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Abstract 

 

Communal Competitiveness in Transition:  Coptic Politics 1943-1955 

 

Weston Trent Bland, MA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2015 

 

Supervisor:  Yoav Di-Capua 

 
The focus of this thesis will be the communal politics of Egypt’s Coptic Christians during 

the years 1943-1955.  In the context of a series of national and communal challenges in 

the 1930s and 1940s, I argue that Copts during this period began to shift their attention 

away from the national to the communal.  This shift was accompanied by a transfer of 

competitive political energy to communal affairs, resulting in a period characterized by 

heightened tensions and contestation within the community, largely based around 

community-specific bodies of authority.  These bodies became the center of several 

communal struggles for power, in particular those regarding the election and character of 

the patriarch, the administration of Coptic awqaf, and the composition and duties of al-

Majlis al-Milli.  These three issues form the primary arenas for communal contestation at 

the core of this study. 

These struggles will be understood in the context of a three-phase narrative of 

Coptic history, with the period of study serving as a transitional stage between the second 
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and third stages, the liberal era and the Republic.  Based on the intensity of these debates 

during this era and their unique manifestations, I argue that the period of study was a 

stage defined by communal competitiveness, in which the importance of communal 

bodies and the level of competition between these bodies were both high.  These 

dynamics held important implications for the larger shift from liberal era Coptic politics 

to those during the Republic. 

In general, this thesis will serve as a study in the reaction of a minority group to 

national and communal crises, and the impact of this reaction on communal structures.  In 

the case of Copts in the 1940s, this reaction entailed the community looking inward, and 

a shift in political energy to communal affairs.  With this transition, a unique set of 

tensions emerged regarding legitimacy and authority in the community, as secular bodies 

and figures jockeyed for power in arenas that had previously been the domain of religious 

authorities.  
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Introduction 

Political developments within Egypt’s Coptic Christian community carry several 

important parallels with developments on the national level.  This is not to say that Copts 

were excluded from national developments; in fact Copts were among those most 

affected by shifts in Egyptian politics in the 20th century.  Notable however, is that each 

major shift in Egypt’s national politics, affecting both Christians and Muslims, 

corresponded with a significant shift in communal politics, specifically impacting the 

Copts. 

 One prominent example of this concerns Egypt’s “liberal era” from 1923-1952.  

With the opening of competitive party politics that initiated this period, and the 

subsequent closure of this system with the establishment of the Republic in 1953, came a 

similar opening and closing of political competition within the Coptic community.  In the 

Coptic case, the prominence of Copts in national political parties during the liberal era 

allowed for political participation outside of the hands of a church hierarchy that 

dominated communal politics throughout much of the 19th century, and subsequently in 

the Republic.  These shifts have led several scholars of Coptic history to understand the 

community’s political history in three distinct phases relative to the center of political 

power in the community:  pre-independence, the liberal era, and the republic. 

 This paper will investigate the later years of the liberal era and the early years of 

the Republic, specifically from 1943 to 1955, a period significantly defined by major 

tensions and political transition, both on the national and communal levels.  By focusing 
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on this specific period, I will highlight how the national disenchantment with the liberal 

project manifested on a communal level for the Copts, as well as how the dynamics of the 

later liberal era years paved the way for Coptic politics during the Republic, with the 

ultimate goal of placing 1943-1955 as a distinct transitional phase within the three-phase 

narrative.  Understanding the phases surrounding the liberal era as characterized by 

“communal non-competitiveness,” and the liberal era itself by “national 

competitiveness,” I argue that the years 1943-1955 were defined by “communal 

competitiveness,” with the shift from the national to communal illustrating Coptic 

reactions to the decline of the liberal era, and the collapse of arenas of communal 

competition helping to pave the way for Coptic politics during the Republic. 

 The core of this paper will focus on the issues around which communal 

competitiveness revolved.  Three issues that were hotly contested within the community 

during this period were those of the nature of the position of the patriarch, the 

management of monastic awqaf, and the place and competencies of the Coptic lay 

council, al-Majlis al-Milli.  The debates over these issues are critical for understanding 

communal competitiveness not only because they were specific to the community, but 

also because they served as the arenas for which various communal bodies contested one 

another’s authority and political power.  With the decline of Coptic presence in national 

political parties in the 1940s, the political importance of these bodies grew as the 

community turned inwards; in turn, the removal of these issues as a source for 

competition between communal bodies helped to consolidate power back in the hands of 
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the patriarch during the Republic.  Through the content and form of these debates, this 

study will illustrate how the inward turn to the communal served as a minority group 

reaction to challenges on the national level, and how this reaction impacted structures and 

tensions within the community. 

The Three-Phase Narrative 

Within the literature on the modern Coptic community, most scholars, whether directly or 

indirectly, engage in an understanding of Coptic history as divided into three main 

stages.1  These stages can be generally labeled as the following:  the millet, throughout 

the 19th century to independence; the liberal era, from the institution of the 1923 

                                                
1 For those directly engaging with this framework and its shifts, see Paul Rowe, “Neo-
Millet Systems and Transnational Religious Movements: The Humayun Decrees and 
Church Construction in Egypt,” Journal of Church and State 49, no. 2 (March 31, 2007): 
329–50, Paul Sedra, “Class Cleavages and Ethnic Conflict: Coptic Christian 
Communities in Modern Egyptian Politics,” Islam and Christian–Muslim Relations 10, 
no. 2 (1999): 219–35, Rachel Scott, The Challenge of Political Islam: Non-Muslims and 
the Egyptian State (Stanford University Press, 2010), Samir Soliman, “The Radical Turn 
of Coptic Activism:  Path to Democracy or to Sectarian Politics?,” in Cairo Papers, 
Volume 29, No. 2/3  : Political and Social Protest in Egypt, vol. 29, Cairo Papers 2/3 
(Cairo: American University in Cairo Press, 2009), Mariz Tadros, “Vicissitudes in the 
Entente between the Coptic Orthodox Church and the State in Egypt (1952–2007),” 
International Journal of Middle East Studies 41, no. 02 (2009): 269–87, and Mariz 
Tadros, Copts at the Crossroads: The Challenges of Building Inclusive Democracy in 
Egypt, 1st ed. (London: I.B.Tauris, 2013).  For works dealing with broader histories that 
are framed by these stages, see B. L. Carter, The Copts in Egyptian Politics:  1918-1952 
(London: Routledge, 2012), Mustafa Fiqi, Copts in Egyptian Politics, 1919-1952 (Cairo: 
General Egyptian Book Organization, 1991), S. S. Hasan, Christians versus Muslims in 
Modern Egypt: The Century-Long Struggle for Coptic Equality (Oxford University Press, 
2003), The Copts of Egypt (London: Minority Rights Group, 1996), Vivian Ibrahim, The 
Copts of Egypt: The Challenges of Modernisation and Identity (I. B. Tauris, 2011), Fiona 
McCallum, “The Political Role of the Patriarch in the Contemporary Middle East,” 
Middle Eastern Studies 43:6 (2008): 923–40, and Samir Seikaly, “Coptic Communal 
Reform: 1860-1914,” Middle Eastern Studies 6, no. 3 (October 1, 1970): 247–75. 
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constitution until the Free Officer’s Coup in 1952; and the neo-millet, which emerged in 

the early years of the Republic.  The core dynamic used to distinguish these periods from 

one another is the location of political power within the community relative to communal 

structures and the state; specifically, whether Copts primarily engaged with politics 

through the communal religious hierarchy or through national political parties.  Breaking 

this dynamic down to its basic elements, three primary variables characterize the shifts 

between the stages:  the importance of community-specific bodies, the level of 

competition that existed within the community for access to political power, and the 

presence of Copts unaffiliated with the clerical hierarchy in places of prominence within 

the national government.  With the transition from one phase to the next, each of these 

variables underwent a complete shift from the previous stage. 

 Before describing the nature of each of the stages, it is important to address the 

term millet, given both its conceptual importance to the narrative, as well as its 

ambiguities in the Egyptian context.  At its core, the millet structure was an Ottoman 

system in which religious hierarchies, with the approval of the sultan, were given a level 

of autonomy to administer their respective religious communities.  This system is 

typically used in reference to non-Muslim religious minorities, often linked to the early 

Islamic concept of the dhimma, with some claiming the formal establishment of the 

system under the Ottomans in the 15th century.2  This common usage of the term however 

has been disputed by scholars of the Ottoman Empire, both in terms of history and scope.  
                                                
2 Bruce Masters, “Millet,” ed. Gabor Agoston and Bruce Masters, Encyclopedia of the 
Ottoman Empire (New York, NY: Facts on File, 2008), 383-4. 
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Benjamin Braude in particular argues that the millet as a system of communal 

management did not formally develop until the 19th century, and even then as a somewhat 

ad hoc system.3  Furthermore, several authors, while in agreement with the common 

recognition of the Armenians, the Greeks, and the Jews as the original “formal” minority 

millets, add that the Sunni Muslim umma itself was considered a millet, complicating the 

common usage of the term for minority political management.4 

 The term is further complicated in its use for Coptic-state relations in 19th century 

Egypt, given the lack of a formal Coptic millet, as well as the Egyptian state’s autonomy 

from the Ottoman Empire during this period.  In spite of this, several authors use the term 

to describe the functional structure of Coptic politics prior the liberal era, though there is 

significant divergence on what the spirit of this informal millet structure truly is.  Rachel 

Scott for example emphasizes the communal autonomy element of the structure, claiming 

that the 1856 Hatt-i Humayun helped to weaken the system overall by enforcing 

                                                
3 Benjamin Braude and Bernard Lewis, “Introduction,” 11-12 and Benjamin Braude, 
“Foundation Myths of the Millat System,” 73, in Christians and Jews in the Ottoman 
Empire: The Functioning of a Plural Society, ed. Bernard Lewis and Benjamin. Braude 
(New York: Holmes & Meier Publishers, 1987). 
4 Braude, “Foundation Myths of the Millat System,” 70-1, R. H. Davison, “The Millets as 
Agents of Change in the Nineteenth Century Ottoman Empire,” in Christians and Jews in 
the Ottoman Empire: The Functioning of a Plural Society, ed. Bernard Lewis and 
Benjamin. Braude (New York: Holmes & Meier Publishers, 1987), 320, Joseph Maila, 
“The Arab Christians:  From the Eastern Question to the Recent Political Situation of the 
Minorities,” in Christian Communities in the Arab Middle East: The Challenge of the 
Future, ed. Andrea Pacini (Oxford  : New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 25–47, 
33, Kamel S. Abu Jaber, “Millet System in the Nineteenth-Century Ottoman Empire,” 
Muslim World 57, no. 3 (July 1, 1967): 212–23, 212. 
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government encroachment into communal affairs.5  Vivian Ibrahim on the other hand 

places the notion of communal representation at the core of her concept of the millet, 

claiming that the Coptic rejection of proportional representation in parliament signaled 

that the community had abandoned its status as a millet.6  Focusing on the even more 

informal neo-millet during the Republic, Mariz Tadros emphasizes communal 

representation manifested through a sense of loyalty and partnership between the Coptic 

patriarch and head of state.7  While these treatments of the concept of millet tend to focus 

on communal leadership, Paul Rowe cites the connection between the religious identity 

of subjects relative to representation as the core spirit of the millet.8 

 Between these various understandings of the defining nature of the millet is an 

important conceptualization of citizenship.  Characterized by a semiautonomous 

community whose members are identified on religious terms and represented before the 

state by internal bodies, the millet occupies the unique space of what can be termed 

“communal citizenship.”  Juxtaposed with the liberal era, in which Copts 

overwhelmingly participated in national politics as Egyptian citizens rather than 

representatives of the Christian community, the shifts to and from the stages defined by 

millet dynamics can be interpreted not only as transitions in political power, but in terms 

of the conceptualization of Copts as citizens as well. 

                                                
5 Scott, The Challenge of Political Islam, 38. 
6 Ibrahim, The Copts of Egypt: The Challenges of Modernisation and Identity, 75. 
7 Tadros, “Vicissitudes in the Entente between the Coptic Orthodox Church and the State 
in Egypt (1952–2007),” 269. 
8 Rowe, “Neo-Millet Systems and Transnational Religious Movements,” 331. 
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 In terms of political power in the community, during both the millet and neo-

millet stages, the patriarch is at the center, largely uncontested as both the head of the 

community and its representative before the state.  Regarding the three variables then, the 

millet and neo-millet are defined by a high importance of community-specific bodies, low 

levels of competition, and limited presence of non-affiliated Copts in the government 

who could challenge the patriarch’s role as leader or representative.  Much of the 

literature on the Coptic community throughout most of the 19th century indicates that, 

despite the creation of a new class of Coptic notables under Mohamed Ali’s state-

building projects, little challenge was posed to the political power of the popes; church 

historian Magdi Guirguis claims that the rise of the Mohamed Ali dynasty actually ended 

an earlier system in which lay elites could rival clerical authority.9  Likewise, from 1959 

until the 2011 uprising, Popes Kyrillos VI and Shenouda III are overwhelmingly depicted 

as dominating communal politics during the Republic.  The notable exception to this is 

Sadat’s dismissal of Shenouda from the papacy in 1981.  However, Shenouda’s ouster 

did not come from the removal of communal representation as a system, or a newly 

emerging communal challenger, but from the breakdown of the loyalty and partnership 

component of the neo-millet; accordingly, Shenouda’s warmer stance towards Mubarak’s 

                                                
9 Magdi Guirguis, “The Organization of the Coptic Community in the Ottoman Period,” 
in Society and Economy in Egypt and the Eastern Mediterranean, 1600-1900: Essays in 
Honor of André Raymond, ed. Raouf Abbas and Nelly Hanna, 1 edition (Cairo; New 
York: The American University in Cairo Press, 2005), 214. 
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policies saw the pope reinstated to his position as intermediary between community and 

state.10 

 The liberal era, in all three variables, stands in stark contrast with both of the 

patriarch-dominated periods, in that it was characterized by a decreased importance of 

communal bodies, a high level of competition for political power, and a significant 

presence of independent Copts in the government.  Much of this can be attributed to the 

relationship of several prominent Copts with the early Wafd party.  In particular, Coptic 

members of the Wafd Sinut Hanna, Wasif Ghali, and Wisa Wassif have been identified as 

among the few that remained loyal to Saad Zaghloul during his conflict with Prime 

Minister Adli in 1921.11  These three, along with Wafdist Copts such as George Khayyat, 

Fakri Abd al-Nur, Naghib Iskander and Murqus Hanna, would go on to form the core of a 

generation of Copts who were particularly active in national politics during the liberal 

era, serving both as powerful members in the Wafd party, and holding several important 

cabinet positions.12  The most prominent of this generation was one of its younger 

members, William Makram Obeid, who would go on to serve as the secretary-general of 

                                                
10 For more on the evolving relationship between Shenouda and the state, see Tadros, 
“Vicissitudes in the Entente between the Coptic Orthodox Church and the State in Egypt 
(1952–2007).” 
11 See Carter, The Copts in Egyptian Politics:  1918-1952, 64, Marius Deeb, Party 
Politics in Egypt: The Wafd & Its Rivals, 1919-1939, St. Antony’s Middle East 
Monographs.no. 9 (London: Ithaca Press for the Middle East Centre, St Antony’s 
College, Oxford, 1979), 53, Hasan, Christians versus Muslims in Modern Egypt, 37. 
12 Ibrahim, The Copts of Egypt: The Challenges of Modernisation and Identity, 185-90. 
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the Wafd, a prime negotiator in the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty, and as minister of finance 

and communications in several different cabinets.13 

 Through Coptic participation in the Wafd and other political parties, the presence 

of Copts in the Egyptian government reached unprecedented levels, at times eclipsing the 

proportion of Copts in the Egyptian population as a whole.14  This has led some to view 

the 1920s and 1930s as a “golden age” for Coptic politics in which communal identities 

were subsumed in favor of the national.15  However, this is not to say that ideas such as 

communal representation were absent during this period.  In fact, sources indicate that 

Makram Obeid felt that other prominent Wafdists viewed him as the primary 

representative for the Coptic community in the party.16  Important here however, is the 

fact that Makram Obeid’s perceived status as representative was achieved through his 

prominent position in a national political body, rather than a communal one. 

 The shift of emphasis from communal bodies to national parties went hand in 

hand with an increase in the competitive dynamic of this period.  The Coptic elite 

overwhelmingly participated in parliamentary politics as Egyptian citizens rather than 

members of the Christian community; as such, the space for contestation of their political 

power was opened up to Muslim challengers.   Underscoring both the blurring of 

                                                
13 Ibid, 81. 
14 Ibrahim, The Copts of Egypt: The Challenges of Modernisation and Identity, 72-73 
Soliman, “The Radical Turn of Coptic Activism,”  
15 Carter, The Copts in Egyptian Politics:  1918-1952, 114, Scott, The Challenge of 
Political Islam, 49. 
16 Carter, The Copts in Egyptian Politics:  1918-1952, 71-2, Fiqi, Copts in Egyptian 
Politics, 1919-1952, 177. 
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communal lines, as well as the political power of the Wafd, Carter points out that the 

sectarian characteristics of a constituency during this period were not enough to 

guarantee electoral success, with Copts successfully competing in districts with few 

Christians, as well as being successfully challenged in those with significant Coptic 

populations.17   

Despite the emphasis in the national, parliamentary politics still functioned as the 

space for contestation between Copts on communal issues, most notably exemplified by 

the debates between the Wafdist Copts and Liberal Constitutionalist Tawfiq Doss on the 

matter of proportional representation for the community in elected bodies.  The results of 

this debate were emblematic of the early years of the liberal era for Copts:  ultimately, 

proportional representation was rejected with the recognition that the proportion of Copts 

elected to parliament was actually significantly higher than their proportion of the 

population as a whole.18  

Transitional Stages in the Three-Phase Narrative 

This paper argues that the late liberal era functioned as a unique stage in the narrative, 

acting as a transition between the liberal era and the neo-millet stages.  This is reflected in 

the way the three variables of each stage manifest during this period.  As the research will 

show, from 1943 to 1955, the importance of communal bodies was high, as was the level 

of competition between these bodies.  Interestingly, the presence of prominent 

unaffiliated Copts in the government was at an intermediary level in comparison to the 
                                                
17 Carter, The Copts in Egyptian Politics:  1918-1952, 144-5. 
18 Ibrahim, The Copts of Egypt: The Challenges of Modernisation and Identity, 74-5. 
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surrounding stages; while not as powerful as Copts in government during the liberal era, 

a small number of Coptic politicians continued to use their position in the government to 

influence the route of communal issues. 

 This dynamic of communal competitiveness, in the context of transitions in the 

conceptualization of citizenship, creates a unique space for the relationship between the 

political and the religious.  A particularly important manifestation of this phenomenon in 

the case at hand is how the legitimacy of authority was expressed through religious and 

political idioms.  In the discussion of the debates that fueled the communal 

competitiveness of the late liberal era, a reoccurring theme will be the tension that occurs 

when communal bodies that had traditionally had their power based in religious authority 

begin to become politicized, and to occupy the space that purely political bodies had 

previously. 

 While this paper primarily focuses on the late liberal era specifically, rather than 

the notion of transitional phases in Coptic political history in general, comparing the 

period of the study with the late 19th century, in which the millet phase began to shift 

towards the liberal era, is instructive in highlighting the late liberal era’s transitional 

nature.  Like the 1940s and early 1950s, this earlier transitional phase can be defined as 

one of communal competitiveness, with all three variables manifesting similarly to those 

of the period of study.  In addition to being characterized by particularly high levels of 

intracommunal tension and conflict, these two transitional periods share several specific 

dynamics in the ways in which communal competition took place. 
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 From the very start, the first transitional period of the late 19th century was 

initiated by the same catalyst that would open communal competition in the late liberal 

era:  the death of an unpopular pope.  The reign of Pope Demetrius II (1862-1870) is 

characterized by Samir Seikaly as one of communal stagnation, in which the ineffective 

pope and a change-resistant clergy abandoned many of the programs of his reform-

minded predecessor.19  In the four-year period between the death of Demetrius and the 

appointment of his successor, members of the rising class of Coptic notables created by 

Mohamed Ali’s state-building projects in the early 19th century began to assert 

themselves in communal affairs; future members of this class would go on to be the 

major Coptic figures in the party politics of the liberal era.  At the core of their 

mobilization for communal power was a drive for the realization of a mandate of the 

1856 Hatt-i Humayun that had not yet been implemented in Egypt:  the creation of a 

communal council.  These efforts came to fruition with the creation of al-Majlis al-Milli 

in 1874.  Originally tasked with oversight of awqaf management, and the administration 

of communal personal status courts, the Majlis would go on to be assigned an important 

role in papal elections, and would serve as the first major challenger to church dominance 

in communal affairs.20 

 Throughout the late 19th and early 20th century, al-Majlis al-Milli and the pope at 

the time, Kyrillos V (1874-1927), clashed incessantly over the balance of power in the 
                                                
19 Seikaly, “Coptic Communal Reform,” 251. 
20 Ibrahim, The Copts of Egypt: The Challenges of Modernisation and Identity, 33, 
Tadros, “Vicissitudes in the Entente between the Coptic Orthodox Church and the State 
in Egypt (1952–2007),” 270. 
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community.  This conflict was largely centered on the issues of awqaf management and 

the Majlis itself, in terms of its role in the community and even its mere existence.  The 

most extreme extent of this struggle came in 1892 with the Council’s briefly successful 

move to force Kyrillos out of office; though the measure ultimately failed and the pope 

was reinstated with popular support, the move would have important parallels in the 

communal disputes of the 1940s and 1950s.21 

 It was also during this period that lay Copts in the national government began to 

use their positions of prominence to manipulate communal affairs, the most prominent of 

these being Boutros Ghali.  A member of a family that came to prominence as tax 

collectors under Mohamed Ali, Ghali was a driving force for the establishment of al-

Majlis al-Milli and would later go on to serve as prime minister from 1908 until his 

assassination in 1910.  An ally of the Majlis, Ghali often used his position of prominence 

to encourage government interference in communal disputes, and was likewise called 

upon by the government to settle these conflicts, similar to the role played by Gindy 

Abdel Malak in the in early years of the Republic.22  Though not as quantitatively 

significant as Copts during the liberal period, the role of Boutros Ghali as a politically 

influential Copt outside of the church was critical to communal developments in the first 

transitional period. 

