://www.dradio.de/dlf/
sendungen/tagfuertag/1969438/.
8  Ibid.

http://www.dradio.de/dlf/sendungen/tagfuertag/1969438/
http://www.dradio.de/dlf/sendungen/tagfuertag/1969438/
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documents of mystic or conversion  experiences  and  their  consequence), James  concluded  
that  religious  experience  is always connected to the experience of spiritual crisis or 
existential distress―something by which we call life into question. Critics say that his 
theory therefore neglects positive forms of piety, such as strong feelings of safety. 
 On the other hand, his theory has two major strengths. First, by viewing religion 
as a general concept regardless of specific doctrine, he exposes emotion as an important 
commonality among all doctrines. Second, by emphasizing the subjectivity of religious 
experiences he concludes that religious feelings are a personal matter and therefore can never 
be wrong.9

 Another important name to mention in the field of psychology of religion is the 
German theologian and religious scholar, Rudolf Otto. His main work Das Heilige [The 
Divine], written in 1917 had a great impact on the field of psychology of religion in the 20th 
century. Inspired, among others, by James and Schleiermacher, he is also convinced that 
religion is mainly an emotion. But Schleiermacher’s description of religion as “an emotion 
of dependence,” however, is too vague for Otto. Dependence can also be found in human 
relationships. Therefore he asks: What is the specific religious element in the relationship 
with God? For Otto it is “the numinous.” The numinous signifies the Divine itself, without the 
ethical, moral, or aesthetic features which we normally attribute to the Almighty. Experiencing 
it brings the individual in communion with the Holy other―a state which surpasses our 
knowledge and imagination.10

 According to Otto, the numinous evokes two emotions: the “mysterium tremendum”11 
and the “mysterium  fascinans”.  The “mysterium tremendum” (Greek-Latin) is the tendency 
of the numinous to invoke fear and trembling. This fear is not to be confused with fear or fright 
in general, but more a general commotion in relation to the experience of an incomprehensible 
almightiness: “Denn Grauen ist nicht natürliche gewöhnliche Furcht, sondern selber schon 
ein erstes Sich-Erregen und  Wittern  des  Mysteriösen,  wenn  auch  zunächst  in  der  noch  
rohen  Form  des Unheimlichen” [Awe is not just ordinary fear but a kind of arousal and 
sense of the mysterious in a raw and terrific form].12 The second emotion of the numinous, the 
“mysterium fascinans” (Greek- Latin) is the tendency of the numinous to attract, fascinate, 

9   “William James und die innere Seite der Religion - Die Anfänge der Religionspsychologie - Teil 
1 [William James and the inner side of religion - The beginnings of the Psychology of Religion - Part 1],” 
narrated by Alexander Grau, Tag für Tag, Deutschlandfunk, January 07, 2013, http://www.dradio.de/dlf/
sendungen/tagfuertag/1969438/.
10   “Rudolf Otto und die Erfahrung des Heiligen - Die Anfänge der Religionspsychologie - Teil 2 
[Rudolf Otto and the experience of the Divine - The beginnings of the Psychology of Religion - Part 2],” 
narrated by Alexander Grau, Tag für Tag, Deutschlandfunk, January 08, 2013, http://www.dradio.de/dlf/
sendungen/tagfuertag/1970748/.
11  Rudolf Otto, Das Heilige: über das Irrationale in der Idee des Göttlichen und sein Verhältnis zum 
Rationalen
(Breslau: Trewendt & Granier, 1917), 13 & 42.
12  Otto, Das Heilige, 17.
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and compel. It includes feelings of festivity and excitement and is witnessed for example 
while receiving grace. The numinous is, after all, contradictory―fearful and fascinating, 
frightening and compelling, all at the same time. And it is also irrational, as indicated in 
the book subtitle, “Über das Irrationale in der Idee des Göttlichen und sein Verhältnis zum 
Rationalen” [On the irrational in the concept of the Divine and its relationship to the rational]. 
 Otto describes the process of a religious experience in the following way: “[…] so 
durchdringt das Irrationale die rationalen Momente im religiösen Gefühl und verbindet sich 
mit ihnen zur ‘Idee des Heiligen’” [The irrational pervades the rational  and both of them 
are combined in the Divine]. For him, irrationality is the origin of all religions, while the 
rational aspects of the religious experience have been added later―both in the historical 
and the individual development. According to Otto, the history of religion is therefore “the 
rationalization of the irrational.”13

 His book, The Divine, has been a great success. Twenty-five editions had already 
been published before Otto’s death. Yet it has a deficiency: it is not based on any empirical 
evidence, making it highly speculative.14

 The  issue  of  empirical  evidence  was  later  examined  by  another  theological  
scholar, Karl Girgensohn. The empirical studies of the Estonian professor for systematic 
theology at Leipzig University brought findings which are still discussed in current research 
on psychology of religion. Like Schleiermacher and James, he also emphasized the 
subjective aspect of religion, but describing and understanding the religious experience was 
not enough for Girgensohn: he wanted to prove it, to find empirical evidence. And he even 
went further: his dream was to disprove materialism and to show that the mind is superior 
to matter. Therefore he focused on the exploration and analysis of mundane phenomena of 
religion which are experienced by the individual: “Was wir brauchen, ist eine experimentelle 
Methode, die eine so tief eindringende Analyse gestattet, dass Material  zutage  kommt,  
von  dessen  Existenz  der  Beobachter vorher  selber  nur  unklar  etwas ahnt” [We need 
an experimental method that enables thorough analysis and provides information which the 
observer himself could only guess].15

