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Abstract

The Coptic community of Egypt operates daily under pressures from state, society, and
the Coptic Orthodox Church, and yet are expected to be an invisible minority that places its
national identity over its ethnoreligious one that it is often ostracized for. This thesis explores
how Copts navigate the concept of space in Egypt, and more importantly, how, through a
process of cooptation, creative subversion of, or opposition to the systems they operate under,
build space for themselves outside of what they had been restricted to. This thesis explores
ideas of visibility, panopticism, and hegemony as | discuss the historical and sociological

intricacies of Copts in Egypt engaging in quiet practices and loud actions.



Introduction: Passion Week

Passion Week, or Holy Week, is the English name for what Copts call Isbu’ al Alam, or
the week of pain, that resides in the last week of Lent and starts with Easter. For Coptic
Orthodox Christians, it almost always comes a week after Catholic Passion Week. As | write this
introduction, the Coptic community in Egypt stands at the end of one Passion Week and the
beginning of another. Over the last few days, the Coptic community in Egypt experienced four
incidents in a heavily sectarian week. It started with the murder of Bishop Arsanius of
Moharram Bek, Alexandria, a beloved community man, as he was returning from prayer on the
beach. It then continued to ensure that Copts have and continue to be seen as second-class
citizens in Egypt when online spaces broke out in controversy around a traditional vegan
restaurant specialized in serving the Egyptian national dish, koshari, refusing to serve a Coptic
woman and her 4-year-old food due to public observation of Ramadan. Responses to the
incident were heavily sectarian and attacked Copts heavily, bringing us to the third incident of a
famous newspaper publishing an article that called non-Muslims kuffar, or infidels. Finally, it
ended with the seeming kidnapping and forced conversion of a Christian woman, Mariam
Wahib, in Beni Soueif. As the Coptic community gets ready for their actual Passion Week, fear
of congregation in churches to celebrate has risen once more, and tensions among the Coptic
community, the Church and the State has risen unlike anything we have seen in years, with

Pope Tawadros Il making a bold statement condemning a failing state security apparatus.



In this thesis, | answer the research question: How do Copts today build space for
themselves in contemporary Egypt? | discuss the positionality of the Copts as a people and their
struggle to create space for themselves in today’s world informed by a historical and
sociological perspective. Often, a discussion of Coptic struggles today takes for granted the
multiple systems of oppression Copts operate under in hegemonic conditions. | attempt to
elucidate those conditions to better understand and contextualize Coptic presence in Egyptian
society. | frame my argument in the context of building space specifically because, as | discuss
later on, Copts are often placed under restrictions that specifically confine their presence to
private cultural spaces, or more specifically the Coptic Orthodox Church. | propose that Copts
today mostly function in different ways and methods, but essentially, argue that some Copts
often find themselves engaging with different discourses that they are expected to operate
under based on their historical positionalities and their ethnoreligious identity, and they engage
in building spaces through either coopting those very same discourses, resisting them, or

creatively subverting them to serve their own purposes.

This thesis follows Copts historically through chapters one and two. In chapter one, |
discuss the identity of the Copts and the most important markers in their history up to British
occupation. | further discuss their historical identity in relation to the national unity discourse
and the rise of the Patriarch-President pact in the second. Chapter three discusses the modern-
day positionality of Copts using frameworks of hegemony, space and (in)visibility in order to set
up chapters four and five, which more specifically examine the how of building Coptic space. |

focus on quiet practices and day to day techniques in creating space for Copts in chapter four,



and finally | spend chapter five discussion the louder actions and activism of the Copts today in

formal, semi-formal and online spaces.

I would like to clarify a few points specifically. Throughout the thesis, unless stated
otherwise, | use Coptic to refer to Coptic Orthodox institutions, people, or communities. While |
do acknowledge the presence and importance of the Coptic Catholic and Coptic
Anglican/Presbyterian churches and communities in Egypt, my focus lies specifically within the
hegemonic institution of the Coptic Orthodox Church (COC) and its people. While some of the
experiences may be shared, | do not claim to have an exhaustive thesis that addresses their
specific concerns. | also use Islamic/Muslim institutions in this paper to specifically mean
Egyptian Islamic/Muslim institutions, which contextually hold a very different context and

connotation than here, in the US, where the thesis is being written and published.