                                                
21 Seikaly, “Coptic Communal Reform,” 251-265. 
22 Ibrahim, The Copts of Egypt: The Challenges of Modernisation and Identity, 35, 
Seikaly, “Coptic Communal Reform,” 251-65. 
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The transitional period of the late 19th century came in the context of particular 

strain on the Coptic community.  In addition to the decline of communal institutions 

under Demetrius, the threat of foreign missionary encroachment on the community was 

becoming more and more of a concern, and though still making up a significant 

proportion of the civil service, with the British occupation, Copts began to be phased out 

in favor of foreigners.23  Similarly, the late liberal era was defined by an environment of 

immense national and communal pressures; however, if such dynamics contributed to the 

opening of the community in the late 19th century, then the tensions of the period of study 

served to push the community to once again look inward.  The following section will 

explore some of the challenges preceding the 1940s that began to push Coptic politics 

from the national to the communal. 

The Challenges and Opportunities of the Late Liberal Era 

Egypt in the 1930s was beset by a number of political, economic, and social crises that 

helped pave the way for political dynamics throughout the 1940s and early 1950s.  These 

crises, many affecting Egyptians of all religions, and some specifically impacting the 

Copts, contributed to the creation of a new generation of Egyptians increasingly 

estranged from the political order of the liberal era.  For the Copts, these dynamics would 

lead the way for the resurgence of the communal. 

 On the political side, the 1930s were characterized by a crisis in faith for 

parliamentary politics.  The political parties were increasingly viewed as ineffectual, 

                                                
23 Carter, The Copts in Egyptian Politics:  1918-1952, 59. 
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facing constant interference from the British and the palace, and rarely completing terms 

in office due to constant parliament dissolutions.24  Furthermore, particularly 

undemocratic cabinets, such as those of Mohamed Mahmoud and especially Ismail Sidqi 

helped to undermine the view of a liberal democratic spirit fueling politics at the time.25  

The Wafd in particular suffered several setbacks during this period, undergoing 

significant cleavages due to intra-party disputes, and constantly butting heads with the 

palace.  The 1942 intervention of the British against the palace in favor of the Wafd was 

particularly damaging for the party’s national credentials.26 

 Economically, Egypt was deeply impacted by the global depression of the 1930s.  

In particular, the collapse of the price of cotton, a major component of the Egyptian 

economy, timed with the pressures of rural population growth, contributed to a mounting 

agrarian crisis, characterized by huge wealth gaps between large and small landowners, 

and a growing class of landless peasants who traveled to the cities for work.27  In the 

urban centers, the inability of jobs to keep up with demand, and wages to keep up with 

cost of living, contributed to significant labor unrest, and impacted many sectors of 

society.  Strikes became more common during this period, particularly with the 
                                                
24 Selma Botman, “The Liberal Age, 1923–1952,” in The Cambridge History of Egypt, 
ed. M. W. Daly (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 285–308, 298-300. 
25 See, Botman, “The Liberal Age, 1923–1952,” 293-94, Israel Gershoni and James P. 
Jankowski, Redefining the Egyptian Nation, 1930-1945 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002), 2-3, Afaf Lutfi Sayyid-Marsot, Egypt’s Liberal Experiment, 
1922-1936 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1977), 139-145. 
26 Botman, “The Liberal Age, 1923–1952,” 298-300. 
27 Hamied Ansari, Egypt: The Stalled Society (New York: SUNY, 1986), 71-74, Joel 
Beinin, “Egypt: Society and Economy, 1923–1952,” in The Cambridge History of Egypt, 
ed. M. W. Daly (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 309–33, 313, 321. 



16 
 

radicalization of labor unions that sought to distance themselves from the political 

parties, and continued well into the period of study, with notable unrest coming with the 

massive job dismissals at the end of World War II.28 

 Alienation with the political order and the increasingly unstable urban economy, 

combined with the significant expansion of education since independence, led to the 

emergence of a new generation of an urban educated class that would have a major 

impact on the political developments of the late liberal era.  This politically active 

generation, radicalized by their declining economic prospects and having little faith in 

party politics, began looking for political and social alternatives outside of the liberal 

order.  In particular, members of this generation formed important components of groups 

like Young Egypt and the Muslim Brotherhood, which provided conservative and 

religious alternatives to the formal political system.29  The Muslim Brotherhood was 

particularly popular during this period, with its charitable and economic projects 

providing opportunities for the poor.30  Young Egypt, the more militant of the 

organizations, contributed to urban unrest through street violence, with its paramilitary 

“green shirts” component often clashing with the Wafd’s own “blue shirts” unit.31 

 While these political, economic, and generational strains impacted Egyptian 

Muslims and Christians alike, several changes specific to the Coptic community 

                                                
28 Beinin, “Egypt: Society and Economy, 1923–1952,” 321, 329. 
29 Beinin, “Egypt: Society and Economy, 1923–1952,” 318, 328, Gershoni and 
Jankowski, Redefining the Egyptian Nation, 1930-1945, 11-15. 
30 Botman, “The Liberal Age, 1923–1952,” 297. 
31 Gershoni and Jankowski, Confronting Fascism in Egypt, 96. 
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facilitated the shift to the communal leading to the period of study.  While Copts had 

been major players in parliamentary politics in the early post-constitution years, this was 

no longer the case by the late 1930s and early 1940s.  Though the highs and lows vary 

between reports, both Samir Soliman and Barbara Carter show a steadily declining 

representation of Copts in parliament leading into the period of study.32  In addition to an 

overall decline of proportion in parliament, Copts began to disappear in places of 

leadership and prominence in the parties.  Throughout the 1930s, much of the original 

generation of prominent Copts in the Wafd had died or left politics, and were largely not 

replaced by new generations of politically active Copts.33   

The last major Coptic figure of the Wafd, William Makram Obeid, was expelled 

from the party in 1942 following a falling out with prime minister and party head 

Mustafa Nahhas.  The scandal, know as the “Black Book affair,” ultimately resulted in 

Obeid being kicked out of parliament and imprisoned for two years.34  Though he was 

occasionally appointed to anti-Wafd cabinets, and continued to engage in parliamentary 

politics through his new party, al-Kutla al-Wafdiyya, the Black Book affair signaled 

Obeid’s fall from grace in national politics.35  This event marked a turning point in Coptic 

political engagement; not only did a number of other Copts depart with him, but Obeid’s 

fall marked the decline of the last powerful Copt in electoral politics.  Small numbers of 

                                                
32 Carter, The Copts in Egyptian Politics:  1918-1952, 143, 146, Soliman, “The Radical 
Turn of Coptic Activism,” 138. 
33 Carter, The Copts in Egyptian Politics:  1918-1952, 161, 171, 195. 
34 Ibrahim, The Copts of Egypt: The Challenges of Modernisation and Identity, 84-85. 
35 Carter, The Copts in Egyptian Politics:  1918-1952, 188-93. 
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Copts continued to play parliamentary politics through the Sa’dist party and Al-Kutla al-

Wafdiyya, and there was even a move to form a Coptic political party in 1949; however 

these attempts at political engagement were largely unsuccessful, and received little 

support from the community.36  With the numerical decline of Copts in the Wafd, and the 

fall of Obeid, Copts, like much of the Egyptian population seem to have been 

increasingly uninterested in parliamentary politics by the 1940s. 

The decline of Copts in parliamentary politics is also likely linked to the growing 

use of anti-Coptic propaganda to target the Wafd party.  Several authors point to the 1938 

parliamentary elections as being characterized by attacks against Copts, resulting in a 

particularly low Coptic representation in parliament.37  Ibrahim highlights Young Egypt 

as being a major propagator of anti-Coptic rhetoric, using the traditional prominence of 

Copts in the Wafd to attack the party, describing it as essentially a party serving Coptic 

interests.38  Al-Kutla al-Wafdiyya underwent similar attacks, given its founding by a 

Coptic politician.39  With anti-Coptic rhetoric likewise attributed to the Wafd’s formal 

parliamentary rivals,40 as well as the growing presence of groups like Young Egypt and 

the Muslim Brotherhood, the national sphere came to be perceived as an increasingly 

hostile place for the Copts. 
                                                
36 Carter, The Copts in Egyptian Politics:  1918-1952, 188-95, 280, Ibrahim, The Copts of 
Egypt: The Challenges of Modernisation and Identity, 162-63. 
37 See, Carter, The Copts in Egyptian Politics:  1918-1952, 143, 187, Leland Bowie, 
“Copts, the Wafd, and Religious Issues in Egyptian Politics,” Muslim World 67, no. 2 
(April 1, 1977): 106–26, 124. 
38 Ibrahim, The Copts of Egypt: The Challenges of Modernisation and Identity, 83. 
39 Carter, The Copts in Egyptian Politics:  1918-1952, 194. 
40 Ibid, 78, 183, 187. 
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Copts likewise faced some community-specific economic strains during this 

period, particularly regarding employment in the civil service.  Since the beginning of the 

20th century, Copts were identified as occupying a place in the bureaucracy drastically out 

of proportion to their population, holding nearly half of the positions in government 

ministries in 1911.41  However, starting in the 1920s, and accelerating in the 1930s, the 

proportion of Copts in the bureaucracy began to decrease significantly, a process that 

Ibrahim links to the rise of an educated middle class and the growing influence of 

Islamism in popular opinion.42  By 1937, the proportion of Copts in the civil service had 

decreased by 35% since 1911.43 

With these developments marking an increased estrangement from the national 

sphere, previously established communal bodies began to grow in prominence.  In 

particular, al-Majlis al-Milli, which had grown especially weak throughout 1920s and 

1930s, began to reassert itself.  According to Ibrahim, the Majlis itself had undergone a 

significant generational change by the 1940s.  Unlike the original Majlis of wealthy 

landowning notables, al-Majlis al-Milli during this period came to largely be composed 

of an urban educated professional class.44  In many ways, the members of the Majlis in 

the 1940s were those who would have made likely candidates for the next generation of 

                                                
41 Ibrahim, The Copts of Egypt: The Challenges of Modernisation and Identity, 45. 
42 Ibid, 76. 
43 Adel Beshai, “The Place and Present Role of the Copts in the Egyptian 
Economy:  Traditions and Specializations,” in Christian Communities in the Arab Middle 
East: The Challenge of the Future, ed. Andrea Pacini (Oxford  : New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1999), 191–99, 193. 
44 Ibrahim, The Copts of Egypt: The Challenges of Modernisation and Identity, 138. 
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Coptic politicians had Copts not retreated from national politics; unsurprisingly, 

prominent members like Raghib Iskander were in fact former Wafdists.  Ibrahim 

Minyawi, who served as the Council’s outspoken wakil45 throughout much of the period 

of study, was emblematic of this class, and was critical for the assertiveness of the Majlis 

in the late liberal era. 

Though less politically powerful, the Sunday School Movement during this period 

likewise became increasingly influential.  Emerging as an educational movement to 

protect Coptic heritage from missionary encroachment in the early 20th century, the 

Sunday School Movement, by the late 1930s had began to be increasingly embraced by a 

generation of urban, educated, middle class Copts, carrying important parallels to those 

who would form the core of Young Egypt and the Muslim Brotherhood.  Consistent with 

the shift to the communal, the Movement, which by the 1940s had a significant 

following, pressed for community revival, based on an emphasis of Coptic heritage and 

the need for reform of church leadership.46 

As was the case with the transitional period between the millet and liberal eras, it 

was the death of a pope that initiated the transitional stage of the late liberal era.  Pope 

Yuannis XIX (1928-1942) was a particularly unpopular pope, often associated with 

corruption and opposition to reform.  Ibrahim identifies the reign of Pope Yuannis as a 
                                                
45	  The wakil of the Majlis, typically translated as deputy, was an elected member who 
officially occupied the second rank of leadership in the body, as the patriarch was 
formally its head.  However, as the Majlis often operated independently of the pope, the 
wakil more often functionally served as its leader and voice.	  
46 Hasan, Christians versus Muslims in Modern Egypt, 74-80, Sedra, “Class Cleavages 
and Ethnic Conflict,” 224-25. 
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particularly weak moment in the history of the papacy, a factor that likely contributed to 

struggles over communal leadership in the context of declining Coptic interest in party 

politics.47  With the death of Yuannis in 1942, came the opportunity for the increasingly 

assertive communal players to fill the leadership vacuum with a pope tenable to their 

interests.  If the crises of the 1930s facilitated the shift from the national to the 

communal, then the vacancy in the patriarchate opened the door for the competitive 

dynamic of the late liberal era. 

Communal Competitiveness:  Actors and Issues 

At the heart of the intra-communal competition of the 1940s and early 1950s was a 

struggle over political power and economic resources between several community-

specific bodies.  Two of these bodies, the pope and al-Majlis al-Milli have featured 

significantly in the discussion already.  A third major body was the Holy Synod, the 

assembly of the top ranking clergy.  Throughout modern Coptic history, the Holy Synod 

often functioned as a primary antagonist to al-Majlis al-Milli.  However, by the time of 

the period of study, the Synod had become highly factionalized, with some bishops 

aligning with the projects of the Majlis.  A particularly important faction within the Holy 

Synod, which in many ways functioned as a political body on its own, was that of the 

heads of the monasteries; these members of the Synod became particularly politicized, as 

their monasteries were one of the key targets of Majlis reform efforts. 

                                                
47 Ibrahim, The Copts of Egypt: The Challenges of Modernisation and Identity, 130-131. 
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 There is some sense of overlap between these bodies, particularly as the 

monastery heads are part of the larger Synod as a political force, and since the pope 

technically presides over both the Holy Synod and the Majlis.  However, the ability of 

these bodies to form alliances between one another and to isolate rivals were especially 

important tactics of contestation during this period.  Often, the drawing of explicit lines 

between overlapping bodies was in of itself a powerful political statement; for example, 

as will be shown later, the decision to convene the Holy Synod or al-Majlis al-Milli 

without the pope often prefaced controversial power plays. 

 An important dynamic of late liberal era communal competitiveness was the vocal 

presence of actors who were explicitly outside of the competing bodies of power.  A 

prominent example of these actors was Qommus Sergius, a popular priest famous for his 

role in the 1919 Revolution, who provided a particularly aggressive voice throughout the 

debates.  The presence of other parties external to the competing bodies, including 

intellectuals, lawyers, former government ministers, and members of organizations like 

the Sunday School Movement and the Coptic Nation Society, help to indicate the interest 

that the community took in these struggles. 

 The following chapters will explore the specific debates around which these 

communal bodies struggled for power.  The first chapter will look at the battle to 

determine the character of the patriarch through debates over church law, the uniquely 

politicized elections of 1944 and 1946, and the drastic actions of a group of radical 

Coptic youth.  Following this will be an exploration of the intense competition over 
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control of Copitc awqaf, framed as both a political and an economic resource.  In the final 

chapter, al-Majlis al-Milli will be addressed for its role as a political body, beyond its 

specific competencies, and the challenges to its nature and existence that it faced during 

this period. 
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Chapter 1:  the Struggle for the Papacy 

The struggle over the papacy was possibly the most important arena of intracommunal 

contestation in the 1940s and early 1950s.  Much of this likely stemmed from the pope’s 

position at the head of the community and the church.  Additionally, as this position 

carried a long tradition as the functional representative between the community and the 

Egyptian ruler, an emphasis on the character of the papacy makes sense in the context of 

increased communalism that defined the period. 

 However, in addition to the papacy’s independent importance, it is critical to 

recognize the pope’s position relative to the conflicting factions.  As the pope was 

officially the head of both al-Majlis al-Milli and the Holy Synod, securing a sympathetic 

pope could be the deciding factor in shifting the balance of power in favor of any 

particular faction.  Indeed, the factions’ struggle to define the character of this office 

indicates a recognition that no single party was strong enough to prevail on its own, but 

needed the backing of the patriarch.  In this way, the struggle over the papacy was not 

only significant in of itself, but for the weight it could potentially carry in the other two 

major debates of the period. 

 This chapter will investigate three specific events and one ongoing debate 

regarding the patriarch.  The events, the unprecedentedly politicized papal elections of 

1944 and 1946 and the 1954 abduction of Pope Yusab II by a radical Coptic group deal 

largely with the specific person that should be occupying the seat of the papacy.  All of 

these events took place in the context of a wider debate that struck at the core of defining 
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the character of the patriarch:  who among the community is allowed to be the patriarch?  

A cornerstone of this ongoing discussion was the question of whether bishops are eligible 

for the position, or if it is solely reserved for monks.  Though the direction of these 

debates shifted variously at different junctures in the period, the overall trend was one 

towards support for a patriarch who had the capability to handle the secular as adeptly as 

the sacred, and importantly, was able to interface with the state on behalf of the 

community. 

 The debates over the patriarchate will be viewed primarily from four sources 

within the Coptic press, with supplements from the national press, three of which are 

directly tied to the clergy.  The clerical sources are all linked to very specific parties to 

the debate.  The semi-weekly al-Manarah al-Misriyyah and the monthly al-Yaqazah 

served largely as the mouthpieces of the prominent priests Qommus Sergius and 

Qommus Ibrahim Luqa, respectively.48  With both of these figures occupying prominent 

places within the clerical establishment as well as starkly oppositional positions within 

the debate, their respective periodicals serve an instructive role of the distinct splits 

within the community.  The third of the clerical periodicals, Majallat al-Madaris al-

Ahad, represented the views of the faction of lower ranking clergy and seminary students, 

marginalized by the church leadership, who formed the basis of the Sunday School 

Movement.  Particularly vocal within this faction was the magazine’s at time editor-in-

                                                
48 While al-Yaqazah brought in a variety of writers under the editorial leadership of 
Ibrahim Luqa, al-Manarah al-Misriyyah was written almost entirely by Sergius. 
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chief, the outspoken journalist and seminary student Nazir Gayed, who would go on to 

become Pope Shenouda III. 

 The one secular periodical, the Coptic-owned daily Misr occupies a significant 

place in the debates as it functioned not merely as a single voice within the wider 

conflict, but as the battleground upon which various factions waged their struggle.  

Though the paper did have its particular ideological preference and direction within the 

debate, it importantly acted as the forum within which various parties expressed their 

diverging viewpoints, with entire issues of the paper dedicated to rival papal candidates 

in the periods preceding elections.  Indeed, the feuding priests Sergius and Luqa, often 

chose Misr rather than their own periodicals as the medium for expressing their 

contrasting views. 

The Debate:  Who Can be the Patriarch? 

The 1928 election of the pope preceding the period of study, Yuannis XIX, remains 

notorious in the history of the Coptic papacy for two primary reasons.  On one hand the 

election was assumed by many to have been conducted illegitimately; both commentators 

at the time as well as contemporary historians have cited government interference and 

electoral fraud as producing the victory of Pope Yuannis.49  The second major 

controversy that characterized the 1928 papal election was one that would play an 

important role in the debates of the 1940s and 1950s:  the widely held recognition of 

                                                
49 See Misr, 10 January 1944, al-Manarah al-Misriyyah, 1 February 1944, al-Yaqazah, 
March 1944, Ibrahim, The Copts of Egypt: The Challenges of Modernisation and 
Identity, 31, Carter, The Copts in Egyptian Politics:  1918-1952, 131. 
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Pope Yuannis XIX as the first bishop to be elected to the papacy.  With prominent 

members of the Holy Synod subsequently accepting the principle of electing bishops as 

pope in the same year, many saw Yuannis’s election as the end of a tradition that dated 

back to the origins of the Coptic Church. 

 In spite of the successful election of Yuannis and its apparent clerical approval on 

principle, the debate over the permissibility of bishops to become popes continued 

vigorously throughout the period of study.  Perhaps because of the perceived illegitimate 

nature of Yuannis’s election, and the fact that approval came from within the clerical 

establishment, many saw the principle as still unsettled.  Indeed the significant presence 

of lay figures in the debate in the 1940s indicates that many saw this as a matter for 

popular discussion, as well as one that would not be limited to the clergy.  At the core of 

the matter was a struggle over which members of the community could become patriarch.  

Though a limited number of lay figures had been elected to the patriarchate in the past, 

the debate in the 1940s and 1950s revolved primarily around the tradition of popes 

coming from the ranks of the monks versus the acceptance of bishops as candidates. 

 Though most discussants referred to Yuannis as the first bishop to become pope, 

some claimed that the tradition had even earlier roots.  Pope Kyrillos IV (1854-1861), 

famously nicknamed “The Father of Reform” (Abu Islah) was often singled out as having 

served as a general bishop just prior to his papacy.50  Ibrahim Luqa goes even further, 

                                                
50 al-Yaqazah, January 1944, Misr, 18 January 1944, 22 January 1944, 
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claiming that Pope Boutros “Gawli” VII (1809-1852), the first individual to become pope 

under the Mohamed Ali dynasty, had been a metropolitan bishop under his predecessor.51 

 Though the validity of these claims has been widely debated,52 and most 

commentators, whether for or against the inclusion of bishops as papal candidates, refer 

to Yuannis as having been the first, Luqa’s discussion of the earlier bishop popes is 

instructive in understanding why the debate was so important at this juncture.  In addition 

to giving the idea of bishops as patriarchs legitimacy by portraying it as a tradition with a 

history of more than just sixteen years, Luqa provided insight into what kind of character 

such candidates could bring to the patriarchate.   Luqa highlighted both popes’ deep 

interest in learning, referencing Boutros’s intellectual pursuits and the establishment of 

the Great Coptic School under Kyrillos; for both figures, efforts at communal educational 

reform were brought to the forefront.  Pope Boutros is particularly singled out for his role 

in handling dynamics outside of the community, with Luka praising his defense of the 

Orthodox faith in a period in which the encroachment of other Christian sects was on the 

rise, as well as his expansion of the Church into Sudan alongside the Egyptian invasion.53  

Importantly, both of these figures carry a reputation in Coptic history of serving as 

patriarchs during a period in which the Coptic presence within the emerging Egyptian 

state was increasing rapidly.  By promoting Boutros VII and Kyrillos IV in the narrative 

of bishops as popes, Luqa presented an image of what such patriarchs could mean for the 

                                                
51 al-Yaqazah, January 1944. 
52 See Misr, 28 january 1944, Majallat al-Madaris al-Ahad, June/July 1954. 
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future of the community:  not only were they key drivers of reform and advancement 

within the community, but they were particularly adept at administering external 

dynamics during periods of significant change. 