 Girgensohn’s investigations took place from February, 1911 until April, 1913. 
Participants were from his personal life (to create a confident and trustful environment), 
including seven men and seven women who were interviewed about their feelings and 
internal experiences after they had read religious poems. In addition they were asked for 
their associations when presented with the concepts of “Vertrauen” [trust] and “Denken” 

13  “Rudolf Otto”. 
14  Ibid.
15  “Karl Girgensohn und die Untersuchung religiöser Gefühle – Die Anfänge der 
Religionspsychologie, Teil 3 [Karl Girgensohn and the examination of religious feelings - The beginnings of 
the Psychology of Religion, Part 3],” narrated by Alexander Grau, Tag für Tag, Deutschlandfunk, January 09, 
2013,   http://www.dradio.de/dlf/sendungen/tagfuertag/1972690/.
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[thinking] and their concept of God.16

 Girgensohn concluded that religious experience has a dual structure, which includes 
an emotional and an intuitive part. According to him religious experience is therefore an 
“undifferentiated emotional condition”,1 7  during which the religious individual experiences 
an extreme increase of intensity of consciousness of self, which in part can result in ecstatic 
states. This applies especially to mystics, but also to the everyday experience of religion which 
is interrupted by these ecstatic- mystic feelings.
 From a current perspective these investigations might not sound unique and the findings 
might not seem very astonishing. But in the beginning of the 20th century, the publication 
of his study was a sensation; it was the first attempt ever to find empirical evidence for 
religious experiences. Moreover, Girgensohn’s investigations show great diligence and both 
a methodical and textual proximity to current neuropsychological experiments. Above all, his 
findings brought out aspects about the content of emotions and the role of the self which are 
discussed in current research on psychology of religion.
 These findings could have been a perfect start for further empirical research on religion. 
Still, Girgensohn had many critics―people who bridled against any kind of psychological 
explanation of religion. At the very front the Calvinist Karl Barth, who is one reason why 
psychology of religion has no great significance in the Protestant theology in Germany.18

Interview with Dr. Mahmoud Khayyal

 Dr. Mahmoud Khayyal, Professor Emeritus for Pharmacology at al-Azhar Faculty of 
Medicine, describes the topic of this paper as “extremely important, but also a very sensitive 
one”. Several years ago he planned to hold a seminar on “God’s theory”. He wanted to 
stimulate people to look at religion from a psychological perspective, but his suggestion was 
rejected. Only one professor agreed to cooperate with him; the others (scholars and professors) 
did not understand the purpose of such a seminar, asking him, “What do you mean by that? 
There is nothing called theory about God. God is there”. Were these people perhaps afraid to 
know more about the psychological reasons for religion? No, according to Dr. Khayyal they 
were not afraid, but a theory is always questioning something and according to them “God is 
there,” so God is a fact and therefore there is no reason to question him.
 In Dr. Khayyal’s opinion this censorious attitude might be the reason why the 
field psychology of religion is almost untouched in Egypt, the society would not accept 
the questioning (and universities and scholars have responsibilities for themselves and the 

16  “Karl Girgensohn”.
17  Ibid.
18  Ibid.
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society.)
 During the interview, Dr. Khayyal spoke with Professor Kadry Hefny, Professor of 
Psychology at Cairo University, and Mahmoud Hamouda, Chairman of the Psychiatry 
Department of al-Azhar University. It became clear that there is almost no research on 
religion, especially from a psychological point of view. Only one study can be mentioned 
which dealt with the behavior of religious people.
 Dr. Khayyal himself recommends two Egyptian writers who were at least working 
on relatively similar topics: Dr. Nagy Iskandar, Professor of Psychology, who passed away 
in 2005, and his publication, “The Superstitious Mind,” and Sayed el-Qimny, who won the 
State Appreciation Award in Social Science and his publication, “Mystic and Heritage”.
 After talking about psychology of religion in Egypt, I was curious to know Dr. 
Khayyal’s personal opinion on the western theories mentioned in the first part of this paper, 
especially with respect to his experience as someone who has been affiliated with al-Azhar 
University and as former member of several academic cultural discussion circles.

Q: Do you agree with James’ conclusion that religious feelings are a personal matter and 
therefore can never be wrong?

Dr. Khayyal: Religion as an individual feeling...yes, but also no. It is first of all collective. 
Look at any community with a common religion - as a religious person I am supported 
by the feedback which I get from my society. Our personality is structured by our 
experience in life and the feedback from others of the society. My belief in a certain God or 
religion is strengthened by what I hear every day from my local community and that is why 
I can‘t say it is an individual feeling. It is more about the interactive, communal experience 
(while praying together or treating each other), which is needed to build up and keep up 
faith. If you go to the church and you see how many people there are, it gives you more 
trust that what you are doing is right; if you are going to the church and everyone else is going 
to the movies you start questioning yourself and your faith.

Q: In view of the Rudolf Otto’s conclusion that “the history of religion is the rationalization 
of the irrational,” what do you think of the relation between rational and irrational within 
religion?

Dr. Khayyal: God is supposed to be the absolute, whereas we are all living in the 
world of relativities—we eat, we walk, we take a taxi... I don‘t know much about Judaism 
and Christianity but I do know a little (RLK: an understatement) about Islam and Islam 
is definitely mixing the absolute with the relative. It is directly interfering in your everyday 
life, telling you how you should live: do this, don‘t do that...The rational gives me the 
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impression that someone is talking about something that can be measured, the irrational 
cannot be measured. God’s theory cannot be measured so it is irrational, but the texts and 
doctrines and the believers make it rational - they applied this irrational to everyday life 
and make it look like as if it was rational. That was very clever of the famous religions we 
know, because people have to make it rational to get hold it.