For this research, | use a multi-modal approach. | rely in Chapters 1 and 2 on historical
accounts and primary sources that include newspapers and Coptic magazines. Chapters 3, 4 and
5 rely on the use of social media research and interviews that | conducted with 8 Coptic people
ranging in ages from 21 to 36 years of age. While not all the interviewees are currently in Egypt,
all grew up there until at least the age of 14, and all of them return in a consistent manner. Four
out of eight are Cairenes, and all of them grew up in the northern part of Egypt. All the
interviews were conducted in Egyptian Arabic, our native tongue, and they have been carried
out anonymously. Key identifying details (names, locations, etc.) have been altered to protect
their identities. Interviews lasted between 90 and 180 minutes and were conducted remotely

via VOIP applications like Zoom.



Chapter 1: What Makes them Different?

From 451 CE to pre-nationalism

Often, it is understood that when people refer to Copts that they are referring to
adherents of the Coptic Orthodox Church. More familiar ears would ask if you are talking about
the Coptic Orthodox Church, the Coptic Catholic Church, or any of the many other churches
that have taken Copt up as a prefix indicating the Egyptian nature of their beliefs. Today,
“Copts” is understood as a shorthand for referring to Egyptian Christians altogether. However,
as popular national unity narratives would proudly advertise, Copt simply means Egyptian. The
word originates from the Arabization of the Greek word for Egypt, Agyptios, to Qibt.! For a long
time then, Qibt was used to refer to the Egyptians, and evidence for that can be found even in
correspondences between the Prophet Muhammed (PBUH) and Egyptian rulers. A much earlier

look into history is, however, necessary to understand what distinguishes the Copts.

This chapter is an abridged dive into the history of the Coptic Orthodox Church, its
adherents and its interactions with the systems operating around it. As the chapter recounts
Coptic history between the solidification of its identity as ecumenical reject and its presence as
an afterthought in the legally pluralistic system of the Ottomans, | elucidate the historical
reasons and desires that allowed for Coptic identity being merged into the national unity

discourse that later led to further Coptic restrictions and a deeper need for building space.

1 Harper Douglas, “Etymology of Copt,” Online Etymology Dictionary, accessed April 22, 2022,
https://www.etymonline.com/word/copt.



ONE NATURE UNDER GOD

Perhaps what most people are familiar with in Coptic history is the heavy influence the
Church’s patriarchs have had on early theology. Western Christians might be familiar with
Origen and Athanasius of Alexandria and their proto-Orthodox commitment to the faith,
whether in helping create the Septuagint or in fighting the Arian doctrine, referred to by most
today as the Arian heresy.? However, not long after the start of the Ecumenical councils, the
Coptic Orthodox Church (COC) fell out of favor with the catholic church.? In 451 CE, the Council
of Chalcedon was held where in defending against the Nestorian doctrine,* patriarch Dioscorus
| was branded as a heretic of the monophysite tradition,®> and excommunicated from the
Councils.® The difference in Christological tradition among the council and the COC lies in the
specifics of the nature of Christ, a belief that had been rebranded as the miaphysite tradition in
recent years as an attempt to reconcile the COC with the still ongoing Ecumenical councils of
today.” While feelings of alienation among the COC clergy and adherents, especially with the
continuous presence of Arians among the ranks of the community, were unpleasant as they
were, this problem was exacerbated due to the Byzantian investment in the harmonious
existence of Christians under the Edict of Milan in 313. The Byzantine emperor Marcianus then
exiled Dioscorus | and appointed Pretorius, beginning a tradition of papal disputes in the non-

Chalcedonian COC that lasted multiple centuries — a struggle between the locally appointed

2 The Arian doctrine is a belief about the nature of Christ that posed him as between God and Man.

3 Lower case c catholic refers to the ecumenical union of churches before the Great Schism of 1054.

4 The Nestorian doctrine described Christ’s divinity and humanity as two distinct beings within Jesus.

5The Monophysite theological position states that the divinity and humanity of Christ combined within Jesus,
unseparated. It is more commonly known as the miaphysite tradition today, and stands in opposition to the
diaphysite doctrine non-Chalcedonian churches have taken.