 Such specific attributes tied to monks and bishops were at the heart of the debate.  

According to Ibrahim, the traditional preferences for monks as papal candidates stemmed 

from their isolation in the monasteries; largely sealed off from the rest of the world, 

monks would have both the appropriate focus on spiritual matters for the position of the 

patriarch, as well as the lack of exposure to worldly corruption that bishops would face.54  

Indicative of the growing importance of communal figures as political actors in the 

1940s, this monastic isolation was attacked by those wishing to open the patriarchate to 

bishops.  Writing in the lead up to the 1944 papal election for example, journalist Tawfiq 

Hanen claimed that the position of the patriarchate at that particular historical juncture 

was one that demanded a knowledge of both religious and political concerns; due to their 

isolation from the people, the author claimed, it would be impossible for the monks to 

know of their affairs.55  Similarly, the prevalence of the advancement of the status monks 

and the improvement of monasteries in candidates’ platforms furthered the image of 

monks as increasingly inadequate for the position. 

 Unsurprisingly, given the trends in communal politics of the period, the spiritual 

benefits of isolation were rarely invoked in supporting the reservation of the papacy for 

monks.  Most of those campaigning for monk candidates based their support around 
                                                
54 Ibrahim, The Copts of Egypt: The Challenges of Modernisation and Identity, 131-32. 
55 Misr, 19 January 1944. 
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adherence to church tradition.  In one of the most strongly-worded defenses of a monk 

candidate, a group of bishops led by Metropolitan Athansius of Beni Suef described the 

allowance of bishops in the elections as an anathema to the Church for its rupture of 

tradition, and warned of the dangers of such a move.56  Invocations of upholding tradition 

were often tied to ideas of historical continuity, with supporters commonly making 

references to the ways of their Coptic ancestors, the unbroken line of non-bishop 

patriarchs stretching from Pope Mark I to Kyrillos V, and even the practices of the 

ancient Israelites.57  Some even went as far as to claim that Yuannis XIX was an 

illegitimate pope for his background as a bishop rather than the means of his election.58 

Notably, even prominent lay figures, such as lawyer Halim Barsum and Habib Masri 

Pasha, staunchly supported monk candidates on the basis of tradition, with Masri going 

far as to claim that breaking tradition would lead to the destruction of the Church.59 

However, in an implicit recognition of the changing character of communal 

bodies, campaigners for monk candidates often qualified their support by emphasizing 

the candidates’ non-religious credentials.  For example, in the campaign in support of 

Francis Shenouda, the most prominent monk in the 1944 election, most writers first 

invoked the importance of upholding the tradition of electing a monk, then claimed that 

Shenouda was the most appropriate of the monks based on his ability to handle worldly 

                                                
56 Misr, 11 January 1944. 
57 See Misr, 11 January 1944, 13 January 1944, Majallat al-Madaris al-Ahad, June/July 
1954. 
58 Misr, 28 January 1944, 29 January 1944. 
59 Misr, 22 January 1944. 
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affairs.  Shenouda’s supporters would commonly make references to his level of 

education, cultural qualities, and the decade he spent as a lawyer prior to entering the 

monastery.60  One article, responding to that of Tawfiq Hanen, specifically attacked the 

image of monks as isolated, citing a specific monastery in which the monks were known 

for both their religious and worldly knowledge.61  Such approaches indicate that even 

those most staunchly in support of the traditions of the Church recognized the growing 

need to justify their candidates based on their secular abilities. 

 Upholding tradition entailed not only defending the continued role of the election 

of monks, but also establishing the inappropriateness of bishops for the position.  For 

many, the tradition of prohibiting bishops from the papacy came from the relationship 

between the bishops and their dioceses.  According to church laws, bishops were 

traditionally bound to their dioceses, and expressly forbidden from moving from one 

diocese to another.62  As the Coptic Pope is formally the Bishop of Alexandria, the 

election of a bishop to the papacy was in direct violation of the fixing of a bishop to his 

diocese.  Based on the requirement of bishops to be unmarried, and the prohibition of 

divorce within the Coptic Church, some commentators used the image of the bishop as 

“married” to his diocese to add further moral weight to their argument, comparing the 

election of a bishop to the papacy with a man leaving his wife.63 

                                                
60 For example see Misr, 11 January 1944, 20 January 1944, 22 January 1944, 29 January 
1944. 
61 Misr, 14 January 1944. 
62 Misr, 22 January 1944, Majallat al-Madaris al-Ahad, May 1950, June/July 1954. 
63 For example, see Misr, 29 January 1944. 
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 Building on the traditional and legal connection between bishop and diocese, 

others focused on the more practical matters of this relationship.  At a meeting of the 

General Union for Coptic Societies, the wakil of Bishop Athansius claimed that allowing 

for bishops to be nominated as papal candidates would lead them to ignore their dioceses, 

instead dedicating their time to preparing for elections.64  Writers within the Sunday 

School Movement were particularly adamant in elaborating the role of the bishop in the 

diocese, describing the bishop as the guardian of his bishopric, responsible to God for its 

management and policy, and for leading its people.65  While on one hand helping to build 

the case of the geographic fixedness of bishops, such descriptions of their leadership 

likewise worked towards emphasizing the political utility of bishops.  As well as holding 

a spiritual role in their bishoprics, the bishops’ administrative roles functioned similar to 

that of a communal governor, giving bishops significantly more organizational and 

political experience than their monastic counterparts. 

 With this notion of monastic precedence in mind, those who supported opening 

papal elections to bishops needed to not only establish the positive attributes of their 

candidates, but to justify the breaking of tradition.  Some, such as Ibrahim Luqa turned to 

the examples Popes Boutros VII and Kyrillos IV to both claim that a precedent of bishop 

popes had already long been set, and to highlight the previous benefits of breaking the 

monastic tradition.  More commonly, pro-bishop commentators would look at the 

election of Yuannis XIX as ushering in a new age, or even a new set of traditions to be 
                                                
64 Misr, 22 January 1944. 
65 Majallat al-Madaris al-Ahad, February 1949. 
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adhered to.66  The papacy of Yuannis was additionally used as a means to call to question 

some of the more adamant defenders of tradition; responding to the letter of the Bishop of 

Beni Suef, warning of the dangers of the anathema of allowing bishops into the papacy, 

rivals were quick to point out that the Bishop himself was among the signatories of the 

Holy Synod decision of 1928 supporting the election of bishops.67 

The notion of conditional justification was commonly invoked to qualify support 

for bishops, based on the circumstances faced by Copts specific to the era.  In his article, 

Tawfiq Hanen made direct claims at the limits of adhering to tradition, and the necessity 

to develop new traditions in the face of the shifting concerns faced by the papacy; the 

author then went on to stress the need to adhere to new the tradition established in the 

election of Pope Yuannis based on the bishops’ closeness to spiritual as well as civil 

affairs.68  Qommus Sergius took a similar stance, basing his support for a bishop on the 

notion that the present circumstances demanded a skillful leader, familiar with the ills of 

the time.69  Circumstantial support for the bishops was also tied to the lack of monks 

appropriate for the papacy. In a statement elaborating their support for a bishop as the 

patriarch, members of al-Majlis al-Milli stated that they had undertaken a search of the 

monasteries after the death of Pope Yuannis, hoping to find an appropriate candidate 

among the monks; ultimately, they claimed, they were unable to find a monk suitable to 
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lead.70  On a similar note, a writer in Misr claimed that the list of candidates presented by 

the nominations committee in 1944 spoke to the circumstances of the monks as leaders; 

while out of the multitude of monks, only two were nominated, five bishops from a 

significantly smaller pool of possibilities were chosen.71 

 While some participants in the debate seem to have based their position on sincere 

religious conviction relative to the Church and its traditions, it is critical to understand the 

political ramifications of various factions’ support for monks or bishops.  Monks, due to 

their general isolation from political affairs, as well as the fact that many of the 

monastery heads that the monks served under were themselves bishops, would pose less 

of a threat to the interests of the bishops and could more likely fall victim to their 

manipulation.  Correspondingly, the election of a politically savvy reformist bishop to the 

papacy could pose a serious challenge to the entrenched, conservative members of the 

Holy Synod, functioning more as the head of the community, rather than the “first among 

equals” role that the Bishop of Alexandria was traditionally expected to play within the 

body. 

 The assumed utility of the various types of candidate was illustrated in the 

alignment of the various communal factions, relative to their interests and relationship 

with other factions.  The majority of the members of al-Majlis al-Milli, as well as several 

former government officials and prominent priests, in other words those who would 
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necessarily be excluded from the top rungs of the clerical hierarchy,72 primarily supported 

bishop candidates.  In particular, al-Majlis al-Milli with its long struggle against anti-

reformist members of the Synod was a natural ally of a politically powerful pope who 

could check the other bishops.  Accordingly, some of the most adamant supporters of 

monk candidates were those who stood to lose the most at the hands of the reformers’ 

programs, including the heads of some of the major monasteries.  The members of the 

Sunday School Movement, who provided some of the strongest voices of opposition to 

bishop candidacy outside of the immediate context of elections,73 likely came to their 

stance through the marginalization that they had faced at the hands of the traditional 

hierarchy, the increasing number of members who were becoming monks,74 and their 

strong ties with prominent lay figure Archdeacon Habib Girgis, himself a papal candidate 

in 1946.75 

 In spite of the precedent of 1928, the debate between monks and bishops as papal 

candidates remained lively throughout the entire period of study.  With the increasing 

role of communal bodies as political institutions, as well as the relatively democratic 

nature of papal elections in this period compared to the past, it became particularly 

important for Copts to voice their opinions on the matter.  Despite the vigor of the debate, 
                                                
72 Coptic priests are required to marry, thus making them ineligible to become bishops; 
see, Hasan, Christians versus Muslims in Modern Egypt, 62. 
73 Majallat al-Madaris al-Ahad did not begin production until 1947, after both elections 
of the period of study had occurred. 
74 See Hasan, Christians versus Muslims in Modern Egypt, 61. 
75 Writers for Majallat al-Madaris al-Ahad gave some of the most attention to the 
precedent of laymen elected to the papacy, much of was tied to the eligibility of Habib 
Girgis; see Majallat al-Madari al-Ahad, February 1949, September 1953. 
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a rising trend increasingly came to define both sides:  the support for candidates based on 

their ability to manage worldly affairs.  The prominence of this trend in communal 

politics would be further established by the results of the upcoming 1944 and 1946 papal 

elections. 

The 1944 Election 

Most contemporary scholars writing on the 1944 Coptic papal election describe the event 

as a novel occurrence in terms of its level of contestation and politicization.  Vivian 

Ibrahim in particular describes the 1944 contest as “a process which, for the first time in 

Coptic history, was conducted as a modern political campaign.”76  Indeed, compared to 

previous elections, those of 1944 seemed to be uniquely inspired by the relatively 

democratic processes that fueled the national elections of the liberal era, with electoral 

rallies, factional lobbying, and even attack ads emerging as tools in the election. 

 The presence of such politicized electoral mechanisms serves as an indicator in of 

itself of the trend coming to define communal affairs in the period of study.  Not only did 

the resources and intense discussions dedicated to the papal campaign help to underscore 

the growing importance of a particular communal body, but the fact that communal 

political dynamics began to increasingly mimic those of national politics serves to further 

highlight this particular period as one of transition between distinct eras.  However, rather 

than focusing merely on the presence of such mechanisms, this section, and the following 

                                                
76 Ibrahim, The Copts of Egypt: The Challenges of Modernisation and Identity, 129; see 
also Carter, The Copts in Egyptian Politics:  1918-1952, 34-5, Jirjis, The Emergence of 
the Modern Coptic Papacy, 121. 
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section on the 1946 election, will focus on their content.  Particular attention will be 

given to the ways in which supporters lobbied for their candidates, and the qualities upon 

which candidates and their partisans were either praised or attacked. 

 As mentioned previously, the newspaper Misr serves as a particularly important 

tool in measuring the scope and intensity of the papal debates.  Starting on January 10th, 

1944, shortly after the candidate list was released, Misr featured a regular section titled 

“On the Election of the Patriarch,” which featured letters written in to the paper on the 

developing contest, primarily voicing support or opposition to certain candidates.  

Despite holding some loyalty to al-Majlis al-Milli and its particular projects, the paper 

dedicated substantial page space to the Council’s opponents, in both the dedicated 

election section, as well as on its front page; notably, the last issue of the paper still 

covering candidate debate prior to the election itself was primarily dedicated to one of the 

Council’s most prominent challengers.77  For this reason, analysis of the debate will rely 

heavily on Misr, supplemented by the more explicitly factionalized periodicals. 

 It is important to recognize that, while relatively more “democratic” than previous 

papal elections, the contests of the 1940s were by no means based on a popular vote 

amongst the Coptic masses.  Rather, voters in the election came from a select electorate 

of Coptic clergy and notables established in a 1942 law.78  As such, most commentators 

in the papers directed their articles to the members of the electorate themselves.  
                                                
77 Misr, 2 February 1944. 
78 For details on the conditions for membership in the electorate, see Majallat al-Madaris 
al-Ahad, September 1953, Carter, The Copts in Egyptian Politics:  1918-1952, 34, 
Ibrahim, The Copts of Egypt: The Challenges of Modernisation and Identity, 138. 
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Importantly however, many letters of support were explicitly directed to the “Coptic 

people” rather than just the electorate.   One article addressed to the Coptic people 

actually made the claim that the election of the patriarch was their greatest responsibility, 

as the pope is the head of the community, and they are the body.79  As a further example 

of the attention given to “the people,” Misr actually conducted polls among young law 

students, explicitly recognized as not being part of the electorate, and published the 

results in the paper.80  In the spirit of the times, invoking the will of the people in the 

election was important for many debate participants, in spite of the electoral realities. 

 One of the most important issues that the 1944 papal campaign revolved around 

was that of reform.  Specifically, monasterial awqaf reform, largely based on its 

management at the hands of clerical versus lay elements, played a major role in many 

candidates’ platforms.  Awqaf management at this point was already an unresolved source 

of contention between communal bodies, and as it carried great importance for both its 

financial significance, as well as its potential for shifting the balance of power between 

factions, it was naturally at the forefront of the papal debate.  As will be discussed below, 

in addition providing a source of lobbying towards members of the electorate, the issue of 

awqaf reform and management was an important factor in deciding factional alignment 

between candidates. 

                                                
79 Misr, 15 January 1944. 
80 Misr, 28 January 1944.  The students, among whom was a young Boutros Boutros-
Ghali, were generally representative of the actual outcome, overwhelmingly choosing 
Macarius and Yusab. 
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 The campaign season officially began on January 2nd, 1944, when the nominations 

committee released the names of the six candidates who would be competing in the 

elections.  Indicative of the changing trends of papal preferences in the community, four 

bishops were nominated—Makarios of Asyut, Yusab of Girga and patriarch locum 

tenens, Theophilus of Jerusalem and Sharqiyya and head of the Monastery of St. 

Anthony, and Abram of Giza—alongside two monks—Francis Shenouda of Deir al-

Baramus and Athanasius Awad of Deir al-Muharaq.81  Of these candidates, the first three 

bishops listed, as well as the monk Francis Shenouda, were the most important in the 

election, with Bishop Abram and Athanasius quickly receiving little mention in the 

debates. 

 Support for the candidates largely developed into two factional camps.  Macarius 

and Yusab both represented the prototypical strong, administratively skillful, and reform-

minded candidates favored by those wishing to undercut the powerful conservative 

members of the Holy Synod through the office of the papacy.  Around Macarius formed a 

powerful coalition of supporters, including most of the members of al-Majlis al-Milli’s 

central body, including prominent figures Ibrahim Fahmi Minyawi, Gindy Abdel Malek, 

Raghib Iskander, and Mirit Ghali, as well as Qommus Sergius and important members of 

several syndicates, notably including Kamel Yusuf, head of the lawyers syndicate.82  

Among Yusab’s supporters included Qommus Ibrahim Luqa and the administration of al-

                                                
81 Misr, 3 January 1944, 6 January 1944, al-Manarah al-Misriyyah, 3 January 1944. 
82 Misr, 10 January 1944, 13 January 1944, 22 January 1944, al-Manarah al-Misriyyah, 3 
January 1944. 
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Yaqazah, alongside several prominent former government officials and lawyers.83  Based 

on his credentials, Yusab appeared more likely to be the kind of strong patriarch that al-

Majlis al-Milli would want on its side in the factional struggles.  However, it is likely that 

awqaf reform prospects guided the Council in its alignment; as Bishop of Asyut, 

Macarius had ceded some awqaf administration to the local branch of the Council, an 

encouraging development for the reformist camp.84 

 Bishop Theophilus, as the head of an important monastery represented the image 

of the powerful bishop for the more conservative factions in the community.  Indeed, his 

recognition as the protector of monastic interests indicated a potentially resistant stand 

against monastery reforms.85  However, although Theophilus did gain extensive support 

within the church,86 the names of the prominent bishops of the Holy Synod did not appear 

in any of the articles listing his supporters, likely due to his position as a bishop, as well 

as his willingness to accept that some communal reform was possible .87  Instead, the 

prominent conservative members of the Holy Synod flocked around the candidacy of the 

monk Francis Shenouda; among his supporters were the bishops of significant bishoprics 

including those of Minya, Sohag, Beni Suef, and Abu Tij, as well as the bishop heading 

                                                
83 Misr, 15 January 1944, 31 January 1944, al-Muqattam, 2 February 1944, al-Yaqazah, 
February 1944. 
84 al-Manarah al-Misriyya, 1 February 1944. 
85 Misr, 15 January 1944. 
86 Misr 15 January 1944, 28 January 1944, 2 February 1944, al-Muqattam, 2 February 
1944. 
87 Misr, 2 February 1944. 
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the Muharraq Monastery, estimated to be the richest of the Egyptian monasteries by a 

wide margin.88 

 As mentioned in the previous section, a significant part of the campaign for 

Francis Shenouda was centered on his role in preserving tradition as a monastic 

candidate.  In addition to the powerful bishops, Shenouda’s status as a monk also gained 

him support amongst the more traditional members of the laity, including prominent al-

Majlis al-Milli member and former wakil of the body Habib Masri Pasha, as well as the 

leadership of the General Union for Coptic Societies.  Additionally, emphasis on the 

monk’s secular credentials was also able to foster support outside of the Church.  In 

particular, his pre-monastic vocation as a lawyer led several others members of the 

profession to rally to his campaign.89 

 Interestingly, the qualities emphasized in support of bishop candidates largely 

reflected those presented by Ibrahim Luqa for the ideal bishop pope:  attention to internal 

reform, administrative skills, and capabilities in handling dynamics external to the 

community.  In line with the changing nature and expectations for communal bodies, 

these qualities reflected what one might expect of a candidate running for political office.  

Important parallels with political campaigns could also be drawn from the way the 

bishops’ qualities were presented.  Just as a governor might use their local achievements 

to build their campaign for a presidency, the bishops’ experiences in their dioceses and 

                                                
88 For monasterial holding estimates, see Ibrahim, The Copts of Egypt: The Challenges of 
Modernisation and Identity, 126. 
89 Misr, 22 January 1944, 29 January 1944. 
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within the Church hierarchy were used to show the electorate what they could expect 

from the bishops as potential patriarchs. 