Current Psychology of Religion

 Even though the field of psychology of religion has always had critics―Karl Barth 
was only one out of many - there has still been progress in the field since the time of James, 
Otto, and Girgensohn.
 “Never before there have been so many publication on religion, so many meetings and 
conferences, such an interest - within as well as outside academia - in what psychology 
has to say about religiosity and spirituality,” writes Jacob Belzen in his book, Towards 
Cultural Psychology of Religion: Principles, Approaches, Applications. At the same time, 
he underlines the problem of defining the psychology of religion: One might find a great deal 
about psychology and religion, but it may not all pertain to the field psychology of religion—
e.g. there is the so called pastoral-psychology, even if it is of good scholarly quality, its 
goal is different from the one of the psychology of religion - the “pastoral psychology serves 
religious purposes” and is “a psychology developed and practiced to facilitate the aims of 
churches”. The actual psychology of religion is according to Belzen therefore a developing 
field of only moderate size.19

 At this point, some major qualitative research of the 20th and 21st century should be 
mentioned: there is a socio-psychological study by Festinger, Riecken, und Schachter on the 
behavior of followers of a UFO cult (1956); there are several psycho-biographic studies in the 
1950s e.g. a study of Erik H. Erikson on the problems of identity of the young Martin Luther; 
then there is the theoretical, methodical work of Gordon Allports on individual religion (he 
developed an ideal type of “ripe/mature religiosity”) (1950). Further phenomenological 
studies can be found around Amedeo Giorgis and also on religious groups which are excluded 
and in part viewed as “pathological” due to their unusual beliefs.
 Psychoanalytic studies on religion are mainly biographical—e.g. Ana-Maria Rizutto’s 
study on the “Concept of God”, in which she compares Christian and Jewish psychiatric 
patients; a crucial contribution to narrative studies made Hjalmar Sundén (1966), who 
emphasized individual familiarity with religious traditions (especially narratives /stories 
and rituals) as a necessary precondition for religious perception and experience; moreover 

19  Jacob A. Belzen, Towards Cultural Psychology of Religion. (New York: Dordrecht, Heidelberg, 
London, Springer,
2010).
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there is the so-called research on conversion which views conversion as a form of self-
transformation and analyzes this process by means of biographical reconstruction; last but 
not least also personality psychology published some religious psychological studies e.g. 
Ruard Ganzevoorts researched on “the impact of sexual abuse on  the  individual religiosity 
of  men”. Finally, there is the cultural analytic research project of Valerie de Marinis—she 
discusses the role of psychology of religion in relation to public-health topics in Sweden 
(2009).20

 According to Ulrike Popp-Baier, current psychologists of religion, in contrast to 
William James who took the “isolated individual” as a basis, are willing to analyze religious 
experiences in their social and cultural environment. And scholars of qualitative research 
especially emphasize the variety of positions related to religion which increased due to 
processes of globalization, individualization, and medialization.21

Further Approaches to Religion

 Another interesting approach apart from the psychology of religion which deals with 
religious experience on individual level is the so called “neurotheology”. In his master thesis, 
“Can Neurotheology Explain Religion?” Dave Vliegenthart tries to answer the question: 
“What is religion and why do we have it?”, from a neuro-scientific perspective. According 
to Vliegenthart, “neurotheology will not be able to locate the neutral correlate of religious 
experience”. He names three major problems: First, as can be seen in interfaith discussions 
the subjective nature of religious experience is vague “[a]s we cannot decide phenomenally 
what makes an experience religious, neurologically we cannot find its correlate either”. 
Second, there is a lack of a distinct neurological character of religious experience. This is 
due to the fact that religious experience contains always emotional or relational experience 
and therefore it is hard to differentiate the specific religious experience in the brain. Third, 
he mentions the considerable ignorance concerning the concept of consciousness, which is 
crucial to “make conclusive claims about the search for religious states of consciousness”. 
Finally, Vliegenthart concludes that neuroscience may provide “fascinating insights in 
the workings of the religious brain,” but even if neuroscientists will find a correlation for 
religious experience, they still cannot explain why people believe. To answer this question 
requires interdisciplinary collaboration with other fields such as psychology, sociology, or 
epistemology.22

20  Belzen, Towards Cultural Psychology, 802-804.
21  Ulrike Popp-Baier, Qualitative Forschung: Religionspsychologie im Handbuch Qualitative 
Forschung in der
Psychologie [Qualitative Research: Psychology of Religion in the Handbook for Qualitative Research in the 
Field of Psychology]. (Wiesbaden: Springer Fachmedien, 2010), 303. 
22  Dave Vliegenthart, “Can Neurotheology Explain Religion?”, Archive for the Psychology of Religion 
33 (2011):
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 The question, “Why do we believe?” is examined by Steven Reiss, Professor of 
psychology and psychiatry at Ohio State University. In his theory of religion he claims that, 
“people are not drawn to religion just because of a fear of death or any other single reason,” 
but “there are actually 16 basic human psychological needs that motivate people to seek 
meaning through religion”. These needs are the following: power, independence, curiosity, 
acceptance, order, saving, honor, idealism, social contact, family, status, vengeance, romance, 
eating, physical exercise, and tranquility. “How we value and balance the 16 psychological 
needs is what makes us an individual, and for every individual there are appealing religious 
images,” Reiss said. He emphasizes that his theory “addresses the psychology of religious 
experiences and has no implications for the validity or invalidity of religious beliefs.”23