5 ris Habeeb el Masri, From the Foundation of the Church By Saint Mark to the Arab Conquest, The Story of the
Copts: The True Story of Christianity in Egypt (California: The Middle East Council of Churches, 1978), 303-304.

7 Pope Shenouda lll, The Nature of Christ (Cairo: St Shenouda Monastery, 1997).



patriarch and the foreign imposed one. Having been defined as the “other” during a moment of
imperial subservience to another empire, the COC and its community became very protective of

its patriarchs, a theme that continues throughout Coptic history.

An uneasy relationship of power defined the moment in history prior to the Arab
Invasion of 639. The Sassanid Empire had just been defeated by the Romans in Egypt, and the
patriarch, Benjamin |, had been witness to the invasion. Heraclius of Rome was eager to resolve
the tensions once more between the miaphysite COC and the churches at the center of the
empire and came up with a well-crafted theological distinction that attempted to reunite their
Christological differences. In order to implement this forced reconciliation between the two
parties, however, he chose Cyrus of Alexandria.® Cyrus, after attempting and failing to convince
the stubborn Coptic community (which was mostly restless due to the exile of Benjamin 1),
turned to military violence, and while this wasn’t the first time Copts had faced violence at the
hands of Romans, or more specifically Byzantines, the ruler was particularly violent,

implementing “methods of terror and physical torture”.?

INVASION OR CONQUEST?

Very interestingly, Cyrus of Alexandria, whom historians believe is the character in
Islamic and Arab history known as al Mugawqas, had a particularly good relationship with the

Arabs before they entered Egypt. In a correspondence between him and the Prophet

8 Mark N. Swanson, The Coptic Papacy in Islamic Egypt, 641-1517: The Popes of Egypt, Volume 2 (Cairo: The
American University in Cairo Press, 2010), 3.

9 Stephen J. Davis, The Early Coptic Papacy: The Egyptian Church and Its Leadership in Late Antiquity: The Popes of
Egypt, Volume 1, lllustrated edition (Cairo New York (N.Y.): The American University in Cairo Press, 2017) p116-
117.



Muhammed (PBUH), he refused to convert to Islam, but he sent over multiple gifts, including
traditional Coptic textiles, and most importantly, Mariah the Copt, who holds quite an idolized
position in the hearts of many Egyptians today.'° Mariah went on to become one of the
Prophet’s wives, and is often referenced as a symbol of not only national unity between Copts
and Muslims, but as a specific tale of the closeness of the Coptic Egyptian community to the
Prophet’s heart. Often, this tale is a focal point of Arab-Coptic relations, likely a diversion from

the actual events of the conquest.

Amr ibn al-‘As conquered the northern part of Egypt first after crossing the Egyptian
border in 639 CE. Initial interactions between Arabs and Copts are quite disputed and are
uncertain up until today. It is true that some sources, specifically apocalypses, document
interactions between the Arabs and the Copts as initiating an era of darkness and decline
(Shenute’s vision specifically appears to discuss that), and the Apocalypse of Samuel of Qalamun
(written sometime around the 10™ century CE in Arabic) warns of a horrible deterioration of
the Church and its adherents; but certainly other writers disagree.!! George the Archdeacon’s
version of history tells the story of a monophysite church tortured under Cyrus of Alexandria
that supported a change of conditions if it meant its own freedom from torture.'? Evidently, the
return of patriarch Benjamin | to the papal chair at the hand of Amr lbn al-‘As and his
reinstitution in Alexandria is documented, even if the dates are not exactly accurate, and is

reported to have been given reign over his churches and people as a dhimmi, or a person of the

10 syleiman A. Mourad, “Christians And Christianity In The Sira Of Muhammad,” in Christian-Muslim Relations. A
Bibliographical History. Volume 1 (600-900), ed. David Thomas and Barbara Roggema (BRILL, 2009), 57-71,
https://doi.org/10.1163/ej.9789004169753.i-960.18.