  For the supporters of Bishop Macarius, his efforts at reform were the centerpiece 

of the campaign.  In various campaign rallies, Macarius was praised for his previous 

efforts at awqaf and monastery reform, efforts that were linked to his qualities of 

incorruptibility and indifference towards personal accumulation of wealth.90  Specifically, 

some supporters, including al-Majlis al-Milli member Gindy Abdel Malek, claimed that 

Bishop Macarius was the first candidate willing to cooperate with the people on the issue 

of awqaf management, reflecting both the emphasis on popular will, as well as the hope 

that the Council held for future cooperation from Macarius as patriarch.91 Expanding on 

the scope of his commitment for reform, members of the lawyers syndicate cited the 

bishop’s projects in expanding educational and church services in Asyut.92  Ibrahim 

Minyawi, directly presented the image of a progressive Macarius as a threat to the anti-

reform elements in the Church, claiming that the bishop was the only one capable of 

reigning in the bishops’ mismanagement of awqaf reforms. Furthermore, in the spirit of 

Luqa’s Boutros VII, Minyawi went on to promote Macarius as the defender of the faith, 

particularly singling out his struggle against non-Orthodox sects in Asyut.93  

                                                
90 Misr, 10 January 1944, 22 January 1944, al-Muqattam, 1 February 1944, 3 February 
1944. 
91 Misr, 31 January 1944, al-Muqattam, 1 February 1944. 
92 Misr, 22 February 1944. 
93 Misr, 25 February 1944. 
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 Qommus Sergius was particularly vocal in his support for Macarius, dedicating 

the majority of the two issues of al-Manarah al-Misriyyah preceding the election to 

articles praising the bishop.94  In one article, Macarius is actually compared to Moses, as 

the religious and political leader of his community, and as a guardian of the faith.95  

Juxtaposing Macarius with the image of the bishops who gained wealth from awqaf 

revenues, Sergius claims that Macarius is not one to sit idly by on a pile of gold; rather, 

he is a man of action who has been more than willing to compromise with al-Majlis al-

Milli on matters of awqaf.96 

 For Bishop Yusab, the prominent roles he played in the past for the Church were 

the qualities most cited by his supporters.  In the strongly titled article “This is the Voice 

of God,” a lawyer in support of Yusab focused on the Bishop’s previous experiences in 

Ethiopia, citing both his role as a representative to the Ethiopian Empire in the coronation 

of Haile Selassie, as well as his part in building the relationship between the churches of 

each country.97  Both the above mentioned lawyer and Ibrahim Luka likewise pointed to 

his role as the patriarch locum tenens, citing the appointment, both for the experience it 

gave Yusab, as well its indication of trust for him in such a role, as a natural gateway to 

the patriarchate.98  Accordingly, challenging the significance of this appointment was an 

important tactic of Yusab’s opponents, with the members of al-Majlis al-Milli making 
                                                
94 In addition to original articles, a substantial amount of these issues contained reprints of 
article feature in Misr. 
95 al-Manarah al-Misriyyah, 22 January 1944. 
96 al-Manarah al-Misriyya 1 February 1944. 
97 Misr, 15 January 1944. 
98 Misr, 14 January 1944, 29 January 1944. 
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explicit efforts to indicate that the bishop’s appointment as locum tenens was not meant 

to indicate his approval as pope, and Qommus Sergius claiming that the appointment 

decision was not as popular as it had been presented.99 

 In the campaign for Theophilus, the bishop was frequently portrayed as a provider 

candidate.  One supporter made special note at the bishop’s extensive efforts to establish 

charitable foundations and Coptic societies in his diocese.100  Important in this image was 

his role as a monastery head, with the monks of his monastery, St. Anthony’s, praising 

the bishop for advancing the state of the monastery and significantly expanding its 

properties.101  This praise was importantly ambiguous in light of factional preferences; by 

indicating Theophilus as a good steward of his monastery, but avoiding any mention of 

management reform, the bishop’s activities would alienate neither the conservative 

bishops, nor the reformers.  In a similar vein to that of Bishop Yusab, Theophilis’s 

campaign highlighted the bishop’s international influence, publishing the letters he 

received from Jerusalem, Haifa, and Lod in his diocese in Mandatory Palestine.102 

 It was among the supporters of the bishops that one of the most notable 

interpersonal rivalries of the 1944 elections existed, that of Qommus Sergius and Ibrahim 

Luqa.  The intensity of the rivalry was likely due to the mere fact that Sergius was one of 

the participants; an outspoken nationalist figure in the 1919 Revolution, Sergius’s voice 

became increasingly communal in the later years of the liberal era.  Throughout the 
                                                
99 al-Manarah al-Misriyya, 1 February 1944. 
100 Misr, 13 January 1944. 
101 Misr, 15 January 1944. 
102 Misr, 28 January 1944. 
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period of study, Qommus Sergius was often engaged in intense feuds with prominent 

figures in Egypt society, with significant amounts of his magazine dedicated to personal 

attacks on figures such as Ibrahim Fahmi Minyawi, Salama Musa, and Hasan al-Banna.  

Sergius’s tendency towards conflict was likely further fed by Luqa’s choice of candidate, 

Bishop Yusab; throughout both patriarchal elections, as well as his eventual papacy, 

Yusab was constantly the recipient of Sergius’s fiery criticism.  However, more than just 

stemming from the personal antagonism of Qommus Sergius, it is important to place the 

rivalry between the priests in the context of electoral politics.  As Macarius and Yusab 

represented the most similar figures as candidates, they were the most likely to split their 

constituency.  As such, for an adamant Macarius supporter such as Sergius, undermining 

Yusab and his supporters was the most important step in securing a victory for the Bishop 

of Asyut. 

  At the height of his criticism for Ibrahim Luqa, Sergius wrote a biting response to 

a vague article that Luqa, a known Yusab supporter, wrote on the qualities one should 

expect of a patriarch.  The response article, titled “Qommus Ibrahim Luqa returns to the 

right and nominates Macarius for the Patriarchate,” is exemplary of much of Sergius’s 

personal feuds, employing patronizing religious moralism in the context of communal 

politics.  Claiming that the positive qualities that Luqa described in his article could 

describe no candidate other than Bishop Macarius, Sergius announced that Luqa was 

being welcomed back into fold of Church after a long bout of internal conflict.  Citing 
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Jesus’s assertion of repentance while on the cross, Sergius stated that both the Church 

and the people were willing to forgive Luqa for his transgressions, but for the last time.103 

 On February 5th 1944, the results of the election were announced, with Bishop 

Macarius emerging as the overwhelming victor, receiving 1221 votes, followed by Yusab 

at 736, Francis Shenouda at 178, and Theophilus at 160.104  The elections were a decisive 

indicator of what kind of candidates the electorate preferred given the specific set of 

circumstances faced by the community at the time.  Not only were strong candidates who 

were capable of representing the community at the forefront of electoral popularity, but 

al-Majlis al-Milli and its reformist allies had been able to tip the communal balance of 

power in their favor by overwhelmingly electing their candidate.  With such an alliance 

between the patriarch and the Council, the election of Pope Macarius III came with high 

hopes for members of the reformist camp, who had long been hoping for the opportunity 

to challenge the power of the conservative bishops of the Holy Synod. 

The 1946 Election 

In spite of the struggle that was undertaken to establish Macarius as patriarch, his reign 

was ultimately short-lived; after only eighteen months in office, the Pope passed away 

August 31, 1945.  However, unlike in the case of the elections that brought Macarius to 

power, in which two years lapsed between the death of Yuannis XIX and the 

announcement of the candidate list, the electoral committee moved quickly to put forth 

their list of candidates for the new election, releasing its initial list of fourteen candidates 
                                                
103 al-Manarah al-Misriyyah, 1 February 1944. 
104 al-Muqattam, 5 February 1944. 
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on January 15th 1946.  Interestingly, in spite of the extremely limited success of the 

monks in the previous election, only two non-monk candidates appeared in the list:  

return candidate Bishop Yusab of Girga, and the director of the Ecclesiastical College 

and patron of the Sunday School Movement, Archdeacon Habib Girgis.105  Rather than 

signaling a return to the preference of monks however, the limited nomination of bishops 

can be read as strategic electoral politics on the part of Yusab’s partisans within the 

committee.  As mentioned previously, Bishop Yusab stood the closest to Macarius as a 

powerful, reform-friendly bishop, with strong administrative skills, and thus represented 

the candidate most likely to compete with Macarius over votes; by limiting the bishop 

candidates to Yusab, supporters were able to concentrate the electoral momentum in 

favor of such candidates into a single figure. 

 After another month of debate, five of the monk candidates were withdrawn on 

the ground of legality, followed by a further reduction of candidates to the final three in 

early April.106  Among the remaining three candidates were those who had received the 

highest number of nomination petitions in the initial round, respectively, Bishop Yusab 

and Dawud Maqari, a prominent monk who had been excluded from the last round of 

elections, largely at the behest of al-Majlis al-Milli.  The final candidate, Qommus 

Athanasius, the head of the Muharraq Monastery and another return candidate from 1944, 

                                                
105 al-Yaqazah, February 1946. 
106 Misr, 15 March 1946, 4 April 1946. 
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received the lowest number of petitions of all fourteen candidates, but was favored by the 

bishops and monastery heads on the committee.107 

 The elections quickly became a two-candidate race, with the majority of 

discussions in the press dedicated to Bishop Yusab, importantly backed by al-Majlis al-

Milli as well as Ibrahim Luqa and the management of al-Yaqazah, and Dawud Maqari, 

whose most vocal supporter was Qommus Sergius.  Athanasius, despite his support from 

several of the strong traditionalist Synod members, faded to the margins early in the race, 

much as he had in 1944.  By mid-April, many of those writing in to Misr seemed to have 

even forgotten the monk’s name, with some commenters referring to him in their articles 

by the wrong name, or simply referring to him as “the third candidate.”108  One article 

totaling three short paragraphs titled “The Unknown Candidate” appeared in Misr 

seemingly for the sole purpose of reminding readers that, in spite of his lack of press 

coverage, Athanasius was still in the race.109  When the final votes were tallied, Qommus 

Athanasius only received 34 votes out a total of 2064.110 

 If Athanasius was a particularly disappointing prospect for the interests of the 

conservative members of the Synod, the other monk candidate, Dawud Maqari, provided 

little promise as a counter to the supporters of Yusab.  A highly educated monk with an 

apparently extensive support network, Maqari threw the weight of his electoral 

committee in support of the campaign of Macarius after he was formally barred from 
                                                
107 al-Yaqazah, February 1946. 
108 Misr, 20 April 1946. 
109 Misr, 23 April 1946. 
110 Misr, 11 May 1946. 
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running in the 1944 election.111  Additionally, with an outspoken patron like Qommus 

Sergius, Dawud Maqari was not likely to be the malleable monk candidate ideal for 

maintaining Synod interests.  On the eve of the elections, a group of prominent bishops, 

many of whom were for the most outspoken supporters of maintaining the exclusion of 

bishops from the papacy, issued a request to the electoral committee to once again 

formally exclude Maqari from the election, based on what they deemed to be his weak 

monastic credentials.112  The relationship between the conservative members of the Holy 

Synod and the monk candidates in 1946 is illustrative of the wider shift occurring in the 

community regarding preferences in papal candidates; monks whose interests aligned 

with these bishops could not gain adequate popularity, while the more popular monks 

were too close to the Synod’s opponents for their support.  These particular dynamics, as 

well as the bishops’ failure in excluding Maqari from the election help to underscore the 

particular weakness of the conservative forces among the bishops at this juncture. 

 Despite the shifts in factional support, the 1946 electoral campaigns shared many 

of the same platform issues and justifications for support as those of 1944.  Due to the 

short tenure of Macarius III, alongside conflicts over the issue between the Pope, the 

Holy Synod, and al-Majlis al-Milli, meaningful reform of the monsterial awqaf never 

materialized, and continued to be an important campaign issue.  In the campaign for 

Bishop Yusab, similar qualities for support were used as had been in the previous 

election, including his work in Ethiopia, European education, and multiple appointments 
                                                
111 Misr, 24 January 1944. 
112 Misr, 9 May 1946. 
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as the patriarch locum tenens.  Similarly, supporters for Dawud Maqari relied on some of 

the same qualifications that had previously been used to justify the continued acceptance 

of monk candidates in the face of changing communal circumstances, pointing to his 

cultural qualities, high levels of education, attention to learning, and knowledge of 

foreign languages.113 

 A key element largely absent from the 1946 election was the debate over monks 

versus bishops as papal candidates.  While commentary on the matter was present within 

the press, it was no longer a major matter of debate; overwhelmingly Copts had seemed 

to come to accept the presence of bishops in the elections, and most articles on the 

subject were defenses of the practice that faced very little apparent opposition.114  Instead, 

the popular acceptance of bishop candidates was increasingly emphasized as the new 

standard for conducting papal elections.  One article from a member of al-Majlis al-Milli 

actually attacked the supporters of Dawud Maqari for continuing to support a monk 

candidate, questioning their respect for the decisions of the Holy Synod after the body 

had already ruled on the acceptability of bishop candidates in 1928.115  Even Halim 

Barsoum of the General Union for Coptic Societies, one of the strongest voices for 

upholding the tradition of monastic candidates in the previous election, seemed to be less 

inclined to support monks in the election, calling for Maqari’s disqualification due to 

                                                
113 Misr, 17 April 1946, 27 April 1946. 
114 Ibrahim Luqa was particularly active in this one-sided conversation, publishing a four 
part series of lengthy articles on the acceptance of bishops as papal candidates; see Misr 
24 April 1946, 25 April 1946, 26 April 1946, 27 April 1946. 
115 Misr, 26 April 1946. 
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self-nomination;116 either Barsoum saw self-nomination as the greater evil in terms of 

tradition, or he was increasingly warming up to the idea of a bishop as pope. 

 Another aspect distinguishing 1946 from 1944 was the election’s noticeably 

decreased intensity.  With Misr functioning as a barometer for the debates within the 

community, given its dedication to presenting the viewpoints of all conflicting parties, a 

significant decrease in page space committed to election discussion can be easily 

observed.  On one hand, this can be linked to the confidence that the supporters of Yusab 

felt during the campaign; indeed, various articles seemed to assume that, given the 

powerful coalition in support of Yusab, composed of some of the most prominent voices 

in the community, a victory for the Bishop of Girga was inevitable.117   

Another factor that played an important role in downplaying the degree of 

electoral competitiveness was the apparent negative memory of the divisiveness of the 

previous election.  Many of the earliest letters printed in Misr regarding the elections 

were calls for civility among the campaigns, including requests that the Holy Synod and 

al-Majlis al-Milli ban the use of negative speech against candidates.118  The role of 

slander in the previous electoral campaign was linked to unprecedented divisions and 

factionalism within the community, with one writer going as far as to describe the 1944 

election as a tragedy.119  Strangely, some of the first attack ads of the campaign were 

actually charges that other certain candidates’ supporters were using aggressive and 
                                                
116 Misr, 18 April 1946. 
117 Misr, 20 April 1946, 27 April 1946, 7 May 1946. 
118 Misr, 8 April 1946, 9 April 1946, 13 April 1946,  
119 Misr, 9 April 1946. 
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divisive language in their campaigns.120  As will be discussed below, the issue of 

candidates building bridges versus creating divisions was itself a particularly important 

basis of support for various factions. 

Even if the level of competition was quantitatively less so than in 1944, this did 

not mean that intense personal feuds between actors did not develop.  Not surprisingly, 

Qommus Sergius was party to the two most prominent rivalries of the election; in 1946 

however, the priest was on the defensive as much as the offensive.  As Sergius and al-

Majlis al-Milli, were now in opposing camps, it became increasingly important for 

supporters of Bishop Yusab to marginalize the popular and outspoken priest.  Likewise, 

in accordance with his long-term opposition to Yusab as a papal candidate, Sergius 

undertook an aggressive effort to undermine the pro-Yusab coalition by attacking the 

credibility of al-Majlis al-Milli, particularly singling out Ibrahim Fahmi Minyawi.  One 

of the most important, as well as peculiar, rivalries that emerged between the fiery priest 

and the supporters of Bishop Yusab, was the war of words that occurred between 

Qommus Sergius and newcomer to the papal debates, Coptic intellectual Salama Musa. 

Musa’s role in the 1946 election elicits particularly close attention, as his 

emergence as a player in communal politics is representative of the wider shifts occurring 

in Coptic society, albeit to an extreme degree, based on his previous background as a 

social commentator.  Born into a wealthy Coptic family in the late 19th century, Musa 

spent much of the liberal period as a journalist and public intellectual, advocating for a 
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wide variety of ideas including Darwinism, Fabian Socialism, Pharaonism, and even 

German fascism.121  At the core of many of Musa’s beliefs were strong elements of 

secularism, scientific rationalism, and Egyptian nationalism. 

By the time of the period of study however, Musa’s thought seemed to have 

undergone an intriguing shift.  In a series of articles that began to appear daily on the 

front page of Misr in April 1946, Salama Musa began to reveal a distinct sense of 

communal identity that was heavily tied to traditional bodies of communal authority, in 

particular, the Church.  In one article, Musa explicitly linked the two, claiming that, “the 

history of the Coptic nation is the history of the church;” the article then goes on to state 

that the Coptic Church is unique from the other churches of the world in that it 

represented not only a religion, but a history and a sense of nationalism (qawmiyya) as 

well.122  Such ideas were specifically tied to that of the position of the patriarch, with 

Musa emphasizing the political, social, and national components of the position, in 

addition to the religious.  In particular, Musa highlighted the role of the pope as a figure 

of communal representation, citing his engagement with government officials on behalf 

of the community.123  The Maronite Patriarch was identified by Musa as occupying the 
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ideal of what a patriarch should be, both for his ability to speak for the community, and 

the position of influence that he enjoyed within the Lebanese government.124 

Other articles that Musa began writing during this period were illustrative of the 

dynamics informing this shift in his thinking.  In particular during this period, Salama 

Musa began engaging extensively with the persecution thread of Coptic discourse, a line 

of thinking that increasingly began to understand the communal experience as one 

defined by oppression.125  Interspersed with his articles on the Church and communal 

identity, Musa released several pieces describing the extent of the persecution that Copts 

were facing in their present circumstances, at the hands of both religious groups and the 

Egyptian state.  One article went as far as to compare the Egyptian government at the 

time with the reign of Fatimid Caliph al-Hakim, a notorious figure in Coptic historical 

memory, often used to represent the height of communal oppression.126  Other articles 

specifically attacked groups like the Mohamed Youth and the Muslim Brotherhood, once 

again invoking historical memory by claiming that they hoped to bring Egypt back to the 

days of Amr ibn Al-As, the Muslim conqueror of Egypt in the 7th century, and even 

accusing these groups of religious fascism and plans for genocide.127  On an individual 

level, Salama Musa, given his nationalist secular background, his communalist shift, and 
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the dynamics that seem to have led to this shift, acts as an extreme example of the larger 

Coptic political trends defining the period. 

Accordingly, Musa’s stance in the 1946 papal elections was highly based on the 

need of strong communal representation in the face of distinct intercommunal tensions.  

For Musa, the ideal candidate for the papacy, given the current circumstances, would be 

one with a strong personality, willing to speak loudly for the community, and revive the 

church as a center of communal politics and identity; naturally, this required a bishop 

candidate.128  Based on these ideas, Musa came out as a strong supporter of Bishop Yusab 

in the elections, specifically citing, as many, his time as locum tenens, and his role in 

Ethiopia.  Additionally, in line with the wider importance given to maintaining communal 

unity during the 1946 election, Musa emphasized Yusab’s leadership skills in his ability 

to foster reconciliation between the Holy Synod and al-Majlis al-Milli.129  Additionally, 

Musa took specific effort to highlight the respect he claimed that Bishop Yusab had for 

Muslims.130  Such an idea underscores not only the specific communal tensions of the 

period, but the image a patriarch who has responsibilities in relationships external to the 

community. 

If the most appropriate candidate for the papacy at the time was a bishop, then a 

monk was naturally inadequate for the role.  On several occasions, Musa used Maqari’s 

position as a monk to undermine his electoral campaign, making specific reference, as 
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had others before him, to the isolation monks experience in their monasteries, and how 

this limited interaction with society would transfer over to the patriarchate.131  

Furthermore, Musa made use of the subservient position of the monk in the hierarchy of 

authority within the Church to question Maqari’s abilities to function as a leader in his 

own right.  For Musa, the holder of the papal seat needed to be a figure with a strong 

personality and political expertise; juxtaposing Maqari with both his ideal of the spirit of 

the papacy, as well as his preferred candidate in the race, Musa asked his readers if a 

monk would be able to function like the Maronite Patriarch in the government, or interact 

with the Ethiopian Empire, as had Bishop Yusab.132 

An important part of the campaign of Musa and others against Maqari was to use 

his relationship with Sergius against him, capitalizing on the priest’s aggressive nature in 

a time when communal unity was rising as an election issue.  In contrast to Yusab, who 

was able to build bridges between feuding communal bodies, Qommus Sergius was 

portrayed as the generator of the conflict that emerged between the leaders of the 

religious hierarchy and al-Majlis al-Milli that broke out under the reign of Macarius III.  

Critiquing al-Manarah al-Misriyyah, Musa questioned what attracted Dawud Maqari to 

Qommus Sergius, given the harsh language that the priest had used in his magazine 

regarding bishops, Coptic women, and the members of al-Majlis al-Milli; using 

surprisingly moralistic language, Musa asked his readers if such a style of writing is that 
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of a Christian.133  Another individual, writing in to Misr in agreement with Musa, made 

the claim that rather than Maqari being supported by Sergius, the priest himself was 

actually the one in charge, and that electing Dawud Maqari would essentially be electing 

Sergius.134 

Sergius responded to such claims with an article attacking Salama Musa in late 

April.  Challenging the popular reception that Musa was receiving from many Copts for 

his new position relative to the community and the Church, Sergius brought the sincerity 

of Musa’s stance in to question.  Particularly, Sergius focused on his background in 

secularism and belief in evolution, ultimately accusing Musa of blasphemy for his 

insincerity.  Rather than actual believing the words in his articles, Sergius claimed, Musa 

was being paid by Misr to run the campaign in defense of Yusab.135  While Sergius’s 

response to Musa was limited during the campaign, it planted the seeds for a long-term 

antagonism that would appear over the course of several years in the priest’s magazine. 

Instead of Musa, it seems that most of Sergius’s antagonistic energy was directed 

towards discrediting Ibrahim Minyawi.  Throughout March and April 1946, Sergius 

published several articles directly attacking the character of Minyawi and al-Majlis al-

Milli as a whole, accusing them of overstepping their power, challenging the prerogative 

of the clergy, and undermining the progress of the community.136  Similar to the charges 
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that had been directed at him, Sergius dedicated effort to paint the image that it was 

actually Minyawi who been the source of division under Macarius, claiming that he had 

brought the Holy Synod and the Pope into conflict with one another over the matter of 

awqaf.137  These intensely personally attacks, which at times referred to Minyawi as a 

fraud, or the destroyer of the church,138 were actually grasped upon by Yusab’s supporters 

to further illustrate the division that Sergius was causing in the community.139 

As indicated by the discussion above, the supporters of Bishop Yusab in the 

election presented an overwhelming front in the 1946 election.  In addition to the 

powerful voices of Salama Musa, Ibrahim Luqa, and the members of al-Majlis al-Milli, 

Yusab gained the endorsement of several prominent former government ministers, 

including Tawfiq Doss, William Makram Obeid, and Salib Sami.  On May 7th, just before 

the election, Misr dedicated the majority of a page to listing the supporters of Yusab, 

which included the heads of Coptic societies, university professors, members of 

government bodies, and representatives from Sudan and Ethiopia.140  Though this can in 

part be attributed to the managing staff of Misr’s own political agenda, there were 

indications that in some instances, the paper actually exaggerated Maqari’s support, with 

the heads of a Coptic charitable organization and the Sunday School Movement writing 
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in to ask that statements claiming that their members were present at Maqari’s campaign 

functions be rescinded.141 

On May 10th, 1946, Yusab was elected as the 115th Patriarch of the Coptic Church.  