Summary

 So what would the psychologist answer if you ask him for a definition of religion? 
Once again, there is no single answer. William James described the religious experience as the 
private, internal emotion, which is left after setting aside all external doctrines and rituals or 
traditions and which, through influencing the individual’s thoughts and behavior, affects their 
way of life. Rudolf Otto called it “the numinous” and split it into two parts: the frightening 
“mysterium tremendum” and the compelling “mysterium fascinans” and described the 
history of religion as “the rationalization of the irrational”. Karl Girgensohn concluded from 
his investigation, which has been the first empirical study on religious experience, that there 
is a dual structure in religion, consisting of emotional and intuitive parts.
 All of the aforementioned concur that religion should be viewed primarily as an 
emotional and therefore an individual phenomenon. This perspective has two major strengths: 
firstly, it exposes a commonality between different religions regardless of their specific 
doctrines and secondly, it makes religious experience a personal matter, which cannot be 
wrong. This perspective should be taken into consideration in interfaith dialogue for the 
purpose of seeing and emphasizing similarities instead of differences.
 On the other hand viewing religion only on the individual level, without considering 
the group level, means the impact of the community on the individual’s faith and vice versa 
only accounts for half of the truth. This is also what Dr. Mahmoud Khayyal described: “My 
belief in a certain God or religion is strengthened by what I hear every day from my local 
community and that is why I can’t say it is an individual feeling.”
 In recent years, psychologists of religion started more and more to analyze religious 
experience in its social and cultural environment. According to Ulrike Popp-Bayer especially 
scholars of qualitative research emphasize the variety of positions related to religion which 

137-17.
23  Steven Reiss, “The 16 strivings for God,” Journal of Religion & Science 39 (June 2004): 303–320. 
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increased due to processes of globalization, individualization, and medialization.
 Last, but not least, neuroscience began to deal with religion, trying to find a neuronal 
correlate for religious experience.  According to Vliegenthart, so far neuroscientists provided 
“fascinating insights in the workings of the religious brain,” but they are far away from defining 
the neuronal character of religious experience, far less explaining why people believe. This 
question is finally examined in the theory of religion by Steven Reiss. According to him, the 
reason for religiosity goes back to 16 basic human needs.

Conclusion

 To  conclude,  the  main  idea  of  this  paper  is  to  look  at  religion  from  a  
different  angle –a psychological perspective. As we have seen, there is a great interest 
in what psychology can tell us about religion, especially in western countries. This is not 
surprising due to the fact that “the worship of gods, as well as the belief in the hereafter, is a 
natural tendency of humans [...]”24 and that apparently 80% of the world population describe 
themselves as religious.25

 Therefore it is a pity that in Egypt, where being religious is definitely the norm and 
religion has such an important role in society, the field of psychology of religion is almost 
untouched. According to Dr. Mahmoud Khayyal one reason for that might be that people 
take their religion for granted and don‘t see a reason to question it. Another reason in my 
opinion is that there is a lack of knowledge of what psychology actually is. Many people 
are still convinced that psychologists try to negate or disprove religion. But this is not an 
accurate perception - most of the scholars mentioned above do not try to negate religion, but 
rather describe it from their psychological point of view in a respectful, and by no means 
condescending, way. Moreover my impression is that there is not only lack of knowledge 
but also an urgent need for psychological facilities in Egypt. Improving this situation needs 
not only a change in healthcare provision but also a shift in the people’s mindset. To get 
psychological help is not confronting religion and most importantly it is nothing of which one 
should be ashamed.
 Finally, psychologists themselves need to be more open-minded and tolerant of 
religion. This may be the case in Egypt, but is not so in Europe. Religion should not only be a 
topic in psychological research but clinical therapists should include religion as a crucial part 
of their therapies. In particular because it is a proven fact that being religious is positively 
correlated to mental health and a person’s faith can serve has coping strategy for any kinds of 
life problems.

24  Ian Ramsey, Centre for Science and Religion at the University of Oxford.
25  “Wie Gott das Gehirn der Gläubigen ruhigstellt [How God Sedates the Brain of the Believer],” 
accessed January, 2013, http://www.welt.de/welt_print/kultur/article8423718/Wie-Gott-das-Gehirn-der-
Glaeubigen-ruhigstellt.html.  
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“We the people…” opens the preamble to the Egyptian Constitution, establishing its 
legitimacy on a popular foundation reminiscent of similar phrasing in the constitution of the 
United States. That constitution, however, contains almost no reference to religion. What 
does exist prevents any religious test for public office, forbids laws establishing religion, but 
guarantees its free exercise for every citizen. By contrast, the Egyptian Constitution is full of 
religion and religious implication, grounded in the very preamble.
 “… of Egypt, in the name of God, the Merciful, and with his assistance, state: This is 
our constitution” concludes the first line. The preamble proceeds to make mention of Egypt 
launching the monotheistic faith, establishing knowledge of the Creator, and embracing 
God’s prophets and messengers. The fourth principle outlined establishes listed freedoms in 
the handiwork of God’s creation. The tenth principle calls for unity of the Arab people and 
cooperation with the Islamic. And the eleventh principle lauds the nation’s intellectual and 
cultural leadership in many sectors, including the national church and the Azhar, the latter of 
which shaped the homeland’s identity, promotes the eternal Arabic language, as well as the 
glorious sharī’ah as a beacon of moderate, enlightened thought. 
 Only then does the preamble conclude, leading into the articles of the constitution with 
the declaration, “We the people of Egypt, believing in God and his messengers…” If it can 
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Following the popular revolution of January 25, the writing of a new cons-
titution became a national necessity. The religious unity displayed in Tahrir 
Square, however, soon dissipated as the non-religious slogans of the revolution 
gave way to sectarian politicking seeking to define the religious identity of the 
nation. This struggle crept into the Constitution, which emerged a far more 
religious document than existed previously. Islamists argue this is a welcome 
admission to the nature of Egyptian society; non-Islamists find within threats 
to the very liberties – religious and otherwise – both sides fought for during the 
Revolution. The end result is a national charter which stops short of setting up 
a religious state, but lays the groundwork for its future development.
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be said the United States constitution assumes a religious people, the Egyptian constitution 
asserts it. Thereafter, the constitution proceeds at length to establish it.