11 Robert G. Hoyland, “Apocalypses and Visions,” in Seeing Islam as Others Saw It: A Survey and Evaluation of
Christian, Jewish and Zoroastrian Writings on Early Islam (Princeton, N.J: The Darwin Press, Inc., 1998), 257-335.

12 swanson, The Coptic Papacy in Islamic Egypt, 641-1517, 5.



book.!3 This is a particularly notable moment, where the Coptic Orthodox Church no longer is
treated as another sect in a theological debate, but is officially understood as a dhimmi
institution required to pay the jizya to stay protected within Egypt — the precursor to the

concept of the millet.**

FROM DHIMMI TO MILLET

Coptic-Arab interactions have been underlined from the beginning by what is called the
Pact of Umar, yet with the advent of the Ottomans in the 16™ century, a new system was being
developed. Copts had been ruled per the pact that the second Caliph Umar ibn al-Khattab made
with the people of Jerusalem when he conquered it in 637 CE. The Umari Pact was used by
Muslim leaders to rule non-Muslim communities across the medieval Near East. Some of the
conditions we had already mentioned — paying the jizya and wearing specific items of clothing
(initially the zunnar) — but some others included not constructing any new houses of worship.*®
In return, the dhimmis would gain safe haven and be guaranteed safe passage outside of the
Caliphate is they so desired.!® This was offered to Benjamin | when ibn al-‘As came to Egypt.'’

Different rulers enforced the Pact of Umar in different ways, according to the tensions rising

13 Robert G. Hoyland, “Benjamin |, Patriarch of Alexandria,” in Seeing Islam as Others Saw It: A Survey and
Evaluation of Christian, Jewish and Zoroastrian Writings on Early Islam (Princeton, N.J: The Darwin Press, Inc.,
1998), 132-35.

1 Jizya is a tax that is implemented on the dhimmis living within Islamic lands. Originally, it was meant to help
support the building of the empire, but as time moved on, it became more symbolic.

15 The zunnar is a belt or girdle non-Muslims wore to indicate their status.

16 Karen Barkey and George Gavrilis, “The Ottoman Millet System: Non-Territorial Autonomy and Its Contemporary
Legacy,” Ethnopolitics 15, no. 1 (January 2016): 24—42, https://doi.org/10.1080/17449057.2015.1101845.

7 Hoyland, “Benjamin I, Patriarch of Alexandria.”



and occurring between the different groups in Egypt, allowing for leniency or strictness if need

be 18

With the advent of the Ottoman empire in the 15th century, a new system was devised
that evolved the pre-existing pact of Umar. This was a way created by the Ottomans to divide
and conceptualize different communities in the empire. Under the new system, each group was
called a millet, and they were divided based on different factors, mainly religion, ethnicity, and

in some cases language.'?

Millet as a word is still used today in Egypt colloquially (pronounced milla) to mean
“affiliation”. It’s based on the Ottoman system of the same name, where the word in this case
would refer specifically to dhimmi organized religiopolitical communities in the empire.?° The
Ottoman empire created three main umbrella millets each with their own autonomous
hierarchical structures (if present): Greek/Rum Orthodox, Armenians, and Jews.2?! This is no way
fully encompassed the full diversity and structure of the different communities that were
actually within the borders of the empire that spanned from Europe to North Africa, but two
main factors dictated these groupings: not every group present was recognized by the
Ottomans; and whenever there was possibility for an umbrella term to encompass smaller

groups, the Ottomans took the opportunity to do so. That was the case for Egypt’s Copts, who

18 Tritton, The Caliphs And Their Non Muslim Subjects, 120.

1% Kemal H. Karpat, “Millets and Nationality: The Roots of Incongruity of Nation and State in the Post-Ottoman
Era,” in Christians and Jews in the Ottoman Empire: The Functioning of a Plural Society, ed. Benjamin Braude and
Bernard Lewis (New York: Holmes & Meier Publishers, 1982), 141-70.