The following issue of Misr displayed a celebratory mood, with Ibrahim Luqa claiming 

the victory for God, Salama Musa claiming it for the Coptic people, and the staff of Misr 

claiming it for themselves.  Musa was particularly vocal about the significance of the 

occasion, describing the victory as marking a new age of the Church, “the age of 

Yusab,,” and hailing the prospects that a Yusab papacy had for healing communal 

divisions and resolving the issue of awqaf.142  The subsequent issue of al-Manarah al-

Misriyya, published ten days after the results were announced carried a significantly more 

subdued tone compared to the author’s previous writing, with Qommus Sergius reprinting 

his brief letter of congratulations to Pope Yusab.  Though an article deeper in to the 

magazine titled “After the Storm,” did describe the election as the failure of the partisans 

of reform in favor of the reactionaries, it did not contain the personal attacks that had 

often defined Sergius’s works.143 

Perhaps because the competition was not as intense, nor the style of campaigning 

as novel, the papal elections of 1946 have tended to generate less commentary than those 

of 1944.  However, these particular elections are instructive for the direction that 

communal politics were heading.  For the second time, a strong bishop candidate, well 
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versed in administrative affairs had been the popular favorite in the election, not only 

revealing the preference for such candidates, but the growing power of al-Majlis al-Milli 

in their struggle against their opponents in the Holy Synod.  Particularly important, the 

1946 election campaign revealed the gravity that communal unity was gaining as an 

electoral platform.  Recognizing such ideas at the time, the reformist backers of Pope 

Yusab looked forward to his papacy as the opportunity to finally achieve the hope that 

had been frustrated under the short reign of Pope Macarius.  Ultimately however, similar 

to his predecessor, Yusab proved to be a disappointment to his supporters, leading to an 

exceptional set of responses that would have a profound effect on the future of the 

community. 

The 1954 Abduction of Pope Yusab II 

On July 26th, 1954, just after midnight, a group of armed Copts from Jama'at al-Ummah 

al-Qibtiyya (JUQ) forced their way into the Coptic Cathedral.  A detachment of the 

infiltrators, led by the young lawyer Ibrahim Fahmi Hilal, made their way to the papal 

headquarters and abducted Pope Yusab II at gunpoint, forcing him to sign a document of 

acquiescence in favor of Metropolitan Sawiris of Minya.  With Yusab in custody, the 

abductors made their way to Old Cairo, where they planned to hold the patriarch away 

from the authorities.  Ultimately, the plot was a failure.  After an early morning standoff 
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with the police, the abductors had been arrested and Yusab returned to the patriarchate 

within the day.144   

In spite of the plotters’ inability to spark immediate change in the Church 

leadership, the abduction would serve as the catalyst for significant events that occurred 

within the community over the next year.  These events culminated with the eventual 

successful ousting of Pope Yusab in October 1954 by way of an unlikely alliance al-

Majlis al-Milli and the Holy Synod.  Though this was not the first time that communal 

bodies had attempted to overthrow a Coptic pope, the 1954 deposition of Yusab was 

unprecedented for both its success and the amount of acceptance it received.  Both the 

kidnapping and deposition serve to underscore the importance of communal bodies of 

power during this period, highlighting the measures and conditions deemed acceptable 

for challenging an unpopular pope, and the ability of other bodies to enact such measures. 

 In situating the activities of JUQ, it is important to recognize the group’s platform 

as well as the environment within which it emerged.  JUQ’s ideological platform was 

expressed most clearly through Ibrahim Fahmi Hilal’s letter to the Constitutional 

Committee and the group’s subsequent ten-point charter, both released in September 

1953.  Hilal’s letter to the Constitutional Committee, the earlier of the two documents is 

particularly important for contextualizing the concerns that prompted JUQ’s 

mobilization.  Much of Hilal’s concerns stem from his perception of the growing 

influence of the Quran and Sharia on the emerging constitution.  Particularly egregious 
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for Hilal were discussions on the formal prohibition of a Christian running for president.  

According to the author, the increasing Islamic influence on legislation was serving to 

split the nation in two, in which the Copts would be subservient to the Muslim 

majority.145  

The charter, released ten days later, carried a significantly heightened communal 

tone.  In particular, this document indicates the group’s religiously conservative and 

revivalist orientation, as well as its strong sense of Coptic nationalism.  Among the 

priorities listed in the charter are adherence to the Bible and its principles, the study of 

the Coptic language for practical use, and the upholding of the practices and traditions of 

the Coptic nation.  On a more material level, the manifesto additionally made demands 

for means of the protection and economic welfare of the community.146  Overwhelmingly, 

the points contained in the manifesto point towards a plan of action for progressing and 

reforming the community from within.  Placed next to one another, these documents are 

indicative of one of the wider trends of the late liberal era Coptic politics:  intercommunal 

tensions and national alienation leading to an intracommunal plan of action. 

Specifically regarding communal institutions, the ten-point charter contains a 

single but important demand regarding the papacy:  respect for the papal seat and its 
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honor (ihtiram al-kursi al-babawi wa takreemuhu).147  While this may seem like a strange 

principle for a group that would go on to conduct the armed kidnapping of the pope, the 

language here is critical.  Rather than demanding respect for the pope or the patriarch, the 

center of the group’s concern is the papal seat (al-kursi al-babawi); in other words 

respect is demanded for the institution rather than the individual occupying it.  In this 

way, the ousting of a patriarch bringing insufficient honor or respect to the position could 

be a justifiable means of achieving the group’s plan of communal revival. 

Due to the nature of its platform and the timing of its activities, JUQ has elicited 

several parallels with other politically active currents of the period.  Comparisons have 

been drawn between JUQ and the Muslim Brotherhood for their similar interest in 

reforming the role of religion in society, the blending of religious and political 

mobilization, and middle class background, ultimately understanding the two groups as 

products of similar societal conditions.148  Furthermore, the timing of the abduction, on 

the two year anniversary of the abdication of King Farouk, as well as the group’s 

“vanguard” image, indicate the inspiration of the revolutionary fervor of the period, as 
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embodied by the Free Officers.  Ibrahim in particular stresses the impact of the general 

enthusiasm for purging (tathir) as crucial in the JUQ’s development.149 

 However, rather than a Coptic revolutionary movement, JUQ, with its platform of 

respect for the papal seat, and its immediate demands for a replacement pope, actually 

indicated a will to strengthen the traditional power structure rather than challenge it.  

Interestingly, the group’s choice for Yusab’s replacement, Metropolitan Sawiris, was 

among the bishops who backed Francis Shenouda for the papacy in 1944, as well as 

Dawud Maqari in 1946, and stood against the candidacy of bishops for the position.150  

Perhaps as a more conservative bishop expressing a staunch adherence to Church 

traditions, the Metropolitan of Minya stood out as an appropriate choice for administering 

the particular communal reforms that the members of JUQ sought.  Ultimately, JUQ’s 

goal was not an intracommunal revolution, but the revival of a weakened papacy by way 

of replacing the figure occupying the position with a stronger individual who would be 

more suitable for accomplishing their program. 

 Interviews with members of JUQ indicate that the motives of the group in the 

abduction were linked to the lack of reform enacted by Yusab, as well as the desire to 

undermine communal factionalism.151  Both of these are in line with rising Coptic 

grievances under Yusab, particularly regarding the administration of awqaf.  In the 
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summer of 1952, frustrated by the slow pace of awqaf reform, writers in Misr began 

calling for the Pope to step in and settle the matter.152  Subsequent articles linked Yusab’s 

stalled awqaf reforms to the economic benefits they could reap, expressing 

disappointment in the Pope’s inability to move forward awqaf reform as hindering 

educational projects,153 and juxtaposing the accumulation of awqaf wealth in the 

monasteries to the difficult economic situation faced by many Copts.154  A reoccurring 

theme in several of these articles is of the image of a sincere al-Majlis al-Milli fighting 

for awqaf reform and progress, ultimately being undermined by an entrenched clergy.155  

In spite of hopes that Yusab’s papacy might be a platform for their desired reforms, the 

frustration with awqaf garnered a growing opposition within the Council towards the 

Patriarch. 

 Importantly, many of these increasingly assertive frustrations with awqaf reform 

and reform in general emerged in the aftermath of the Free Officers’ Coup in 1952, and 

came to be expressed in the growing language of “purging” grasped by the community.  

Indicative of the general shift in importance towards communal politics, what started as a 

national phenomenon became directed toward traditional communal bodies of authority.  

Indeed, the previously mentioned article on the disappointment of Yusab’s inability to 

enact reforms was part of a series of articles detailing the purging desired by the 

community; while the part in question dealt specifically with the purging of the clergy, 
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al-Majlis al-Milli itself was the target of the subsequent part.156  Calls for a purge of 

communal bodies became especially loud in the aftermath of the abduction.  According to 

Misr, on August 19, 1954, thousands of Copts signed a petition calling for the purging of 

“undesirable elements” from the community.157 Further articles began to link purging, in 

particular regarding corrupt elements, as a necessary step in enacting meaningful reform, 

with claims that any kind of legislation on the community would be meaningless without 

a purge, and that purging is the “greatest reform” that can be taken.158 

In this context of purging, Yusab’s entourage became one of the primary targets 

for Coptic grievances.  Throughout much of Yusab’s papacy, various figures within the 

Coptic press accused members of his inner circle of using their positions to accrue 

significant wealth and to control clerical appointments.159  In particular, Yusab’s servant, 

Malak Girgis, became the center of accusations of corruption within the patriarchate, and 

his expulsion a key demand of the campaign for purging in general.  An article written in 

Misr soon after the 1952 revolution claimed that “purging will truly begin with the 

dismissal of Malak Girgis.”160  As a former peasant who travelled with the Patriarch as 

his personal servant from his bishopric in Girga, Girgis’s ability to use his proximity to 

Yusab for personal gain was likely particularly aggravating in the context of the 

perceived economic impact of clerical financial mismanagement on the community.  In 
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September 1952, the Pope acquiesced to demands of purging, by releasing five close 

associates charged with corruption;161 Malak Girgis however escaped this purge, and 

continued to draw the grievances of the Copts until the end of Yusab’s papacy. 

Qommus Sergius was especially vehement in his antagonism towards Girgis, 

using the servant’s corruption to ignite a wider campaign against the Patriarch.  Much of 

Sergius’s anger towards Girgis stemmed from the fact that he himself was a victim of the 

purge campaign; sacked as the wakil of the patriarch in July 1952, and fully 

excommunicated the following September,162 Sergius placed most of the blame of his 

downfall on the machinations of Malak Girgis.163  In his typical hyperbolic language, 

Sergius railed against Girgis’s influence and power, claiming that he was not a servant, 

but the master of the Copts, the master of bishops, and the master of every Coptic body.  

Elaborating on this power, Sergius accused Girgis of auctioning off the position of the 

vice-patriarch, a claim that was reprinted in the subsequent issue of the Majallat al-

Madaris al-Ahad.164  Such an accusation is critical in understanding future clerical 

opposition to Pope Yusab; as a lay Copt perceived as holding massive power in the 

appointment of bishops, Malak Girgis was directly challenging the powers of the bishops 

of the Holy Synod themselves. 
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Sergius dedicated much of al-Manarah al-Misriyyah’s August 16th, 1952 issue to 

attacking the character of Girgis and agitating in favor of the purging of the patriarchate.  

Feeding on the revolutionary energy of the period, the front-page article of the issue 

describes the irony of the ousting of King Farouk for his tyranny and corruption, while 

Malak Girgis has been allowed to increase his.  Attempting to rally the bishops to his 

cause, Qommus Sergius made claims that Girgis intentionally plotted to undermine and 

disrupt the meetings of the Holy Synod, and appealed for the body to banish him from the 

Church during its next meeting. Extending the blame to Yusab himself, a subsequent 

article accused the Pope as primarily being interested in advancing his servant’s personal 

interests.  The final pages of the issue are filled with lists of telegrams expressing the 

desire of the youth to participate in purging efforts, and general demands for the purging 

of the patriarchate; many of these telegrams make direct references to corruption and 

Girgis.165  Though it is likely that such attacks were ultimately what led to the downfall of 

Qommus Sergius, the priest’s loud voice and the press coverage that his conflict with the 

Pope received166 were critical for building the links between Yusab, the corruption of 

Malak Girgis, and the fervor for purging. 

With such grievances expressed by the community, the gradual emergence of 

sympathy for Yusab’s abductors is not surprising.  Soon after the event, Kamal Yousef, 

the wakil of al-Majlis al-Milli expressed his personal view that the abduction did not 
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actually constitute a crime, motivated as it was the lack of reform.167  An early statement 

from al-Majlis al-Milli as a body expressed regret that the Coptic youth deemed violence 

as an appropriate means of reform, implicitly indicating support for the ends, rather than 

the means, of JUQ’s efforts.168  This was followed by increased calls from the council and 

other Coptic notables for the Pope to forgive his abductors.169 

The key development came in late September when, after several weeks of 

inaction, the Holy Synod finally met with the Pope in a summit on the 21st, 23rd, and 25th.  

Though the Patriarch nominally sat at the head of meeting, the Holy Synod essentially 

functioned as an antagonistic independent body.  In a historic declaration of demands 

from the Pope, the Holy Synod joined in the council’s calls for the pardon of the 

abductors.  Linking this demand to the wider communal interest in reform and purging, 

the Synod went on to make two even more radical demands:  the banishment of Yusab’s 

entourage, and the transfer of patriarchal responsibilities to a committee of three bishops, 

effectively stripping the Pope of his power.  When faced by these demands, Yusab 

accused the bishops of the Synod of being associates with JUQ, working with the 

organization in a plot to usurp power.  In defending their decision, Bishop Yuanis stated, 

“we defended the youths because in actuality, we defend the patriarchate and its 

honor.”170   
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The decisions appeared generally well received by the Coptic people, with 

members of the Synod receiving letters of support for their actions.171  The Sunday 

School Movement for its part made little direct reference to the decisions of the Synod; 

however, the issue of the magazine following the decisions notably contained an article 

affirming the primacy of bishops in the communal hierarchy, and their roles as guardians 

of the Church.172 The most significant response that the Synod received however, was the 

vocal support given by the members of al-Majlis al-Milli, describing the bishops’ move 

as “the blessed movement.”173 

The alliance that formed between al-Majlis al-Milli and the Holy Synod against 

the Pope seems an unlikely development given the decades of conflict that existed 

between the two previously.  However, the specific problems of the Yusab papacy, as 

well as post-revolutionary political dynamics within the Coptic community provided the 

right circumstances for this coalition to form.  Through his lack of cooperation in 

enacting the awqaf reforms, as well as the abuses of power committed by his entourage, 

Pope Yusab came to represent a set of grievances that antagonized both bodies.  

Additionally, it is likely that both parties were increasingly feeling the pressures of calls 

for purging on themselves.  Both bodies had previously been directly specified as targets 

for purging in articles in Misr.174  The Holy Synod in particular received heated criticism 

for its hesitancy to meet in the aftermath of the abduction.  In a series of articles on the 
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front page of Misr, the author linked this hesitancy with questions of the Synod’s 

sincerity to reform, criticizing the lack of action taken on the abduction, as well as the 

previous blocking of awqaf reform attempts, Synod corruption, and limited commitment 

to purging.175  With this in mind, the Holy Synod’s move against Pope Yusab can be 

viewed as a means of directing the momentum of the purge movement away from the 

body when it was under particular scrutiny. 

With the Council and the Synod firmly aligned against him, Yusab’s powers as 

patriarch were effectively checked.  On September 30th, 1954, Misr printed the 

Patriarch’s official public pardon for the members of JUQ who took part in his 

abduction.176  And though Yusab initially tried to circumvent the demand of a patriarchal 

committee by appointing his own assistant without the approval of the Holy Synod,177 he 

soon acquiesced and appointed a committee of three bishops acceptable under the 

guidance of other Synod members.178  On October 15, 1954, under the supervision of now 

Minister of Supply, Gindy Abdel Malek, the troika of bishops took over papal 

responsibilities.179  Though Yusab made attempts to reassert his power over the next year, 

the mechanism of his ultimate downfall came from outside of the community; indicative 

                                                
175 Misr, 9 September 1954, 22 September 1954, 25 September 1954. 
176 Misr, 30 September 1954. 
177 Misr, 3 October 1954. 
178 Misr, 7 October 1954, 14 October 1954. 
179 Misr, 15 October 1954. 
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of the impending state encroachment on communal affairs, he was removed from office 

and banished to a monastery at the hand of the Council of Ministers in 1955.180 

 In the end, it may be tempting to write off the abduction and eventual ousting of 

Pope Yusab as merely being the result of a particularly unpopular papacy.  However, this 

was not the first time that the unpopularity of a pope had led to removal attempts; indeed, 

all three of his predecessors in the 20th century faced overthrow attempts.  What made 

these cases unsuccessful compared to that of Yusab was the lack of popular support for 

those wishing to oust the popes.181 In the context of the 1940s and 1950s however, the 

growing importance of the papacy, as both a political office and tool in intracommunal 

conflicts, combined with the powerful environment of purging to add particular gravity to 

the grievances, ultimately reaching the point that moves to oust the Pope, both formally 

and informally, could become acceptable.   

Conclusion 

The struggles over the papacy in the period of study help to further highlight the late 

liberal era’s transitional character in terms of Coptic political engagement.  Through the 

intense and unprecedented efforts dedicated to defining the patriarch’s character, the 

                                                
180 TNA FO 371/113775 1955, in Bejtullah Destani, Minorities in the Middle 
East:  Christian Minorities 1838-1967:  Maronite Communities in the Levant 1841-1958 
and Coptic Communities in Egypt 1919-1967. (Slough: Archive Editions, Ltd., 2007), 
579-586. 
181 See Samir Seikaly, “Coptic Communal Reform: 1860-1914,” Middle Eastern Studies 
6, no. 3 (October 1, 1970): 247–75. 258-9, al-Muqattam May 28 1945,  “TNA FO 
141/539/2,” 1935, in Destani, Minorities in the Middle East:  Christian Minorities 1838-
1967:  Maronite Communities in the Levant 1841-1958 and Coptic Communities in Egypt 
1919-1967, 562. 
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growing importance of such a figure is apparent.  Paving the way for the role of the 

patriarch in the neo-millet period, Coptic actors increasingly showed a preference for a 

politically savvy pope who was able to represent the community externally.  On the other 

hand, these struggles served to reflect the competitive political spirit of the liberal era, as 

illustrated through the high levels of contestation between factions, as well as the 

attention given to the popular will of Copts as communal citizens. 

 As was indicated throughout the discussion, the management of awqaf was a 

particularly strong driving force for many of the factional struggles related to the papacy.  

The following section will directly investigate the dynamics fueling this conflict over 

monasterial endowments.  As will be shown, in addition to functioning as a campaign 

platform for debates over the patriarch, the struggle over control over the awqaf served as 

an important source of factional contestation in its own right. 
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Chapter 2:  Management of the Awqaf  

The issue of awqaf management was one of the longest running conflicts in the modern 

Coptic community by the time of the period of study.  Commonly, newspaper articles on 

awqaf would claim that the conflict was one with 70-year roots, placing its origins with 

the establishment of al-Majlis al-Milli in the late 19th century.  What distinguishes the 

nature of the struggle during the late liberal era were the intense ways that it manifested, 

and the at times aggressive ways that competing bodies responded to developments on 

the issue. 

 Though previous legislation had been passed giving al-Majlis al-Milli a degree of 

oversight over the awqaf of the monasteries, these laws were either short-lived or not 

functionally implemented due to resistant clergy.  By the time of the period of study, the 

awqaf were firmly in the hands of the bishops, monastery heads, and the monks of the 

monasteries.  For this reason, most of the discussion below will be centered on the 

actions of the Majlis and its reformist allies.  For the clergy, any reform of the awqaf 

administration meant the encroachment of lay elements into their domain; therefore, mere 

maintenance of the status quo can be read in their favor. 

 On one hand, the struggle for awqaf carried great financial significance.  Though 

the specifics were vague because of the limited accountability of the monastery heads, 

most Copts active in the debate recognized the monastic awqaf as representing a massive 
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source of untapped wealth.182  Accordingly, many of the reformist critiques of the status 

quo awqaf management were based on the lack of oversight over monasterial spending 

and accounts, and the misuse of funds by corrupt monks and monastery heads. 

 Economic arguments for changes in awqaf management were presented primarily 

based on two justifications.  Many proponents of reform called for a need to reorganize 

the monasterial awqaf in order to make the funds more readily available as charity for 

those most in need, an argument that carried particular weight given the economic 

concerns of the 1940s.  On the other hand, for those whose main goal was wider 

communal reform outside of the awqaf management itself, such as educational and 

institutional reformation, the awqaf of the monasteries were recognized as a possible 

means of financing the lofty projects they had in mind.183 

 Outside of the issue’s financial power, control over the awqaf had serious 

communal political implications.  Supporters of the various parties to the debate often 

argued over awqaf as a right guaranteed to certain bodies, the loss of which would 

deprive their patrons of an important competency, and subsequently, a source of power.  