The Foundational Articles
 
 Article 1 opens the constitution declaring the Egyptian people to be part of both the 
Arab and Islamic ummah. Africa and Asia are mentioned as well, but not the Mediterranean 
world. This article is less legal than a statement of identity, with nods toward pan-Arabism 
and pan-Islamism, but a snub to the notion of sharing in the civilization of Europe and West. 
 Article 2 opens the legal formulations between Islam and the state. It is the official 
religion, and the principals of sharī’ah form the main source of legislation. 
 This article is preserved word-for-word from the 1971 Constitution, representing a 
victory of sorts for non-Islamists. Since the resignation of Mubarak, Islamists, and Salafīs in 
particular, have argued that liberal and secular Egyptians were aiming to remove the article 
entirely. However much this may have been a desire, there was never a campaign or public 
effort to do so. Very quickly they assured the population that Article 2 would remain, but 
it was then the Salafīs began to push. Many of their shaykhs argued very publically that 
sharī’ah alone should be the source of legislation.
 The point of contention was the prevalent interpretation of the word “principles”. The 
Supreme Constitutional Court was established as the arbiter in all such disputes, and chose a 
broad meaning which focused on the vague ideals of justice. Salafīs believed this interpretation 
avoided the sharī’ah almost entirely, not without reason. In the end they were unable to force 
a consensus on this issue, but did secure victory in an explanatory “compromise” article, to 
be mentioned below.
 Article 3 takes a principle from the sharī’ah and extracts it as a constitutional 
guarantee. Jews and Christians are given the right to govern their personal and religious 
affairs from their own religious laws, including the selection of leadership. This article was 
proposed very early by Islamists, and never met with significant controversy, except from 
secular Copts who opposed grounding these laws in the authority of the church, especially 
in the contentious matters of marriage and divorce. The Orthodox Church maintains very 
conservative family policy, especially on the issue of divorce. 
 As these stipulations governed church-state relations before entering the Constitution, 
Article 3 served the purpose of “balancing” its increasingly religious shape. Indeed, when 
faced with widespread Coptic opposition to the Constitution, many Islamists complained, 
saying, we gave them this article, why do they oppose greater room for sharī’ah among 
ourselves?
 Article 4 represents a major change in the Egyptian religio-political system. It declares 
the Azhar to be an independent institution financed by the state, but able to select its own 
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leaders and whose opinion is required to be taken on all legislation pertaining to sharī’ah. 
 In the past, the Azhar was an educational and jurisprudence institution often co-opted 
by the state. The president hand-picked the Grand Shaykh, and though he had no formal 
role in legislation, he was often accused of giving religious justification for administration 
policies. This article removes that power from the president, establishing a council of senior 
scholars from whom the Grand Shaykh must be selected. 
 It also provides an end-run around the Supreme Constitutional Court. Though 
that body maintains its sole role as an arbiter in Article 175, it will be difficult to argue 
unconstitutionality of any legislation of which the Azhar approves. This is even truer for 
the parliament; though the opinion of the Azhar may seemingly be ignored, such a public 
relations affront is hard to imagine.
 Finally, this article stipulates the Grand Shaykh of the Azhar may not be removed 
from his position. This clause is in protection of the widespread assumption that Islamists 
would depose the current holder of the post, known for his non-Islamist leanings. Certain 
Salafī leaders in the Constituent Assembly bragged this clause was bartered in exchange for 
the article deemed a “compromise” above, though Azhar leaders denied this. 
 Article 5 is not a religious text, but was the ground of a severe religious argument. 
It declares sovereignty to be for the people, while Salafīs desired sovereignty to be for God 
alone. They were unable to make any headway to change it, angering many of their more 
extreme members.
 Article 6 adds a religious term to an otherwise political text. It declares the political 
system to be based on democracy, citizenship, pluralism, rotation and balance of power, rule 
of law, respect for rights and freedoms, and also on shūrá. Shūrá is an Islamic term meaning 
“consultation”, motioning toward the traditional understanding of Islamic governance. Its 
practical implications are unclear.