20 Bernard Lewis, The Political Language of Islam, 1st edition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991).

21 Efrat Aviv, “Millet System in the Ottoman Empire” (Oxford University Press, November 28, 2016),
https://doi.org/10.1093/0bo/9780195390155-0231.



were put under the Armenian millet due to the non-Chalcedonian nature of the theology of

both churches.

The millet system mainly achieved two things. The first was a proper codification of the
new and updated Ottoman conception of the Umari pact. This meant that it ensured that the
state was held accountable to the millets and vice versa.?? Different obligations were held
through that same millet system, including the jizya, which at this point was more symbolic of
the dhimmi status of the millets rather than anything.?3 Secondly, it ensured that there was an
intercessor, or a representative, present for the millet that is within the reach of the local
government. If their community members were to ask for something or do something, it would
have to go to the hierarchical councils of the millet, which would then bring it to the state. We
must understand that the millet system was in no way a citizen-forward system — modern

concepts of citizenry are anachronistic and do not apply to the time.

The millet system of singular hierarchical representation is largely the basis for how the
Coptic Church in many ways had already been operating, and understanding the system helps
us moving forward in making sense of clerical activity. Under the Ottoman millet system in
Egypt, many Copts found solid footing for prosperity — the Gohari brothers, for example, were
incredibly wealthy and influential within the Church despite being laymen.?* This possibility for

upward social mobility had not been present for Copts since the Arab Conquest and was the

22 Barkey and Gavrilis, “The Ottoman Millet System.”

23 Bruce Masters, “The Limits of Tolerance: The Social Staus of Non-Muslinms in the Ottoman Arab Lands,” in
Millets and Nationality: The Roots of the the Incongruity of Nation and State in the Post-Ottoman Era, Revised ed.
edition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 16—40.

2 Iris Habeeb el Masri, From the Arab Conquest to the Present Time, The Story of the Copts: The True Story of
Christianity in Egypt (California: The Middle East Council of Churches, 1978), 305-308.

10



beginning of lay involvement within Church and state politics. The true boom, howeverm would

come a few years later under Muhammed Ali.

LIFE UNDER THE PASHAS

Muhammed Ali Pasha was Egypt’s Albanian ruler that rose to power after the French
expedition left in 1801, taking advantage of the power vacuum created by their withdrawal and
his appointment as Viceroy in 1805. He was a visionary in many ways, specifically set on
modernizing Egypt and aspiring to gain favor of and perhaps compete with the European Great
Powers. He is credited with many things, including being the Father of Modern Egypt. He
claimed to have wanted religious equality among all his subjects, perhaps inspired by the
statehood models of Europe, and thus modernization in Egypt was on its way, but it could not
begin without his declaration as independent of the Ottoman Empire in addition to creating his
own dynasty.?> This further pushed his need for creating a distinct characteristic and loyal

population in Egypt.

The modernization and religious equality clauses came with particularly good bearings
for Copts. He allowed them to ride horses, wear indistinguishable clothing (except for white
turbans, reserved still for Muslims), and even ring church bells for the first time.?® He was also
reported to have been on close enough terms with Salih Attallah (a Coptic layman) and

Patriarch Petros of the time that he allowed for and aided the rebuilding of St Mark’s Cathedral

5 Vivian lbrahim, The Copts of Egypt: The Challenges of Modernisation and Identity, Paperback edition (London ;
New York: I.B. Tauris, 2013).
26 |bid, 15.
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in 1818.%7 His close connections and openness to the Copts helped create the material
conditions for the Coptic enlightenment.?® He was particularly favorable towards using their
services for managing taxation and land surveying systems — especially with his new economic
system of monopoly in Egypt, this was crucial to him.?° People like Basilious Ghali and Guirguis
el Gohari became quite important during his time, earning the titles of Mu’allim, a title reserved

for the taxation diwan masters.30

THE "ENLIGHTENMENT”