In this way, the transfer of awqaf oversight and management from one body to another 

would not only have a financial impact on the deprived party, but would weaken its 

authority relative to other bodies in the communal balance of power. 
                                                
182 Specifics in both the literature and the primary sources are rare.  For some estimates of 
the value of monasterial holdings, see Ibrahim, The Copts of Egypt: The Challenges of 
Modernisation and Identity, 126, Misr, 25 September 1954, al-Manarah al-Misriyyah, 11 
May 1944. 
183 For example, see, al-Yaqazah, September-October 1944, Majallat al-Madaris al-Ahad, 
July 1947, Misr, July 2 1954 
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 This chapter will deal with three major themes regarding the awqaf struggle.  

First, the issue of awqaf will be discussed for its role in the papal election campaigns, 

with a focus on the importance of the issue in the elections, as well as the way it was used 

by campaigners to garner support.  The second section will explore the various attempts 

that competing actors undertook to create a committee to oversee the awqaf.  The 

emphasis on this section will be place on the landmark February 1944 agreement on the 

awqaf committee and the strong reaction it garnered, with additional commentary on the 

development of future attempts to shape a potential committee.  Finally, discussions of 

awqaf control as a right designated to communal bodies will be addressed; though often 

couched in religious language, these discussions carried political undertones regarding 

the maintenance of power between the competing bodies, and ultimately serving to 

highlight the unique tension between the religious and the political during this period. 

Awqaf as an Election Issue 

As was discussed in the previous chapter, awqaf management and reform were important 

issues in the papal elections of 1944.  In particular, Bishops Macarius and Theophilus 

were important candidates relative to awqaf, with the former pressing for reform in 

management, and the latter, while allowing space for reform, ultimately calling for the 

preservation of clerical control.  As Macarius represented the figure most likely to alter 

the status quo, an overwhelming majority of the discussion of awqaf reform was featured 

in articles on his campaign. 
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 Specifically, the financial power of awqaf and the need for reorganization of its 

management were at the core of the campaign in support of Macarius.  In several articles, 

both Qommus Sergius and members of the Majlis claimed that immediate reform of the 

management of awqaf was a necessity, and claimed that their support for Macarius was 

based on his being the sole candidate who would undertake such reforms.184  Ibrahim 

Minyawi in particular linked the corruption of the bishops and the lack of supervision 

over their activities with awqaf reform and the campaign of Macarius.  In a speech to a 

group of doctors, Minyawi attacked the monastery heads and bishops for their 

mismanagement of awqaf funds that had left the monasteries in a state of chaos; citing 

the lack of oversight of the clerics’ use of the funds, Minyawi demanded restructuring 

awqaf management as a necessary reform, and claimed that only Bishop Macarius could 

bring this about.185  In a more reconciliatory piece, one proponent of Macarius expressed 

his support to the bishop based on the hope that he would initiate a unified high council 

for awqaf, composed of both laymen and clerics.186  This suggestion would take on 

particular relevance in the moves to settle the awqaf issue following the election. 

Supporters of Theophilus, on the defensive from lay reform efforts and hoping to 

preserve awqaf control as a clerical prerogative, chose to present the bishop as the 

benevolent alternative to Minyawi’s inept bishops.  References to the bishop’s 

enrichment and development of the properties under his control, as well as the testimony 

                                                
184 See al-Manarah al-Misriyyah, 1 February 1944, Misr, 10 January 1944, 22 January 
1944. 
185 Misr, 25 January 1944; see also Misr, 24 January 1944. 
186 Misr, 31 January 1944. 
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of his monks regarding his attention to their status, indicated that Theophilus was 

perfectly capable of managing his monastery without external interference.187  

Furthermore, by highlighting the charitable foundations and Coptic associations he had 

founded, supporters presented Theophilus as a bishop who, unlike some of his 

colleagues, put the revenue of his awqaf to the betterment of the community.188 

 An important part of the awqaf debate during the election was the relationship of 

the monks with awqaf and monastery management.  By the period of study, a stereotype 

existed of the monks as lazy, uneducated, and corrupt.  This image produced great 

tension as the monks exerted significant control in the use of awqaf and were subject to 

little oversight on the matter.  Given the considerable wealth of the monasteries, and the 

understanding that this wealth was largely being used for the monks’ personal interests 

rather than benefitting the community, the education and reform of the monks became a 

critical part of the reformers’ electoral campaign.189 

 The awqaf reform project as related to the monks took place in two general 

directions.  First, reorganizing awqaf management in favor of lay encroachment and 

oversight would strip the monks of their ability to use the awqaf revenues as they pleased.  

Then, the reformers argued, the funds from the awqaf could be used as a way to educate 

and reform the monks themselves.190  Beyond its administrative benefits, the 

advancement of the monks through the awqaf carried important implications in terms of 
                                                
187 Misr, 15 January 1944, 29 January 1944. 
188 Misr, 13 January 1944. 
189 For example, see Misr January 15 1944, 1 February 1944. 
190 Misr, January 22 1944. 
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the revival of a stagnant communal religious organization.  Campaigners for Macarius 

seized on this notion of revival through reform, reaching for support with claims that a 

Macarius papacy would usher in a new age, characterized by an enlightened class of 

monks.191 

The education of the monks had important implications with regards to the 

communal balance of power.  Both in and out of elections, the education of the monks 

was recognized as an urgent need due to the monks’ role as the future leaders of the 

church and the community.192  While a noble sounding cause, the use of awqaf in a lay 

directed educational project would give bodies like al-Majlis al-Milli considerable 

influence over the development of the monks, and could contribute in shaping future 

generations of monks more in line with the council’s vision for the community. 

Additionally, the mere need to educate the monks functioned as a harsh critique of 

the Holy Synod by its opponents, as well as a challenge to its realm of authority.  Monks 

were under the authority of the bishops and the heads of the monasteries.  As such, these 

members of the Synod were responsible for the monks’ education and advancement.  By 

pointing out the backwardness and corruption of the monks, and linking this to the 

misuse of communal funds, the reformers were able to indicate a failure on the part of the 

Holy Synod, both in terms of spiritual and material affairs.  With the higher clergy unable 

to fulfill their responsibilities as the patrons of the monks, the suggestion that this task 

                                                
191 Misr, January 22 1944, 1 February 1944. 
192 Al-Manarah al-Misriyyah 1 February 1944, 7 June 1952, al-Yaqazah, September-
October 1944, Misr, 22 January 1944, 29 April 1946. 
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should be entrusted to projects of the reformers served as a direct attack on one of the 

Synod’s competencies. 

Though awqaf reform remained a factor in the 1946 election, discussions of the 

issue were more subdued compared to those of 1944; this can be linked to some of the 

same reasons for the quieter tone of the 1946 elections in general.  Just as papal elections 

had been coming under fire for causing communal divisions, proponents of awqaf reform 

were likewise criticized for sowing discord in the community; an article in al-Yaqaza for 

example, goes as far as to describe al-Majlis al-Milli as going against the principles of 

Christianity for its aggressive approach to awqaf reform.193  In this way, active pursuit of 

awqaf management through the elections could translate to a campaign liability in the 

context of a tense community.  Additionally, the candidates themselves likely contributed 

to the downplayed tone of awqaf in the election.  While the candidates in 1944 included a 

monastery head and bishop with a history of awqaf reform, Bishop Yusab and Dawud 

Maqari had limited awqaf-related credentials going into the campaign. 

Ibrahim Luqa, one of the few actors to actually become more vocal in the 1946 

campaign, framed awqaf reform as a critical need for the future of the church and the 

community.  However, in accordance with the subdued tone of the 1946 elections, as well 

as the more reserved nature of Luqa in general, the call for reform is notably less 

antagonistic than previous discussions of awqaf.  Instead, the need for responsible use of 

awqaf to achieve the goals of the church is stressed.  Rather than attacking the monks and 
                                                
193 al-Yaqazah, September-October 1944; additionally, see al-Manarah al-Misriyyah, 30 
March 1946. 
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bishops for misuse of funds, Luqa focused on the great potential for reforming the church 

as an institution that the awqaf, with its significant wealth, held.194  

One of the strongest and most detailed pieces discussing awqaf during the 1946 

campaign was an open letter to the candidates published on April 29th.  Importantly, the 

letter is addressed to all candidates in the election, and is critical of both al-Majlis al-

Milli and the Holy Synod, ultimately avoiding association of the divisiveness of 

discussing awqaf with any particular faction or candidate.  The author of the article goes 

on to question what the candidates intentions are regarding accountability of the 

management of the awqaf, claiming that mismanagement of the funds had resulted in the 

loss of hundreds of thousands of Egyptian pounds and an ignorant class of monks unfit 

for leadership.  While the author questions the ability of the Majlis to be able to produce 

better results itself, the source of the problem is clearly attributed to the bishops, with the 

author giving several examples of the bishops’ own blatant misuse of funds for their 

personal gain.195 

While explicit mentions of the issue of awqaf were less present in the 1946 

elections, awqaf reform still managed to play significant indirect role as a campaigning 

tool.  As has been mentioned, an important part of the awqaf reformers efforts was the 

legitimization of their project based on the need to educate and improve the status of the 

monks.  The constant hammering of the necessity to improve the conditions of Egyptian 

monasticism contributed to a wider image of the monks as inept and backwards.  This 
                                                
194 Misr, 4 March 1946. 
195 Misr, 29 April 1946. 
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image fit nicely with the attacks used by the opponents of the monastic candidates in 

1946, which were often based around the isolation of the monks and their inability to 

manage worldly affairs.196 

Both 1944 and 1946 saw the election of popes who were supported in the hope 

that they would enact meaningful reform of awqaf funds as a means to revive the 

community.  However, the specific way that this reform would manifest was left 

uncertain.  This ambiguity of the practical application of this reform would lead to an 

extremely tense struggle for awqaf administration outside of papal electoral politics. 

The Committee for Awqaf 

Previous attempts at Majlis encroachment in awqaf had seen little success.  Though 

previous legislation, such as the 1883 constitution of the Majlis and the 1928 law on 

awqaf had given some authority to the council, these laws were typically abrogated by 

subsequent laws, or undermined in their functional implementation by weak councils and 

resistant clergy.  The opposition of popes Kyrillos V and Yoannis XIX was an important 

factor is blocking Majlis inroads on this project.  In the aftermath of the 1944 papal 

election al-Majlis al-Milli was at the perfect position to aggressively pursue a resolution 

to the matter, having built a strong coalition with a reform-minded pope, as well as a 

popular and outspoken representative of the clergy in Qommus Sergius; the 

overwhelming support of the electorate in favor of a candidate with awqaf reform at the 

center of his campaign even gave a loose sense of popular mandate. 

                                                
196 Misr, 14 April 1946, 23 April 1946. 
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 The move on the awqaf came quickly.  On February 23rd, the members of al-

Majlis al-Milli convened privately with the patriarch in a session presided over by 

Minyawi.  The result, as reported by Misr, was a bold agreement that firmly placed awqaf 

management in the hands of the Majlis and the pope.  The awqaf would now be managed 

by a special committee, subservient to the general Majlis, consisting of four members of 

the council, and presided over by the wakil.  These members were to be elected directly 

by the Majlis; in its initial manifestation therefore, the committee would be presided over 

by Minyawi, and included like-minded allies like Raghib Iskander and Gindy Abdel 

Malak.  The patriarch, though not formally a member of this committee, was given 

oversight over it. 

 In addition to awqaf administration, the specific mandate of the council granted 

its members significant power into the affairs of the monasteries.  As part of the 

agreement, the council was tasked to create an internal organization for the properties of 

the monastery.  In a particularly drastic encroachment on the clerics’ domain in the 

monasteries, the agreement stated that the appointment and dismissal of the overseers of 

the monasteries would now be based on the committee’s recommendation.  Apparently 

already seeing the matter as settled, the text of the agreement came with the mandate for 

immediate action; the committee was to undertake a sweeping inventory of monasterial 

properties and accounts, and by the next day, members of the Majlis had already been 

assigned specific monasteries to inspect.197  

                                                
197 Misr, 23 February 1944, 24 February 1944. 
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For Misr, which was increasingly expressing its pro-Majlis sympathies in the 

aftermath of the Macarius victory, the agreement was praised as nothing short of 

revolutionary.  On February 25th, the front page of the paper featured the images of Pope 

Macarius and Ibrahim Minyawi under the headline “A new age reform in the shadow of 

the agreement between the clerics and the people.”  This title is emblematic of the way 

the Majlis and its supporters perceived themselves and the fruits of their struggle in this 

moment of power.  With “the people” standing in for Majlis, the council was portrayed in 

the in the democratic idiom of the liberal era with which it had increasingly began to 

identify itself—essentially, as a political body representing the will of the people.  

Equally telling was the use of “clerics” to describe Macarius, seemingly ignoring the 

diversity of opinion expressed by the clergy in the preceding elections; with the electoral 

victory of Macarius the struggle with the Synod had been settled, and now the pope 

himself was the only cleric that mattered in the eyes of the Majlis. 

The article goes on to frame the agreement as part of a wider generational struggle, in 

which reactionary forces had continuously stifled a budding communal revival (nahda).  

With the defeat of the reactionaries, the current generation of Copts would see the their 

struggles, and those of their predecessors, finally rewarded with the ushering in of a new 

age.  Ultimately, the article underscores the communal political significance of the 

struggle over awqaf, rather than the practical development in entailed; instead of focusing 

on the upcoming reform efforts, and how the awqaf would be used, the text of the article 
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is largely dedicated to the portrayal Minyawi and Macarios as the victorious heroes of the 

people in the face of the reactionaries.198 

In this atmosphere of celebration, Macarius and the Majlis wasted no time in putting 

the mandate of the agreement towards checking the power of the Holy Synod.  On the 

26th of February, the pope sent a letter to the bishops informing them that the agreement 

was meant to revive the defunct Majlis laws of 1927, and asked that they do there part to 

assist the wakil of the Majlis in implementing the task; the letter was immediately made 

public by Misr, and labeled “a historic document.”199  Two days later, an ad posted by the 

Majlis appeared in the paper posting a position for the administration of the monasteries; 

the ad requested an individual with a foreign degree and ten years of experience in 

business administration, and offered a significant monthly salary in addition to 

bonuses.200 

Opposition to the agreement began to mobilize as fast its supporters.  On the same 

day Misr printed the pope’s letter to the bishops, it additionally mentioned that a 

significant portion of the Holy Synod had met with the pope, including powerful bishops 

like Theophilus, Sawiris, and Ibram, as well as the heads of the monasteries of al-

Muharaq, Demiana, and Bishoy.201  Alongside letters of support congratulating the parties 

to the agreement on their success came telegrams from monks and bishops voicing their 

                                                
198 Misr, 25 February 1944. 
199 Misr, 26 February 1944. 
200 Misr, 28 February 1944. 
201 Misr, 26 February 1944. 



86 
 

strong opposition to the measure;202 one, illustrating the vulnerability of the bishops at 

this juncture actually welcomed a program for the reformation of the monks, but asks that 

such a program, as well as the management of the awqaf, be left in the hands of the Holy 

Synod.203 

In the context of this growing opposition, further details began to emerge indicating 

some role, however limited, for the bishops in the projects of the committee.  For 

example, in the subcommittee designated to undertake the education and advancement of 

the monks, Bishop Theophilus was allotted a role alongside Habib Masri and Qommus 

Sergius.  Additionally, the Majlis members tasked with conducting the inventory of the 

monasteries were each assigned a minor bishop, specifically ones who were not 

monastery heads, to accompany them to the monasteries.204  However, this information 

was revealed alongside claims by members of the Holy Synod that after the pope sent his 

letter to the bishops regarding the implementation of the committee’s program, Ibrahim 

Minyawi made a point to visit the bishops to explain what the letter truly meant; 

according to the bishops, the wakil made it clear that the agreement entailed the complete 

surrendering of awqaf management to the Majlis.205  Whatever limited role the bishops 

were offered in the deal, for the Holy Synod, the awqaf agreement signaled the Majlis’s 

intent for a full takeover of what had once been under their sole authority. 

                                                
202 Misr, 28 February 1944, 29 February 1944. 
203 Misr, 28 February 1944. 
204 Misr, 4 March 1944. 
205 al-Muqattam, 4 March 1944. 
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In the months following the agreement, reports began to emerge of the bishops 

resisting the implementation of the committee’s program.  In an article in Misr aiming to 

clarify the intentions of the committee in the face of this growing opposition, the author 

explains that, from the beginning, when the reformers refer to “the people,” they include 

the clerics.  However, among these clerics are some who resist reform and want to retain 

their positions of power.  According to the article’s author, rather being interested in the 

welfare of the monasteries, these clerics, specifically identified as the monastery heads, 

give primacy to the control of the awqaf and its finances.206  Rather than a battle between 

al-Majlis al-Milli and the Holy Synod, the article presented a picture of the unity of the 

Coptic people against an isolated and intransigent clerical faction. 

On May 10th, Misr reported that Pope Macarius sent a letter to the bishops and 

monastery heads informing them that the deadline to implement the program of the 

committee had elapsed the previous day.207  Faced with growing pressure from the 

patriarch, along with the reformers’ increased efforts of their isolation, the Holy Synod 

began to mobilize for a bold move against its opponents.  On May 23rd, the Bishop of 

Gharbiya announced that the Synod had convened the previous day, deliberately without 

the pope, and that it would soon release the details of the decisions it took.208 

The full text of the May 22nd decision of the Holy Synod appeared in the early June 

issue of al-Manarah al-Misriyyah; Qommus Sergius, increasingly estranged from the 

                                                
206 Misr, 25 April 1944. 
207 Misr, 10 May 1944. 
208 Misr, 23 May 1944. 
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reformers, offered one of the few mediums in which the bishops’ demands could be 

expressed publicly in their full detail.  Rather than attacking the Majlis, the Synod’s 

statement placed all of the blame for the awqaf agreement on Pope Macarius.  The pope, 

the bishops claimed, had effectively handed the leadership of the church over to the 

Majlis, a move violating church tradition.  Equally in breach of the law of the church was 

the pope’s functional consolidation of power in himself, enacted by bypassing his 

brothers in the Synod in the decision to cede a clerical prerogative to a non-clerical body. 

The statement concluded with two formal decisions enacted by the Holy Synod:  that the 

actions of the pope were definitively outside of the law of the church, and that his 

decision on awqaf reform was formally cancelled by the body.  Following the text of the 

Synod’s decisions, Sergius ominously stated that “this does not need clarifications as its 

implications are clear.”209 

The implication that needed no explanation was that the May 22 meeting of the Holy 

Synod was effectively a coup.  On one hand, the Synod had challenged and overruled the 

pope’s authority by the formal announcement of the cancellation of his decision.  The 

Synod’s decision to convene without the pope however, presented the more powerful 

contestation of papal power.  For the bishops, the pope’s formal position was that of the 

Bishop of Alexandria, and rather than acting as the authority over the Synod, was merely 

the first among equals as a member; in other words, the pope’s authority stemmed from 

within the Synod itself, rather than any sense of leadership external to the body.  By 

                                                
209 Al-Manarah al-Misriyyah, 8 June 1944. 
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formally and deliberately excluding Macarius from the session, the bishops had, from 

their interpretation of church law, cut off the pope from his source of authority.  

However, given the lack of precedence on this matter, the way in which this removal of 

power would functionally manifest was unclear.  Indeed, as evidenced a decade later with 

the messy overthrow of Yusab II, the pope was only removed from his position with a 

powerful coalition of lay and clerical interests, and even then resisted until the 

government intervened. 

The Holy Synod of 1944 however, did not have such powerful support.  The actions 

of the Synod were immediately attacked and condemned by the reformers.  In an 

interesting turn, al-Majlis al-Milli, which had for decades struggled against both the 

power of the patriarchs as well as the rigors of church tradition, suddenly became a 

staunch defender of the laws of the church.  In a series of counterstatements, the Majlis, 

based on its interpretation of the patriarch that downplayed the pope’s status as a bishop, 

claimed that it was actually the Synod who had broken church law by straying from 

tradition and convening without the patriarch.  In view of the statements of both the 

Majlis and the Synod, this disagreement on the nature of the patriarch functioned as a 

continuation of the debate on monks versus bishops as acceptable papal candidates.210 

In a peculiar, and potentially dangerous move for a body increasingly legitimizing its 

actions on democratic terms, the Majlis placed the pope’s authority outside of the 

structure of the Synod; instead, the patriarch functioned as the successor to Saint Mark, 
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whose authority stemmed from God.  If the pope is the successor to Saint Mark, then the 

bishops are merely his deputies.  This hierarchal establishment was critical in brining 

awqaf control back to the forefront of the issue.  According to Minyawi, as deputies of 

the patriarch, the bishops and monastery heads had no right to authority over the awqaf; 

rather, they were delegated oversight of the awqaf by the patriarch, and therefore had no 

right to challenge his authority on the issue.211 

With the legitimacy of the Holy Synod rejected both on the grounds of meeting 

without the pope and its authority over awqaf in general, the Majlis released its own 

official statement deeming the decisions of the Holy Synod invalid, based on their 

occurring outside of the papal mandate.212  In terms of a resolution of the awqaf issue, a 

functional deadlock had been reached.  However, in terms of the communal balance of 

power, the Majlis and its allies still held the upper hand, albeit from a weaker position 

than they had been in February.  This position was particularly delicate.  By asserting the 

dominance of the patriarch as leader of the community, the Majlis had largely reduced its 

own power to a status of dependence on its alliance with the patriarch. 

Within a year, the fortunes of al-Majlis al-Milli had shifted, and the authority it 

vested in the patriarch was turned against it.  Between the summers of 1944 and 1945, 

Pope Macarius had shifted away from the Majlis in favor of aligning with the bishops.  