The Family Articles

 After laying down the foundational principles for the political system, the Constitution 
proceeds to articulate social and moral principles for the Egyptian state. A number of these 
also have religious reference, particularly in relation to the family.
 Article 10 declares the family to be the foundation of society. The family itself has 
three foundations: religion, morality, and patriotism. This is a descriptive text, but then 
proceeds to establish a legal principle. State and society are tasked to preserve the family’s 
inherent nature.
 This principle is left undefined, and legislation in all nations pertains to morality. In 
assigning family guardianship to the state, however, the freedom of a family to be non-religious 
is threatened to be curtailed. That a custodial role is also given to society may be semantic, 
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but it may also open the door to unofficial “morality police” who assume for themselves this 
social role. Any such development must be subject to law, but the constitutional cover is 
provided.
 Article 11 extends the custodial role of the state to society in general, to promote 
morality, decency, and religious values, among other aims. The comment is similar, but it 
is noteworthy there is no mention of society’s role in this promotion. As the Constitution 
was being prepared, the concept of a religious police was rarely promulgated specifically 
or publically, but it was feared by non-Islamists. They were successful in removing such 
phrasing in this article.
 Article 60 comes within a series of articles pertaining to education; here, it declares 
religious education to be an essential subject in all levels preceding university. The university, 
meanwhile, must be committed to provide the ethical foundation of all educational disciplines. 
General religious education in Egypt divides Muslims and Christians into separate classes, 
but this receives no mention in the Constitution.
 Article 70 states that a child is entitled to a suitable name and religious development, 
in addition to other aspects of necessary care. Perhaps the religious development is assumed 
within the school curriculum, but again, there are limitations on the right of a family to be 
non-religious. 
 Some Copts have expressed worry that in declaring a child must have a “suitable” 
name, there is a legal basis to exclude Coptic names should Muslim authorities deem them 
otherwise.
 Article 71 is an extension of the previous, ensuring the state provides for a child’s 
spiritual and moral development, along with other aims. As with the fear of a suitable name, 
there is no essential reason this text should limit Christian family freedom; on the contrary, 
Article 3 should protect it. At the same time, should extremist thought enter the administration 
and Muslim authorities decide to define and apply “spiritual” development on an Islamic 
pattern, there is constitutional justification.

The Freedom Articles

 The Egyptian Constitution is born not simply from religious trends, but is also the 
product of a revolution calling for freedom. That these are fully compatible with Islam is 
defended vigorously by most Islamists, resulting in a number of guarantees liberal and secular 
Egyptians will celebrate. 
 Article 43 declares freedom of belief to be inviolable. The state guarantees the right 
to practice religious rites and build houses of worship for the “heavenly” religions, that is, 
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Note the delineation between the two phrases. The Egyptian 
citizen is permitted to believe what he wishes, but public practice is limited only to the 
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Abrahamic faiths. 
 This article, similar to many in the Constitution, says details of the above are to be 
specified by law. Christians have long complained that the law and the security apparatus 
frequently prevent them from obtaining legal license to build churches. This article ostensibly 
speaks to their rights in this regard; their fear is that once detailed, the law may prove as 
cumbersome as before, or more likely, local realities may lead to the disregarding of law. 
Even so, such a constitutional provision is a major pillar of support for Coptic rights, just not 
for the adherents of any other religion, such as Bahā’īs.
 Article 44 preempts a freedom given subsequently in Article 45. The latter establishes 
the right to freedom of thought, opinion, and expression. The former, however, prevents any 
insulting of prophets and messengers. Blasphemy legislation is thereby given a constitutional 
basis. 
 Article 50 is non-religious, but perhaps takes on a religious meaning due to Article 
43’s limitation of religious practice. The right to private gatherings is guaranteed. In defense of 
the text authorizing only Abrahamic public worship, Islamists have explained that adherents 
of other faiths are free to worship privately in their homes. It may be that this article would 
protect this second-class degree of freedom.

The Fiqh Articles

 Fiqh is the Arabic word for jurisprudence, and will here summarize a number of 
articles that have particular legal consequence for Egypt. These articles assure that Islamic 
norms of sharī’ah enter directly into the political, economic, and judicial systems.
 Articles 21, 25, and 212 regulate and promote the system of waqf, or religious 
endowment. This is not a new provision in Egypt, as there has been a cabinet level ministry for 
these endowments under previous administrations. President Nasser, however, nationalized 
many endowments and extended state control over the religious sphere. In principle, these 
articles reassert the right to establish private endowments, and also assign the state a role 
in popularizing this form of religio-economic piety. Every endowment must conform to the 
stipulations of the donor, a principle from c here defined in the Constitution.
 Articles 86, 137, and 157 define the oath of office for parliamentarians, the president, 
and the prime minister. Each must swear “by God Almighty” to protect the republican system, 
the Constitution, the law, the people’s interest, and the integrity of the nation. The Arabic 
for “Almighty” does not have a particular religious coloring, but there is no alternate oath 
mentioned for the non-religious.
 Finally, three articles are of particular importance in defining the religious character 
of the Egyptian Constitution. Mentioned above was an article which could serve to limit 
the scope of guaranteed rights. This is Article 81, which first of all declares that no law may 
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narrow the intent and essence of the freedoms delineated above it. 
 The next sentence, however, declares the practice of these freedoms may not conflict 
with the provisions of Part One of the Constitution. Nothing in the phrasing is religious at all, 
but Part One includes Article 2, defining the principles of sharī’ah to be the main source of 
legislation. If the interpretation of “principles” remains concerned with the vague notion of 
justice, as before, there would be limited cause for concern.
 Article 219, however, is the aforementioned “compromise” article concerning these 
principles. It defines them specifically as including the general evidence and foundational 
principles of Islamic jurisprudence, and the reliable sources from among the Sunnī schools of 
thought. While the Supreme Constitutional Court still maintains final interpretive authority 
on legislation, its reasoning must now be consistent with traditional Sunnī jurisprudence and 
methods of argumentation. It is noteworthy that in mentioning the “Sunnī” schools of law, 
Shī’ah interpretation is formally excluded.
 The sharī’ah is an expansive collection of juridical rulings, collected especially in 
the early centuries of Islam. As a collection it does not demand the necessary limitation of 
freedoms outlined in the constitution, but it includes within its corpus much which could 
conflict with generally accepted international norms. 
 Article 76 is an otherwise non-religious text which takes on great religious significance 
in light of the above. It states, consistent with constitutions around the world, that there may 
be no crime and no sentence unless there is a legal text. The purpose is to protect the citizen 
from arbitrary arrest by the state. Laws can only be broken if they are established.
 The Egyptian Constitution, however, adds the clause “or a constitutional text”. As 
Article 2 establishes the basis of legislation to be the principles of sharī’ah, and Article 219 
defines these principles inclusive of the four traditional Sunnī schools of law, it is possible to 
now find a crime and a sentence outside the written civil code of law. The path is opened for 
recourse to ancient religious law.