Muhammed Ali’s death in 1848 was preceded by a few years where he was senile and
unable to rule due to the death of his oldest son, but he was followed in rule by Khedives Abbas
| (1849-54) and Sa’id (1855-63). Their reign witnessed Patriarch Cyril IV, who came into one of
the strongest eras for the Coptic Church, with an already existing diwan for the patriarchate
that gained interest through waqgf. Nicknamed the Reformer, of Abu Islah, Cyril set out to
modernize the church through three main areas of reform. First was creating an administrative
process for his patriarchal diwan that mainly dealt with managing personal status laws. This
mainly solidified and facilitated his role as the millet leader, and in fact was in line with the
expectations from him as head of the hierarchical order of the Copts. Secondly, he was set on

“reforming” the ecclesiastical order. Reform here meant less structural changes for the clergy,

27 Iris Habeeb el Masri, From the Arab Conquest to the Present Time, 319.

28 Heather J. Sharkey, “The Ottoman Tanzimat Edict of 1856 and Its Consequences for the Christians of Egypt: The
Rashomon Effect in Coptic History,” in Copts in Modernity: Proceedings of the 5th International Symposium of
Coptic Studies, Melbourne, 13-16 July 2018, ed. Elizabeth Agaiby, Mark Swanson, and Pieternella van Doorn-
Harder, Text and Studies in Eastern Christianity, volume 22 (International Symposium of Coptic Studies, Leiden ;
Boston: Brill, 2021), 21-38.

2 |brahim, The Copts of Egypt, 19.

30 Diwan is similar to a ministry, and was part of the hallmark governmental reforms that Muhammed Ali enacted
in Egypt.
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and more an attempt at bringing forward a more educated, less poor class of priests. This took
shape specifically in changing the alms-based system priests lived on and replaced it with a
salary that came from the waqf and donations from mass. Finally, he was concerned with
education — in addition to teaching at al Azbakeya, he constructed the Coptic Patriarchal
College. He also brought in the first privately owned printing press to Bulaqg, and with the help

of Khedive Sai’d, trained priests to use it.3?

Abu Islah was undoubtedly inspired and threatened by the Presbyterian experience in
Egypt, since these reforms took quite a Protestant missionary nature to them. The Presbyterian
church was one of the first and most influential missionary churches in Egypt, one that came
directly from the US. Their influence on the COC was not more obvious than with Cyril IV’s
tirade against iconography, a very traditionally Coptic aspect of Christianity that he tried to
move away from due to its “backwardness”.3? Historian Paul Sedra is particularly wary of calling
this reform period the enlightenment due to its specific anti-poverty nature — Cyril IV seemed to
be particularly concerned with the notion of “modernization” above all else, which aligned with
the Khedival vision for Egypt.33 Cyril IV’s waqf reforms did not direct church funding particularly
to charitable causes outside of education, and thus it seemed that the middle and lower classes
of Copts within the millet were particularly ignored in favor of presenting a more modernized
elite. This certainly brings up a question of what Cyril IV’s motivations were, but it seems like his
reforms were for the sake of the state as much as they were for the community — or rather

aligning Copts with state policy and vision. Certainly, it has been proven to Cyril IV that his

31 |brahim, The Copts of Egypt, 21-26.

32 |bid.

33 paul Sedra, “Writing the History of the Modern Copts: From Victims and Symbols to Actors,” History Compass 7,
no. 3 (2009): 1049-63, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1478-0542.2009.00607..x.

13



millet’s best interest, or at least his Church’s best interest, was close to the Khedive, seeing how

his people’s fate transformed with Muhammed Ali.

HATT-l HUMAYUN

While Cyril IV was busy in his enlightenment period, an edict came from Istanbul that
was incredibly influential in the lives of millets across the empire. In 1856, after the end of the
Crimean war, Sultan Abdulmecid realized that his bid for European support would never
materialize while maintaining millets as second-class citizens.3* This was particularly relevant
because missionaries had spread across the empires and could see firsthand the treatment of
Christian millets. Thus, to appease them, he decided to put forward the Hatt-l Humayun, or the
Humayun Decree, of 1856, which restructured millets from the North to the South. It had four
important aspects: abolishing the jizya; allowing dhimmis to join the military; allowing the
construction of Dhimmi houses of worship by direct order from the ruler; and the establishing
of an administrative millet council per millet that combined laymen and clergy.®> Never before
had an Islamic Caliphate included such equalizing laws and rules, and indeed it was
revolutionary for many, hailed as the epitome of religious tolerance in comparison to

neighboring empires at the time.

