Egypt: Trials of sectarian strife

By OSAMA AL SHARIF 

Moderates, Muslim and Christian, should work together to guard the revolution
Egypt's popular revolution has taken a turn for the worst and may discard whatever gains it has achieved since the toppling of President Hosni Mubarak last February. Sunday's bloody clampdown by the army on protesters in Cairo, mostly Copts denouncing the recent burning of a church — the definition of that structure in Aswan is being disputed — was the most violent incident since power was handed over to the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF).

Harrowing scenes of army personnel carriers deliberately ramming and running down protesters were carried live on local TV. At least 25 people had died, mostly Copts, while the army claimed that two soldiers were killed in the clashes. Health officials said more than 200 people were also injured. Reports of the army using live ammunition were confirmed by witnesses, who later demonstrated nearby Coptic Hospital. It took hours for peace to be restored near and around the state radio and television buildings where the protesters hoped to stage a demonstration calling on the interim government and ruling junta to protect Egypt's Christian minority and prevent sectarian clashes.

It will be difficult for the government of Essam Sharaf to contain the damage after Sunday's carnage and ensuing riots. Its future is now in doubt. The ruling military council has asked Sharaf to investigate the incident and he has already pointed the finger at hidden elements, both foreign and domestic, who, in his words, were trying to sabotage Egypt's drive to establish democracy. The first in a series of elections are slated to begin on Nov. 28, but Sunday's violence has cast a shadow on an already controversial debate on laws, constitutional amendments, the rising role of the Islamists and the endgame for the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF). The military on its part has reiterated its determination to protect the revolution and hand over power to an elected civilian government.

Sunday's clashes may become an important milestone in post-Mubarak Egypt's search for a democratic system of government. The army says provocateurs are to blame for the breakout of violence. But many of the country's Copts, who make about 10 percent of the population, believe the army is playing a dirty game in consort with the Islamists. It was important that Pope Shenouda III, the spiritual leader of the Copts in Egypt, has also blamed infiltrators for Sunday's mayhem, but he is under pressure from more radical clerics who are warning of a pending sectarian sedition.

Since the revolution Egypt has been witnessing a dramatic political shake-up. In addition to traditional players, like the Muslim Brotherhood and a plethora of leftist and nationalist parties, the Salafis have surfaced on the scene showing that they have a growing following in a deeply polarized society. If polls and most pundits are to be believed, the Islamists, both moderate and fundamentalist, are most likely to make the biggest gains in the coming legislative elections. For a growing number of left-leaning Egyptians the country will move from a secular dictatorship to a religious one, under the Islamists.

This worries liberals and secularists as much as Copts, in addition to sympathizers of the old regime. The role of the army is yet to be made clear. There are growing fears that the ruling council may have struck a deal with the Islamists, allowing them to make their historic victory in the polls while keeping the privileges and influence of the army intact in return. There have been voices calling on the army to play the role of a guardian of the revolution, similar to the function which the generals have played in Turkey for decades — that is until recently.

Mubarak's regime has been accused in the past of playing the sectarian card more often than not to deflect attention from its own problems and scandals. But under Mubarak tension between Muslims and Copts were kept under control, thanks to an ironclad security apparatus, which has now unraveled.

Today the political terrain is different. The Muslim Brotherhood has condemned Sunday's violence and called on the government to implement the law and to punish those responsible. The government says it has already arrested suspects. It is not far-fetched that so-called infiltrators may have been responsible. But it is also difficult to justify the army's heavy-handed response.

Social media and private TV stations have allowed thousands of Egyptians to express their opinions on recent events. People are angry, frustrated and suspicious and radical voices, preaching hatred, are finding platforms as well as sympathizers. Religious extremism is rampant and moderate voices are lost in the hubbub. The army is no longer an unbiased moderator and a guardian of the revolution, but an active player with its own agenda; it has been the de facto ruler of the country since 1952.

Egypt is on the verge of meeting a major challenge: Sectarian strife. But it should not allow it to dictate the country's future, especially that Egyptians have proved throughout the years to be both tolerant and united in the face of adversary. It is up to moderates, be they Muslims or Christians, secularists or conservative, to work together to make sure that the country does not lose its objectives and somehow finds a way to safety.
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