Conclusion

 Nations around the world navigate differently the relation between their national 
culture, religion, and state. The United States’ practice of sidelining religious authority from 
formal political authority has shaped American culture, more than having been a product of 
it. America was still a new nation; though it grappled with centuries-long issues of church and 
state prevalent in Europe, the break from England on a new continent afforded an opportunity 
for a new experiment. Most Americans, a profoundly religious people, are more than satisfied, 
they are proud.
 Egypt, by contrast, is operating on a reverse pattern. Islamists, who have democratically 
assumed the mantle of leadership following the revolution, believe previous constitutions 
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denied Egypt’s religious heritage in awkward aping of Western values. Now, with a new 
opportunity afforded, they wish to shape the Constitution consistent not only with principles 
of human rights, but also with the Muslim religion.
 There is no necessary contradiction, but there may be. Islamists find the moral laxity 
of Western nations due not only to the declining religiosity of their people, but also to the 
excess of freedom established apart from religion. They wish to see the state play an active 
role in maintaining a conservative Islamic interpretation of ethics. Within the scope of law, 
all nations must balance these issues. The people are sovereign.
 In the Egyptian Constitution, they remain so, but just barely. When a religion is lifted 
above the people, its laws and statutes cannot be challenged, having been established by God. 
This is the ground for theocracy. Article 2, however, continues to assert only the “principles” 
of sharī’ah are the primary source for legislation, even if they are now more precisely defined. 
Furthermore, the Azhar’s role is one of giving opinion. Its religious power over the political 
system is greatly increased, but is far from absolute. It can, it appears, be ignored.
 So while the Constitution opens the door for a full-fledged Islamic state, it does not 
necessitate it. The restrictions which exist have already been noted; greater restrictions are 
possible but not inevitable. All relies on the will of the people to chart their course as a 
sovereign nation, determining their relationship with Islam, Christianity, secularism, and 
human rights. However religiously flawed an outsider observer may find their national charter, 
little more can be asked of a revolution. Whether or not this charter accurately reflects the 
will of the people, however, requires analysis far beyond the scope of this article.
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Before the Revolution and Influence of Western Ideas

Dina Zakaria: “Before the revolution the situation was humiliating. Women who were 
wearing the hijab were not allowed to work everywhere. They were not allowed to work for 
the TV stations, ministries and in politics. 34% of the women were illiterate. Women were 
living in poverty and a big amount did not have health insurance. The state did not support 
women rights. There were no real rights for women—it was a façade put up in favor towards 
the West.” 

“I will respect the Western ideas if they fit our culture. Every state has its own culture. 
There are women’s organizations in Egypt trying to enforce Western ideas on us, while we 
have certain traditions and culture. If I would mention to my mom that I want the freedom to 

Interview: Muslim Brotherhood 
Sister, Dina Zakaria

Eline Kasanwidjojo*   

“If the Egyptians choose a woman as the president, we have to listen to them.”

“Today there is a counter revolution against the old regime. Pressure is coming from 
Europe since they have noticed Egypt as an open area. In this situation a constitution 
needs to be written,” Dina Zakaria.

At Dina Zakaria’s, on November 19 2012, we had a conversation not only about the politi-
cal situation of Egypt, but also about the situation for the Egyptian women compared to the 
situation before the revolution. 

A mother of two, co-founder of the Freedom and Justice Party (FJP) and representative of 
this party for the European Parliament last year. This 27-year-old woman, who joined the 
Muslim Brotherhood out of free will, seems a pretty good example of Muslim emancipation 
herself.

*Eline Kasanwidjojo, MA, International Relations and International Organization, University of Groningen, the 
Netherlands.
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start an affair with another man, she will not accept,” Dina further explains. 

According to Zakaria, women in Egypt now, first of all, want to be educated. 

“Besides education, they want a husband and the right to inherit money. In Upper Egypt 
sometimes she could not inherit because of family commitments but in general women in 
Egypt inherit, because Islam guarantees that for her and Egyptians are religious. There should 
also not be any difference between the coverage of women, like the discrimination we have 
seen before. Women want social respect, they want what Egypt want.” 

Participation and the Role of Islam

What about the role outside the house, and her participation in politics?

“She has to participate in political life. There should be a form of cooperation between the 
husband and the wife,” Zakaria answers. “Obeying in Islam does not mean that women need 
to be slaves, no. It stands for understanding, commitment and cooperation. The husband is 
obliged to take care of me, to pay everything and I have the right to have my own money. 
This is not weak, this is his duty and it means that we need to cooperate. For me, if I want to 
work, he needs to help, it is mutual.”