Vivian Ibrahim indicates that a prime cause of this shift may have been the aggressive 

way that al-Majlis al-Milli, and in particular Minyawi, had been asserting itself in 
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communal politics.213  This notion can likewise be seen in the statements of Qommus 

Sergius, who, while remaining close to Macarius throughout the struggle, had largely 

broken with the reformers in the aftermath of the February 23rd agreement.  Similarly 

adopting political idiom, Sergius described the principles of the agreement as being 

forced by the “dictatorial hand” of the Majlis at the expense and exclusion of those 

clerics who had been calling for a democratic church.  Seeking to distance the pope from 

the maneuverings of the Majlis, Sergius claimed a tension between the document of the 

Majlis and the pope’s intentions for reform, stating that while the pope wanted awqaf 

authority in the hands of the committee, over which he had oversight, al-Majlis al-Milli 

wanted the administration to be put under Minyawi himself.214  By the time of the events 

of May 1945, Sergius had launched an open attack on the authority and competencies of 

the Majlis, citing the lack of such bodies in other churches, and the council’s warped 

interpretation of scriptures.215 

With the factional balance of power reversed in its favor, the Holy Synod convened in 

the patriarchate on May 28, 1945, this time under the leadership of the pope.  The result 

of this meeting was the issuance of a long and wide-ranging list of decisions.  At the core 

of many of these decisions were explicit checks on the power of the Majlis, including a 

call for a patriarch-appointed committee to oversee the Majlis and to hold the body 

accountable, as well as a rejection of the council’s competencies in drafting personal 
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status law.  The key decision of the Synod’s statement was that regarding the council for 

awqaf management.  A council for oversight would remain, but its character would be 

significantly altered, now consisting of 12 members, half clerical, and half laymen, all 

selected by the pope.  While the Majlis was not prohibited from membership in this 

council, the lack of specification of who the six laymen would be deprived the council of 

a formal and permanent role in awqaf oversight.216 

Given the reversal of factional alignments that brought about the pro-cleric decisions 

on awqaf management, it is tempting to look at this as a moment of particular strength for 

the Holy Synod.  However, since the interests of the Synod had previously been upheld 

by maintaining the status quo on awqaf management, the fact that the bishops called for 

any oversight council at all indicates the particularly vulnerable position that the body 

was in in the face of aggressive reformer maneuvering.  While politically the balance of 

power had shifted away from the Majlis for the time, the reformers had gained some 

progress in the awqaf issue on a practical level, merely by forcing the bishops’ hand to 

act. 

Three months later, Macarius had died, and the 1945 council attempt, like its 

predecessors, ultimately did not manifest.  For several years, concrete moves to establish 

a new council for awqaf failed to take shape.  However, contrary to Vivian Ibrahim’s 

claim that awqaf simply declined as communal interest,217 the continuous presence of 

discussions on awqaf related to reform and management indicate that it was still an 
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important arena of communal debate.  Instead, a series of circumstances likely made the 

pursuit of concrete developments in awqaf management difficult.  With the lack of action 

actually working in its favor, the Holy Synod had little reason to initiate a new round of 

reform efforts, or even to press for the implementation of its previous decisions on a 

council for awqaf.  As for al-Majlis al-Milli, its efforts were directed at more immediate 

concerns regarding the communal balance of power, first directing its energy towards the 

election of Pope Yusab, and later struggling to preserve its existence in the face of 

government encroachment. 

A 1948 statement in al-Yaqazah sums up the mood of al-Majlis al-Milli regarding 

awqaf reform during the early years of the Yusab papacy.  The terse statement, written by 

Majlis member Nabih Yusuf and addressed the patriarch, begins by framing awqaf 

management as a decades long struggle, in which the 1944 agreement was a historic 

opportunity.  Painfully however, the author states, its suggestions went unheeded and 

were not implemented.  While the author goes on to make a list of recommendations 

related to awqaf oversight, including a joint lay-clerical body for management, the core 

drive of the article is a call for organizing charity efforts to attend to the needy of the 

community.  Though awqaf reform as still the goal, for the time, the functional need of 

such reform of providing for the poor took precedence over its formal implementation.218 

The growing criticism of the debate as a source of division in the community also 

likely discouraged any strong moves in the aftermath of the struggle under Macarius.  
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This criticism would be characteristic throughout the period of study.  In the midst of the 

struggles of 1944, Ibrahim Luqa published an article titled “A statement from the men of 

reform” in al-Yaqaza on the matter of awqaf.  In general it seems, Luqa was in agreement 

with the reformer’s program, agreeing that reform was needed, particularly regarding the 

training of monks as the future leaders of the church.  Recognizing the significant funds 

necessary for such reform, Luqa explicitly identified awqaf as a source of financing these 

projects.  Regardless of his shared interest in the specifics of reform, Luqa broke sharply 

with al-Majlis regarding its tactics.  The priest accused the council of embarking on the 

path of conflict, and undermining the integrity of the church, ultimately leading him to 

take a stance of neutrality on the issue.  Shrewdly, Luqa claimed that the Majlis’s 

struggle over awqaf was not truly in agreement with the purpose of reform on which it 

justified its actions, an implicit recognition of the communal political undertones of the 

conflict.219  Article’s like Luqa’s betray a characteristic irony common to critiques of 

awqaf during this period; while claiming neutrality and criticizing the focus on awqaf for 

its divisiveness, the explicit support for reform measures served to keep the debate alive. 

The Sunday School Movement, which began publishing its magazine in 1947, was 

likewise vocal in its critique of the divisions caused by the awqaf debate.  Recognizing 

the legitimate concerns over awqaf as a means to fund reform and revive the institutions 

of the church, the magazine charged that voices in the debate had begun to abuse the 
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word awqaf at the expense of those who served to benefit from such reform.220  Various 

articles challenged the sincerity of the bodies’ commitment of reform based on their 

fixation with awqaf rather than other important reform measures.  An early article 

carrying particularly religious undertones reminded the parties to the debate that while 

awqaf could be an important resource in financing reform, funds do not stand in for 

works in achieving true revival.221  This frustration with the focus on money is 

increasingly transparent in the magazine as the debate failed to reach a resolution.  In an 

article published alongside renewed Majlis attempts at oversight, the author criticized the 

Majlis for focusing its reform efforts solely at awqaf and nothing else, claiming the 

council seems to think that money is the secret that will suddenly solve life’s problems.222  

The clerics were also the targets of magazine’s critique.  A 1953 article titled “The Satan 

of the funds” criticized the recent praise the monastery heads received for increasing the 

revenues of their properties; what good was raising this revenue, the article asked, if the 

fund were not be used for the benevolence of the people?223  The emphasis on meaningful 

and practical reform in these articles is illustrative of the Movement’s future role as the 

drivers of reform from within the church. 

The next major move on awqaf came in the summer of 1952.  In the context of the 

crises that would culminate in the Free Officers’ coup, the Majlis began to meet to put 

forward a new plan on settling the awqaf issue.  The result of Majlis sessions on May 15th 
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and 22nd, 1952 was the extension of an olive branch to the Holy Synod in the form of a 

particularly conciliatory council proposal.  The proposal called for a council consisting of 

both bishops and members of the Majlis.  However, in a retreat from previous Majlis 

assertion, the committee itself would have little power in management, primarily 

exercising a role of oversight regarding the accounts and budgets of the monasteries; 

management of the monastery properties and the awqaf would remain in the hands of the 

monks and the heads of the monasteries.224  The Synod, likely reading the council’s 

retreat on the matter of administration, in addition to the communal balance of power at 

the time, as a sign of Majlis weakness, saw no reason to allow even limited lay 

encroachment on awqaf and ultimately rejected the proposal.225 

The Synod’s rejection of the proposal led the council to convene a series of follow up 

sessions and conferences in June 1952.  The attendance of these meetings is of important 

note.  Notably, Pope Yusab, despite formally serving as the head of the Majlis was not 

present; on the other hand, Qommus Sergius, who was serving as the wakil of the pope at 

the time, was in attendance and actively participated throughout the proceedings.  It is 

unclear if Sergius was present in an official capacity relative to the patriarchate, 

especially given the increased estrangement between the priest and the pope at the time.  

However, both the absence of Yusab and the presence of Sergius were likely fueled by 

similar dynamics.  By 1952, Pope Yusab was increasingly coming under attack from the 
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Majlis and its allies for his ineffectiveness and the corruption of his entourage; Sergius 

likewise had been engaging in vehement criticism of the pope, an activity that saw him 

increasingly isolated from the clerical establishment.  Though notable tension existed 

between Sergius and members of the Majlis throughout the conferences, each presented a 

lesser evil as a partner in the struggle against the entrenched church leadership. 

The first follow up session took place on June 12th, and from the start was 

characterized by the appeal to democratic legitimacy.  According to Sergius, as the 

session was preparing to convene, the wakil placed a sign on the chamber doors 

explaining that the session was secret, and therefore journalists were not allowed to be 

present.  This move was strongly opposed by the other members of the Majlis, claiming 

that it was not within the rights of the wakil to make such a decision, but a competence of 

the Majlis as a body.  One member of the Majlis argued that it would not befit the council 

for the session to be conducted in secret, as it concerned a matter of great interest to the 

people; if the session worked in the interests of the people, the member concluded, then 

there was nothing to fear.226  The sign was ultimately taken down, and journalists were 

allowed to be present, a move praised by al-Yaqazah as a historic moment of 

transparency for the council.227  With the Majlis mobilizing without the backing of the 

pope, it was once again important to emphasize legitimacy through the people. 

The appeal to the people was present not only in the form of the sessions, but also in 

their plan of action.  Aggravated by the rejection of their stripped down proposal on 
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awqaf management, the session announced that it had decided with consensus to both 

reaffirm the legal right of al-Majlis al-Milli in matters regarding the awqaf of the 

monasteries, as well to make public to the Coptic people the Synod’s rejection of their 

proposal.  To add momentum to the movement, the council called for the elite of the 

Coptic community, including current and former government ministers, lawyers, doctors, 

engineers, and university professors, to join the Majlis for a final follow up conference on 

June 27.228  As this class of Copts had been major supporters of Yusab in both elections, 

their presence alongside the Majlis would provide an important indicator of the declining 

popularity of the pope through popular mandate. 

This final session, according to Qommus Sergius, was attended not only by the 

Coptic elite, but also by Copts of a wide range of social strata.  Emboldened by the 

support they had received from the people, the speeches of the Majlis members reflected 

the aggressive stance of the council of 1944, with Minyawi and Raghib Iskander 

returning to the narrative of a reform-minded Majlis being resisted by a reactionary 

clergy that wanted to use awqaf funds for itself.  Once again, the bishops were accused of 

standing in the way of the people rather than merely the Majlis as a body; it was the 

desire of progress of the people that the clerics blocked, and reform projects of the people 

that they had disrupted.  In a complete turnaround of the meek proposal in May, the 
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conference pledge its full support for the right of the Majlis in management of awqaf 

based on the laws of 1883 and 1927.229 

Despite this show of strength, the Majlis still needed the consent of the patriarch 

before any changes in management could be implemented; importantly, though the pope 

was an external figure to the sessions, it was declared in each session that the decisions 

would be sent on to him.  The first concrete response was the prompt sacking of Qommus 

Sergius from his position as wakil leading to his decline into marginalization; the Majlis, 

who had allies elsewhere now, had little reason to defend him.  Finally in September 

1952, Pope Yusab, under the pressure of the calls for purging that had been on the rise 

since the July coup, announced that he would be responding to these demands by 

establishing an independent administration for the management of awqaf.230  The pope’s 

new committee, which brought both the Holy Synod and al-Majlis al-Milli to the table, 

would consist of four members of each, chosen by the pope, and given a mandate to 

administer awqaf and the advance the status of the monasteries.  Ultimately however, the 

committee never materialized, apparently due the Synod’s reluctance to take any firm 

steps in implementation.231 

 The lack of materialization of this administration likely contributed to the 

frustrations behind the tense circumstances surrounding the 1954 papal abduction.  With 

their great appeal to the Coptic people returning little tangible results, the members of the 
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Majlis turned to the government for one final push to resolve the matter of awqaf.  

Though government interference had been resisted in the past, by 1954 the Majlis had an 

important governmental ally in minister of supply Gindy Abdel Malak, himself a former 

member both of al-Majlis al-Milli and the committee of the February 1944 agreement.  In 

many ways, Abdel Malek, despite holding authority through national office, functioned 

as a communal body himself, as the “Coptic minister” in the cabinet; a British report on 

Coptic affairs at the time went as far as to claim that the minister of supply, “as the 

Coptic minister in the cabinet bears the Governmental responsibility for Coptic affairs.232  

Like Boutros Ghali decades before him, Abdel Malak began to use his power in the 

cabinet to force a favorable resolution of the matter. 

 The result of Abdel Malak’s efforts was the formation of a ministerial committee 

tasked with the question of awqaf.  Abdel Malak served as the main interface between the 

Coptic community and the committee, meeting with both members of the Synod and the 

Majlis and clarifying the role of the committee in the Coptic press as it was deliberating 

on a resolution in late August 1954.233  The presence of Abdel Malak on this committee 

gave great hope to those in support of pro-Majlis reform, with an article in Misr for 

example, claiming that as Abdel Malak had once been a part of the Majlis, and had been 
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one of its members to clash with the bishops over awqaf management, he knew the views 

of the people, and would ensure a favorable outcome for the Majlis.234 

The committee issued its decision in the context of a Synod temporarily rendered 

ineffective by in its inability to convene over the papal abduction case.  Awqaf 

management would be placed under the control of a special committee in the patriarchal 

diwan, composed of a member of the leadership of the Majlis, in addition to four of its 

elected members, as well as three bishops or monastery heads appointed by the pope.235  

When the Holy Synod eventually met, fearing that its dominance over the awqaf was 

finally at an end at the hand of the government, it issued a last ditch defense, claiming 

that awqaf was a sanctity of the church, a move that was mocked in the Misr as merely a 

means of protecting the Synod’s finances from reform and purging.236  Clarifying the 

details of the council’s decision, Gindy Abdel Malek likewise criticized the Synod, 

claiming that the bishops were attempting to abuse the understanding of church law.  

Citing the massive wealth of the monasteries, alongside the lack of oversight of awqaf, 

and the poor status of the monks, Abdel Malek stated that the Coptic people had revolted 

against the status quo, and demanded that the affairs of the monasteries be removed from 

the hands of the monastery heads.  Abdel Malek concluded this clarification with an 

invitation to the bishops to join the Coptic people on the path to reform.237 
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With the decision of the ministerial committee, the Majlis had scored what appeared 

to be a conclusive victory in its decades long struggle.  Not only had a committee for 

awqaf oversight been mandated, but its membership was in favor of the Majlis.  

However, this would not be the government’s last ruling on the awqaf.  In spite of the 

hopes raised by Abdel Malek’s intervention, when the government did eventually rule on 

the awqaf issue definitively, it would come as a major setback for al-Majlis al-Milli.   

Awqaf Management as a Right 

While the struggle over awqaf has largely been discussed in terms of political 

maneuvering and debates on the administration as a contestable mandate, it is also 

important to consider the way that awqaf was discussed as a legitimate right of competing 

bodies.  The notion of awqaf as a competency specifically designated to the authority of 

certain bodies was an important factor in shifts in communal alliances, particularly when 

one faction was deemed as encroaching on another’s rights.  The competing use of 

religious and political legitimizations underscores the tensions of the transitionary period, 

as bodies attached to the communal religious structure became increasingly politicized.   

 Qommus Sergius, despite all of his seeming inconsistencies during the period, 

was actually fairly rigid on the matter of awqaf management as a clerical right; in fact, 

his commitment to this idea was an important motivation in his shifts in factional 

alignments in the debate.  Explaining his opposition to the February 1944 agreement, 

Sergius accused the agreement as having excluded the clerics, both in the negotiations of 

agreement, and its operative mandate.  Expressing suspicion at Majlis pressure in the 
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agreement, Sergius claimed that the text was at odds with the reform program of the 

pope, as Macarius would never exclude the Holy Synod in such a matter.238  That is not to 

say that Sergius was against awqaf reform and external oversight, as the priest welcomed 

such efforts throughout the period of study.  However, this reform could never come at 

the expense of the Synod’s role in awqaf management.  Following the rejection of the 

May 1952 proposal by the clergy, Sergius told the clerics that they had had every right to 

oppose the plan of the February 1944 agreement, as it had sought to take the right of 

awqaf administration from the clergy in favor of the Majlis; however, in rejecting the 

1952 proposal, with its mandate of oversight rather than management, the clergy were 

merely avoiding responsibility.239 

 For Sergius, the right of the clerics over awqaf came from the divine authority 

mandated to them through the Bible, the laws of the prophets, and the traditions of the 

Church, which together functioned as a spiritual constitution.  Importantly, Sergius 

directly countered the Majlis’s appeal to “the people” with the divine authority of the 

church over affairs of a religious matter, citing the example of other denominations in 

which non-clerical figures are not allowed to interfere in the religious domain.  Sergius 

saw no ambiguity in the nature of awqaf; in spite of its worldly significance as a financial 

resource, it was an expressly religious institution.240 
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 Not surprisingly, religious legitimation through the traditions and laws of the 

church was primary tactic regarding authority used by the Holy Synod and its supporters.  

As has been noted, when the Holy Synod issued its decisions against the February 1944 

agreement, it did so primarily from the perspective of the pope’s violation of church laws.  

Even before the controversial move, a memorandum issued by the Synod expressed a 

suspicion similar to that of Sergius on the agreement, stating that it would never expect 

the pope to intentionally violate church laws by handing over awqaf power to the 

Majlis.241  In the Synod’s counter resolution on awqaf the next year, the clerics both 

affirmed their authority through the church and implicated the Majlis in breaking it by 

including a specific point prohibiting the implementation of rulings counter to church 

law.242   Appeals to religious law would continue outside of the context of the 1944-45 

awqaf crisis.  For example, following the 1952 sessions on awqaf, the Majlis was 

challenged on its competency in making such decisions, with an article Misr claiming 

that, as awqaf was a church affair, its right of management fell to the Holy Synod and the 

patriarch alone.243 

 For al-Majlis al-Milli, the argument for legitimate right over awqaf was largely 

based the authority granted to the body from sources outside of the religious hierarchy.  

From the very beginning, the allocation of power over awqaf to the Majlis was given 

justification as the legacy of the government ruling on awqaf which had likewise given 
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the council considerable authority in the matter, but had failed to take shape due to 

clerical resistance.244  Additionally, Majlis members gave emphasis to the 1883 

amendment to the body’s constitution that originally asserted its competencies in awqaf, 

claiming that abrogation of the 1928 law effectively signaled the implementation the 

amendment.245  Both the 1883 amendment and the 1927 law came to the fore again in 

1952, with the final session in June declaring the support of the Majlis’s right over awqaf 

based on the legitimacy granted by both documents.246 

 With these conflicting forms of legitimacy in mind, it is difficult to exaggerate the 

significance of the events surrounding the May 1944 Holy Synod in highlighting both the 

intensity of communal contestation, as well as the tension and ambiguity between 

political and religious authority during this period.  Interestingly, both parties attempted 

to use their rivals’ legitimizing authority against them.  In its initial response to the 

February 1944 agreement, the Holy Synod, facing a challenge to its own religious 

authority with the pope’s role in the agreement, actually cited government legislation 

alongside church law for the agreements invalidity; specifically, the Synod claimed that 

the 1928 government decree on awqaf only gave the Majlis the right to oversight.247  This 

approach promptly collapsed, when the government, likely hoping to see a quick 

resolution to this intracommunal squabbling, cancelled the 1928 decree in mid-March.248  
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Deprived of an alternative that could undercut the agreement via the Majlis, the Holy 

Synod was forced to take the desperate step of challenging the pope on his religious 

authority.  Though initially a setback for the Synod, the maneuver would pave the way 

for the defeat of the Majlis in 1945 by pushing the lay council to compete in the realm of 

religious authority, ultimately undermining its independent political power by 

emphasizing the sole authority of the pope on religious grounds. 

 The debate over awqaf on grounds of legitimate right helps to emphasize the 

ambiguous nature of authority in the context of communal competition and transition.  

With the shift of political power from the national to the communal, bodies that had 

traditionally found their authority relative to the communal religious structure struggled 

to clarify their sources of legitimacy.  As evidenced by the maneuvering of competing 

bodies in the spring of 1944, this ambiguity of legitimacy led actors to take inconsistent 

and often contradictory stances on authority when faced with crisis and challenge. 

Conclusion 

The struggle over awqaf was one of the longest running and hardest fought battles in the 

Coptic community when the space for communal contestation was open, serving as a key 

factor in the inception of both transitional periods.  Though the financial utility of awqaf, 

as funding for both reform and charity, was important and grasped upon by players, the 

source of its contention seemed to primarily be its political implications.  Based on both 

the way the struggle manifested and the language used to argue over awqaf control, the 

debate on awqaf, rather than serving as a source of factionalism as some critics charged, 
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functioned as an important tool for already existing factions to assert authority, while 

challenging that of others.  It is this political importance in a period of heightened 

communal competition that explains the occurrence of drastic political moves, in 

particular the May 1944 Holy Synod.  Given this level of contention, it is not surprising 

that the matter of awqaf management was never settled inside of the community.  As will 

be shown in the conclusion, the government’s intervention into the issue in 1955 would 

serve as a critical step in the transition from communal contestation to the neo-millet. 
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Chapter 3:  Al-Majlis al-Milli as a Body of Contestation 

Throughout the research, al-Majlis al-Milli has been at the forefront of the debates of the 

period of study, serving as one of the primary actors generating contestation.  In both of 

the previous debates, the Majlis has largely been portrayed as a subject of the debates, 

contributing significantly to campaigns for successful candidates in the papal elections, 

and fighting to strengthen its competencies in the case of awqaf.  However, little has been 

said of the body as the object of some of the period’s communal struggles. 