Copts were not happy. First, despite the supposed independence of the Muhammed Ali

dynasty from the Ottomans, this Hatt-i Humayun was still implemented in Egypt. Most

34 |lakévos D. Michaélidés, “Modernizing the Empire: The Ottoman Empire after the Tanzimat Period. Aspects of a
Failed Experiment,” in Institution Building and Research Under Foreign Domination: Europe and the Black Sea
Region (Early 19th-Early 20th Centuries), ed. Giorgos Antoniou and lakovos D. Michaélidés (Epikentro, 2019).

35 |bid; Sharkey, “The Ottoman Tanzimat Edict of 1856 and Its Consequences for the Christians of Egypt: The
Rashomon Effect in Coptic History.”
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historians reference Otto F Meinardus who claims that Copts had stopped paying jizya by 1815,
and they had not had the need to go to the military.3¢ This edict, then, forced them to be
conscripted, and it is even reported that Cyril IV had to intervene on behalf of the Copts to

prevent their conscription.3’

The most important and positive aspect of the decree for the Copts, however, was the
clause about creating a millet council. Different millet councils were created at different times.
For example, as opposed to the Armenian millet leadership, which was sufficiently experienced
to create a millet council almost immediately (often attributed to their administrative
experience), Copts were in conversations about creating it for almost 20 years. The Millet
Council then became one of the most important developments in the history of civil

involvement within the COC since Muhammed Ali.

TURBULENCE IN AL MAJLIS AL MILLI

The Millet Council, also known in Arabic as al Majlis al Milli, was specifically supported
by the elite and land-owning classes of the lay Coptic community, with the likes of Butros Ghali
(an Egyptian Coptic elite whose close connections to the British would later secure him the title
of Prime Minister of Egypt) at the forefront of creation efforts.3® The council consisted of 12 lay
members and 12 clerical members, men and women, and was to be chosen electorally every

five years, and was supposed to help support the community by offering professional advice to

36 Otto F. A. Meinardus, Two Thousand Years of Coptic Christianity, Reprint edition (Cairo New York: The American
University in Cairo Press, 2016).

37 Sharkey, “The Ottoman Tanzimat Edict of 1856 and Its Consequences for the Christians of Egypt: The Rashomon
Effect in Coptic History.”

38 Ibrahim, The Copts of Egypt, 34.
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the COC and the Coptic community on both lay and clerical matters. While initially there
seemed to be unanimous support from both clergy and laymen on the creation of the council,
by the time it was supposed to be governmentally ratified in 1874, Cyril V’s position had started

becoming a lot more anti-council.®®

Cyril V is known as the patriarch with whom the first reform era came to end. He was
seen as conservative and old-fashioned, stern on tradition and clerical matters.*® The laymen of
the council, on the other hand, were an elite, well-educated, rich class who were children of the
reform-era of Abu Islah, and were keen on modernizing through any means necessary. They
used different methods in order to circumvent COC restrictions posed by the antagonistic Cyril
V and pose themselves as the forefront aides to the community’s poor, securing a popular base
of support. Cyril V saw them as a threatening presence to the church. Thus, in 1874, the same

year the council was ratified, it was suspended by the patriarch.*

The damage had already been done, however. Many conditions came together to push
the elite to force themselves on clerical and communal matters. First, at the moment this was
happening, the Urabi Revolt was formulating,*?> and Ahmed Urabi’s right-hand man, the voice of
the revolution, was Abdullah al Nadeem, who called upon the laity in writing, Muslim and
Christian, to help their poor.*® Secondly, the Coptic elite started seeing action taken by
Presbyterian (and later Anglican) missions in educating and helping the Christian poor. This

might not have been particularly threatening to them, but certainly inspiring, considering