Zakaria explains the most important thing in the society, the family: 

“The woman is the whole family. She helps her family when they are weak, while they 
support her in her believes and her dreams. She supports her husband and brings up the 
children. The family is important and there are many divorces nowadays. Between the men 
and the women, the woman has the right of education and the father needs to support her. He 
needs to respect who she wants to marry and pay for her and her education until she finds a 
husband.”

“There is not a revolution of Islam, there is a revolution of women needed. It is not about 
religion. The Muslim Brotherhood enforced and pushed women and cared for bringing down 
the illiteracy.”

“We have Muslims versus Islamists. I am sure the Salafis are changing their mind right now. 
They will soon realize Egypt is a specific case, not a place where they can imitate a certain 
method. Egypt needs its own method. Different Islamist parties work freely under Al Azhar. 
They have their main principles and sub situations and different methods. There is flexibility. 
I personally, cannot take it the Salafī way.”

The Situation for Egyptian Women Now

“Now we are in a transition period. There is a need of change, since the situation before 
the revolution for women was bad. Improvements are needed on the areas of school, health 
insurance and the right to marry. There have been rumours about the Islamic parties wanting 
to lower the age of women to marry to the age of nine. NONSENSE! This is a cultural view. 
Before the age of eighteen women need education, so they cannot be married before the age 
of eighteen.”
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“I decided myself to wear the hijab when I was 16-17, this is personal.”

When I take the metro and count the women who are veiled today, I feel overwhelmed. Every 
morning I ride the metro form Dokki to Maadi and in the women’s cart on a average day, the 
unveiled, me included, are five to ten together.

Zakaria explains: “80% of the Muslim women are veiled. There is no compulsion in Islam. 
The only thing you can do is advice. We are not here to interfere in personal life. Ruling of 
the state needs to be done with law and justice. I decided myself to wear the hijab when I was 
16-17, this is personal.” 

“Only the Muslim Brotherhood has women who are active in politics.” 

Dina, your CV shows you are an example of an emancipated Muslim woman. Do you have a 
personal fight in Egypt?

“Yes. I want women to have self confidence. In open discussions with women I try to get 
closer to women. There is a need for them to participate. So I try to create awareness from 
women who are close to me,” she says.

You have been the representative for the FJP in Brussels and were recently on a Egyptian 
Multi Party Delegation, on the initiative of Cornelis Hulsman, on a trip to the Netherlands to 
meet with Dutch politicians. What is your role in the party life?

“There are so many ambitious models, I am impressed. There are a lot of women active 
within the Muslim Brotherhood. And if you look at the ten thousand founders of the Freedom 
and Justice Party, a thousand of them where women! If you think about it, other parties may 
not have enough for trust in their members of women to be represented and I think it is a great 
problem that they have to solve very quickly ‘cause women participation is very important 
in my point of view.”

Why?

“First of all, the Muslim Brotherhood had qualified women before the secular threat repressed 
them. Now it is time for them. Second, there has been a false image that women need to be 
at home and I am so anxious to correct that! Last, we help women to be more qualified and 
make change happen. The party send me to the European Parliament. I was fresh and working 
so hard. I was scared to go, but after doing that I had to confidence that I could do anything.”

A Woman for President?

So there is power of women in the Muslim Brotherhood and the Freedom and Justice Party. 
What do you think… a woman for president?

“Difficult. (She takes a minute to think about this). Women now need to proof responsibility. 
We as a party do not give women that change right now.”
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Is this impossible?

“No. But a woman becoming the president needs a long time. The FJP is not against a female 
president. If the Egyptians choose a women as the president, we have to listen to them.” 

Media about the Freedom and Justice Party

“The media is spreading rumours and lies. We care about the people. We got trust of people 
while the image was bad. The media is playing with its tools. Egyptian people are shocked 
by the news and by time they will listen, with gods help.”

Women in the Constituent Assembly

Having a look at the constitutional [sic] assembly women were terribly underrepresented. 
Having seven women initially, two resigned and now the five, from the Muslim Brotherhood, 
are outnumbered by the amount of men. 

“We still do not know why the Christian women withdrew. They mentioned Article 3. What 
Pope Tawadros now said, that the Article 220 was the reason that the Christians withdrew 
from the Constitutional Assembly. This is his first defect and will be seen badly from Egypt, 
towards Christians. We sent our women and I do not understand why other parties did not 
send women.”

Why do you think they did not?

“Their women are not qualified. We have a long history in educating women, so we were 
ready. If it was up to me, I would like to see 20 women in the constitutional assembly. It is 
a lack of education. The negativity of 60 years, the result of the ruling of the SCAF and the 
lack of freedom. It is not a result of Islam. The culture and the former regime of the past 60 
years made problems,” Zakaria answers. 

Feminism after the Revolution?

“We are off to a good start after the revolution. Normal women are playing a great role. 
Their own role is important. She is fully aware. You know what I want to do? I want to take 
the constitution with me all the time and tell women about their rights and their duties. This 
constitution should be hopeful for women and secured by the representatives. Sharia will in 
the end benefit Christians. Even Muslims do not accept how it is right now. We need freedom 
and we need acceptance.”

“In case of the Egyptian culture, different feminists will unite. I would like to be a co-founder 
of such a movement, and make this organisation in line with our culture. We need education 
to built Egypt and create free choice. Women need to choose to just be mothers. We need to 
be there to advice them.”
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Is Dina Zakaria a feminist? 

So, are you a Muslim feminist?

“That is a Western definition. What does it mean? I would say I am a liberal woman, with an 
Islamist point of view who has her believes, hopes and dreams.” 
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