 This chapter will focus on how various actors struggled over al-Majlis al-Milli as 

a body.  While there is some overlap with the previous two debates, rather than focusing 

on the role that the Majlis played in the debates, I will discuss the debates over the 

council’s basic right to even be taking place in them. Beyond just its competencies, the 

period of study saw significant discussion and controversy regarding the Council’s 

character, its position in the community relative to other bodies, and even its very 

existence.  By investigating the debates over al-Majlis al-Milli in the period of study, I 

argue that the Council’s value extends past its formal competencies; rather, many Copts 

discussed the Majlis for its value as an organized political body.  From this perspective, 

al-Majlis al-Milli served as a powerful voice for certain members of the community, as 

well as a significant challenge to others. 

Discussions of al-Majlis al-Milli Relative to Other Bodies 

Compared to the other competing bodies, al-Majlis al-Milli was a uniquely modern and 

secular institution.  Founded by a government decree at the behest of a class of secular 
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Copts that had its origins in the process of modernization itself, the Majlis could not 

claim the ancient legacy of authority that its rivals could.  Likewise, as a body attached to 

the church but not of it, holding no formal ecclesiastical competencies, the council 

carried no independent religious power.  With the transfer of political contestation to the 

communal, a space that had traditionally been dominated by religious authorities, the 

Majlis was pressed to legitimize itself relative to the authority of its rivals.  The tensions 

and ambiguities of this process were illustrated starkly with the Majlis’s maneuvering 

during the 1944 awqaf standoff.  The issue of legitimation extended beyond the specific 

issue of awqaf however, and the Majlis and its supporters made efforts to justify its 

presence in the arenas of debate throughout the period of study.  This section will look at 

the specific role of the Majlis relative to the other bodies by focusing on the language 

used to legitimize its place in the arenas of debate 

 Throughout the struggles of the 1940s and 1950s, the will of the people was 

regularly invoked to justify the actions of the Majlis.  Beyond merely sharing the stance 

of “the people” on important communal issues, many supporters of al-Majlis al-Milli saw 

the body as being formally designated to act on behalf of the people.  Several articles 

throughout the period described the Majlis as the representative of the people and a body 

through which they could express their demands.249  One commentator claimed that, in 

addition to maintaining the personal status courts, representation of the people was one of 
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the two formal duties of the Majlis.250  Though at times the notion of representation was 

described as one occurring between the community and the state, it was likewise 

commonly invoked in the midst of disputes over communal affairs.  In this way, the 

Majlis’s prescribed role as representative translated to the embodiment of popular will in 

communal contestation. 

 Coming off the heels of the golden age for Coptic participation in national 

politics, it is not surprising that the idea of the representative of the people was often 

expressed in the political idiom of branches of government.  It was fairly common during 

this period for the Majlis to be referred to as the parliament of the Coptic people, an 

intriguing descriptor as the body lacked any formal legislative power.  Rather, the Majlis 

was viewed as embodying a set of liberal ideals that parliaments were perceived as 

entailing:  it represented the people, it was democratically elected, and it could challenge 

the community’s more authoritarian bodies.251  This status of communal parliament, 

claimed one commentator, gave the Majlis a duty to guide and organize the Coptic 

people.252 

 In one particularly interesting use of the branches of government metaphor, 

jurisdiction within the community was described as being divided between three bodies, 

with the Majlis compared to parliament, and the pope likened to the president of a 

republic.  Importantly, the author claimed, both of these bodies, like their national 
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parallels, were democratically elected.  The third body however, the Holy Synod, was 

assigned no relevant parallel, and was further criticized for non-democratic composition, 

being based on appointment rather than the will of the people.253  This comparison 

exemplifies the spirit of the idea of communal citizenship, as well as the impact of the 

transition from national politics on the dynamics of contestation in the community.  With 

communal bodies filling the space that national politics had once occupied, legitimacy 

was increasingly expressed through parallels to political institutions and democratic 

mandate, rather than divine authority alone. 

 Accordingly, opponents of the Majlis emphasized its lack of spiritual authority as 

compromising its competence on issues of debate.  Beyond focusing on the rights 

afforded by the formal laws of the church, as had been the case in the awqaf struggle, 

detractors attacked the character of the Majlis for its secular base.  In Misr, which, 

despite its pro-Majlis loyalties, continued to publish articles critical of the body, writers 

questioned the ability of the Majlis to challenge its clerical opponents on church-related 

matters because of its own non-religious nature.254  Qommus Sergius, in a unique blend of 

justification through both the popular and the spiritual, accused al-Majlis al-Milli of 

angering the Coptic people by attempting to take control of a religious issue in the 

February 1944 awqaf agreement, in spite of its own secular character.255  However, the 

democratic metaphor could only go so far with Sergius; in a separate article, the priest 

                                                
253 Misr, 1 April 1944. 
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255 Al-Manarah al-Misriyyah, 8 June 1944. 
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described the 1883 constitution of the Majlis as a calamity for the community by forcing 

the interference of the people into the spiritual domain of the church.256  By challenging 

the political justifications for the Majlis with the limitations of the spiritual, opponents 

contested the council’s role relative to its clerical rivals by questioning its competence in 

even engaging the debates. 

 The commitment of the Majlis to the communal democratic metaphor was put to 

the test in 1950 when the council faced an electoral crisis.  When the council whose term 

ran from 1944 to 1949 was unable to set a date for reelections for several months, Pope 

Yusab appealed to the government for intervention.  The result was a decree issued by the 

Ministry of the Interior which authorized the dissolution of the sitting Majlis in favor of 

one consisting of government appointed figures.257  While this appointed Majlis was 

initially intended to ensure that the new elections would finally take place, it gradually 

began to be given the formal competencies of al-Majlis al-Milli.258 

 Several articles in Misr claimed that the monastery heads faction was behind the 

move, with the clergy accused of pressuring the pope to dissolve the antagonistic Majlis 

to prevent any further developments on awqaf.259  However, the supporters of the Majlis, 

for the most part, did not frame the event as an awqaf issue.  Instead, the true crime of the 

ministerial decree was its undemocratic nature, characterized by the replacement of an 

elected Majlis with an appointed one.  The decree was charged with being nothing less 
                                                
256 Al-Manarah al-Misriyyah, 11 May 1944. 
257 Misr, 6 March 1950, 8 March 1950, 27 March 1950, 1 May 1950. 
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259 Misr, 8 March 1950, 2 May 1950. 
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than a violation of the right of the Coptic people to elect their representatives, especially 

coming from the pressure of a body like the Holy Synod, which unlike the Majlis, was 

neither democratic nor transparent.260  Foreshadowing the awqaf reformers’ appeal to the 

Coptic people during the 1952 conference, one opponent of the appointed Majlis called 

for the mobilization of Coptic civic organizations and notables to rescue the council.261 

 Importantly, many of the members of the dissolved Majlis were actually offered 

positions by the government in the appointed body.  However, most of these members, 

including Minyawi, who had been offered the position of wakil in the new council, 

refused appointment, as they were not positions elected by the people.262  Accordingly, 

the members who had taken government appointments to the new Majlis were subject to 

attacks in the press.  In particular, Tawfiq Doss, who had accepted the appointment as 

wakil, was sharply criticized for selling out the Majlis before the government and accused 

of collaborating with the clergy against the council.263  For the opponents of the appointed 

council, the idea that the Majlis embodied the will of the people was more than just a 

tactic to counter its rivals; rather, it was the source of the Majlis’s legitimacy. 

 Though elections for a new Majlis would take place during the summer, the crisis 

of 1950 left the council with significant divisions, as the new roster contained both those 

who had accepted and rejected government appointments. This likely contributed to the 

lack of significant progress on awqaf until 1952.  However, through their rejection of 
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262 Misr, 28 March 1950, 29 March 1950. 
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appointment, figures like Ibrahim Minyawi were able to affirm to the community that 

their presence in the council was primarily based on the desire to represent the will of the 

Coptic people, rather than the formal authority it afforded them. 

The Role of al-Majlis al-Milli in Papal Elections 

The branches of government metaphor did carry a functional manifestation through the 

council’s ability to check other communal bodies by way of its formal competencies in 

electing the patriarch. In addition to the informal role the Majlis played in campaigning 

and mobilizing support for candidates, council members were allowed a direct role in the 

outcome of elections through the position they were guaranteed in the papal electorate.264  

So great was the influence of the Majlis in both of these electoral matters, that one letter 

written to Misr actually congratulated Minyawi as wakil for his success in the 1944 

election of Macarius.265 

 Furthermore, the Majlis was allotted an important check on other communal 

bodies through its power in the papal nominations committee, a role that, in addition to 

giving it considerable influence on the character of the future patriarch, allowed it to 

contest the nominations of the Synod.  In the nominations committee for both the 1944 

and 1946 elections, the number of Majlis representatives present outnumbered those of 

the Holy Synod twelve to four and twelve to seven respectively.266  The three to one ratio 

in the committee for the 1944 election appears to have had a significant role in the results 
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of the final candidate list, with both al-Yaqazah and al-Manarah al-Misriyyah identifying 

council members as exerting significant effort in opening the door for the nomination of 

bishops, and blocking the nomination of the monk Dawud Maqari, both against the 

Synod’s wishes.267 

 This growing influence of the Majlis in the election of the pope, a figure who held 

significant spiritual power, began to raise concern amongst the clergy.  Unsurprisingly, 

the Majlis’s secular nature brought the body under criticism for its role in papal elections.  

Ibrahim Luqa, writing on the sessions of the nominations committee leading up to the 

1944 election questioned what competence the members of al-Majlis al-Milli had to stand 

in debate with the representatives of the Holy Synod on matters of such spiritual import, 

implying that it was similar to rendering unto Caesar that which is God’s.268 

 Likewise, Qommus Sergius, alarmed by the influence of al-Majlis al-Milli in the 

nominations committee, and now in opposition to the council in the 1946 elections, began 

attacking the Majlis for overstepping its role in candidate nominations.  In a series of 

articles, Sergius accused the representatives of the Majlis in the nominating committee 

for attempting to dominate the list, and of not cooperating with the bishops, with the 

ultimate end of hoping to force their candidate on the church as patriarch.  Naturally, the 

actions of al-Majlis al-Milli were deemed as being out of synch with the Bible and the 

laws of the church.  Furthermore, Sergius pointed it out as strange that the committee 
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mandated to select the religious head of the community contained twelve laymen, but 

only seven bishops.269 

 A key source of Sergius’s antagonism towards the Majlis in the election seems to 

have been the council’s constant attempts to bar Dawud Maqari from the race by having 

his monkhood declared illegitimate.270  The fact that the Majlis representatives’ efforts to 

exclude Maqari from both elections were well covered by various Coptic news sources 

gave some credibility to Sergius’s accusations.  It is possibly because of this risk of 

establishing an authoritarian image that the Majlis formally pledge neutrality in the 1946 

election, citing the divisions that the previous election had caused.271  However, this did 

not prevent individual members from participating, as evidenced by Minyawi’s consistent 

support of Yusab throughout, and the continued efforts to discredit Dawud Maqari.  

Ultimately, the efforts of the Majlis failed; disqualifying Maqari for an illegitimate 

monkhood was a spiritual matter beyond the council’s competencies, and despite gaining 

some support on the matter from a handful of Synod members, the clerical members of 

the nominating committee, now in a more favorable ratio, were not able to be swayed on 

the matter.  Though Maqari was defeated by Yusab in the election, it seems the Majlis 

was right to be concerned with his candidacy, as the 1946 election results were 

significantly closer than those of 1944.272 
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 The Majlis’s role in papal elections, in particular with regards to the nominating 

committee, gave the body significant power in determining the character of the patriarch 

it would subsequently be working with.  Additionally, it was an important arena in which 

both the Majlis and the Synod were guaranteed competency, and thus a critical space for 

challenging one another.  However, given the religious significance of choosing a figure 

like the patriarch, the Majlis was in ambiguous territory regarding its competency, and 

could be easily accused by the clergy of overstepping its boundaries. 

The Character of al-Majlis al-Milli 

In spite of its constant insistence that it represented the people, some in the community 

began to voice concern that the Majlis really only represented a specific class of the 

Coptic people.  Throughout its history, whether composed of landowning notables in the 

late 19th century, or the politically savvy urban elite of the late liberal era, the Majlis was 

overwhelmingly an aristocratic body.  This character was maintained through a set of 

particularly restrictive requirements one had to meet to run for the Majlis elections.  

These restrictions included the barring of clerics from membership in the council, and 

demanded a minimum age of 40 years old, and a minimum salary of 120 Egyptian 

Pounds per year, or 60 Pounds per year generated from property.273  The exclusivity of 

this body is indicated by the limited turnover of elections which occurred every five 

years; the October 1944 elections saw the reelection of many of the prominent figures of 
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the previous Majlis, several of whom would go on to be elected again in the summer of 

1950.274 

 This exclusivity, as well as the power that the Majlis displayed in intracommunal 

disputes, led to the development of the nature of the council itself as an area of 

contestation.  In the midst of the nominations process in 1943, a writer in al-Yaqazah, 

witnessing the power of the Majlis in the nominations committee requested that the 

government amend the conditions of the council’s roster.  The author of the article 

claimed that the Majlis was falsely claiming to represent the will of the people, as the 

vast majority of Copts were restricted from membership in the council.  This restriction 

deprived most Copts of the ability to have a say in critical issues, such as the nomination 

and election of the patriarch.  Using a parallel in the national government, the author 

asked that the minimum age be lowered to 30 years, the same as that of the Council of 

Deputies, as the responsibilities of the Majlis were significantly less than its national 

counterpart.275 

 The Sunday School Movement likewise challenged the conditions for 

membership in the Majlis.  Citing the exclusivity on income, age, and the prohibition of 

members from the clergy, an article in the Sunday School Magazine claimed that the only 

class of Copts that the Majlis represented was that of the aristocrats.  In particular, the 

author claimed, the age requirements limited membership to the old men, and blocked 

access to the spirited and cultured youth of the community.  Turning to the idea of the 
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council’s lack of spiritual character, the article points out that, despite it role in electing 

an important man of religion like the pope, membership in the committee has no 

conditions related to one’s spiritual qualities, as is stipulated in the Bible for selecting 

religious authorities.  As such, it was a necessity for the Majlis to amend the requirements 

of its roster, both to actually represent the people, and to properly fulfill the spiritual 

components of its mandate.276 

 That the Sunday School Movement would so assertively demand a change in the 

nature of the Majlis is indicative of the place of the Movement in the community at the 

time.  The Movement was committed to communal revival through internal spiritual 

reform of the institutions of the community.  However, as has been noted, their progress 

within the church was often blocked by the higher clergy.  In the Majlis, the members of 

the Movement saw an alternative for mobilization within the community outside of the 

religious structure that they were ultimately being deprived of because of their class and 

age differences with the Coptic elite who had long dominated secular politics in the 

community.  This point not only highlights the idea that the Majlis was viewed by actors 

as a body of a contestable nature that could be amended to give various strata of society a 

platform for change in the community, but also the impact of the generational frustration 

that lent the members of the Sunday School Movement their energy for reform when they 

did eventually gain access to the religious hierarchy. 
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 Qommus Sergius, writing in the lead up to the October 1944 elections, suggested 

a peculiar “revolution from within” style approach to changing the nature of the Majlis.  

Citing education as a means for the clergy to take back the power in the community, 

Sergius suggested that all of the bishops gather up two degree holders in their dioceses, 

rapidly consecrate them as preachers, and then travel to Cairo to dedicate their efforts to 

publicizing these men as candidates in the Majlis elections.  This approach, claimed the 

priest, would be the first step in treating the community of the “cancer of the 1883 

roster.”277  Though the suggestion seems impractical beyond reality, and indeed seems to 

have not formulated in any way, it highlights the point that compared to the other bodies, 

the Majlis’s role in the community was still evolving, and was a body that could still 

potentially be claimed in the name of the religious structure. 

 In the early years of the Republic, with its own revolutionary anti-aristocratic 

nature, even the Majlis’s traditional allies were beginning to question its elitist nature.    

Following the October 1954 elections, which saw no significant shift in the character of 

the council, a commentator in Misr conceded that the Majlis was an aristocratic body, 

that increasingly fought neither for the will of the people, nor against corruption in 

general.278  Gindy Abdel Malak, himself a prime example of a Majlis elite from when it 

was at its most powerful, expressed a desire to see an amendment to Majlis election 

regulations through the ministerial committee.279  Ultimately however, when change did 
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come in the post-revolutionary period, it would come not through government 

intervention in the body’s character, but in its formal competencies. 

Threats to al-Majlis al-Milli 

As a final note on al-Majlis al-Milli it is important to note how its supporters reacted in 

times when the body’s existence was under threat.  Despite its specifics to the Coptic 

community, the Majlis, from its inception, was founded by a governmental decree that 

afforded it specific competencies.  When national laws related to Majlis competencies 

were under change or amendment, they carried with them the threat of robbing the 

council of its duties, and potentially ending its existence entirely. 

 A reoccurring manifestation of this threat were attempts to establish a unified 

system of personal status law, an event that would mean the end of communal courts, one 

of the Majlis’s two most important formal areas of authority.  As the other area of 

authority, awqaf management, was far from being settled at any moment throughout the 

period of study, national reform of personal status law appeared particularly dangerous 

for the Majlis.  Overwhelmingly, when this threat was recognized by supporters of the 

Majlis, it was largely expressed through the impact it would have on the body itself, 

rather than the significance of nationalizing communal courts. 

 Illustrative of this trend was the ultimately unsuccessful 1952 attempt by the 

government to create unified courts of personal status.  With impending amendment to 

personal status law, it was made explicitly clear that al-Majlis al-Milli would come to an 

end.  Importantly, though articles in Misr on the impending law did have details on the 
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plans for the structure of the new courts, they largely focused on the cancellation of the 

Majlis as the more significant repercussion of the reform.  Articles during this period 

regularly included the cancellation of the Majlis in their headline rather than the change 

in personal status law, and made a point to note that the people’s condemnation of law 

was in particular based on the threat it posed to the council.280  Tellingly, one article 

claimed that the al-Majlis al-Milli had two specific duties within community:  matters of 

personal status, and, rather than awqaf, to serve as a body that represents the Coptic 

people.281  This point is critical; rather than having value only in its designated mandate, 

the Majlis during this period had come to take on a critically important role in of itself, as 

a body for mobilizing and representing certain sectors of the Coptic community. 

Conclusion 

Since the inception of al-Majlis al-Milli in the late 19th century, the council was a key 

source for communal contestation in both transitional stages, providing an important 

means of mobilization in the community for a specific class of Copts.  Notably, the 

council was at its weakest when Copts were major players in national politics, and then 

subsequently began to be dominated by former politicians as they began concentrating 

their efforts away from the national arena.  However, given its relatively short history as 

a body, and its peculiar stance as a secular body dealing with issues carrying spiritual 

significance, the council’s particular place in communal contestation was ambiguous, and 

was thus often an object of contestation itself.  Recognizing the Majlis’s powerful role in 
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communal politics, various actors struggled over the council, in terms of its character, its 

relationship with other bodies, and even its very existence.  Ultimately though, the Majlis 

had a specific set of competencies designated before the state.  As will be discussed in the 

conclusion, despite its important role as a political body beyond its formal mandate, its 

power was extremely vulnerable to state changes in its competencies. 
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Conclusion:  Implications and Looking Forward 

Postscript:  Towards the Next Stage 

In the aftermath of the 1954 papal crisis, the communal competitive order of Coptic 

politics was thrown into a state of disorder.  In the summer of 1955, the Majlis that had 

deposed Yusab was dissolved and replaced with a government appointed replacement.282  

The papacy itself would remain vacant until 1959, when new national legislation on 

patriarchal elections led to the election of Pope Kyrillos VI. 

 The relationship between Kyrillos and President Gamal Abdel Nasser has been 

the subject of significant commentary, and in many ways forms the foundation of the 

neo-millet dynamic of communal non-competitiveness.  Relations between Kyrillos and 

Nasser were particularly cordial throughout the entire period in which both figures were 

in power, with the pope adamantly expressing his loyalty to Nasser and communal 

allegiance to the tenets of Nasserism; the president in turn rewarded this loyalty with 

church construction permits and by granting the pope some influence in political 

appointments.283  One of the most important legacies of the Nasser-Kyrillos “entente” 

was the renewal of the patriarch’s role as the sole representative of the Coptic community 
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before the Egyptian state, reestablishing the nature of communal politics prior to the 

death Pope Demetrius II.284 

 Though the specific ties between Nasser and Kyrillos are of immense importance 

in explaining the shifts in communal politics from the late liberal era to the neo-millet, an 

important question remains unanswered:  where were the actors that could challenge the 

power of the patriarch?  Some commentators point to the banning of the multiparty 

system and general constrictions on political participation in the Nasser era as 

contributing to the consolidation of the pope’s political power.285  However, as has been 

shown, Coptic presence in the parties had already declined significantly by this period, as 

part of a growing alienation from national politics.  Both Hasan and Soliman identify the 

Free Officers’ agrarian reform and non-aristocratic identity as particularly damaging 

towards the future of a political role for the Coptic elite.286  While these factors are 

relevant to the estrangement of the Coptic elite from the ruling clique, they suffer from 

the same problem as explanations related to the lack of political pluralism:  they are 

firmly rooted in the dynamic of the national, in spite of the shift to the communal that 

was established by the late liberal era. 
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 With this in mind, the deciding factor that needs to be isolated to fully explain the 

shift to the neo-millet is the elimination of competition.  In the early years of the 

Republic, the state undertook several steps that significantly decreased the space for 

contestation between political bodies.  This importantly entailed interventions in papal 

election regulations, awqaf management, and the role of al-Majlis al-Milli.  In 1955, the 

awqaf matter was finally settled.  Agrarian reform led to the confiscation of significant 

amounts of Coptic properties and their incomes; remaining properties and their awqaf 

were placed in the control of a committee over which the pope held authority.287   

The 1957 papal election law that brought Kyrillos VI to power, while not 

completely eliminating the space for competition in papal elections, significantly 

curtailed it.  With the new law, the electorate would vote on a list of five to seven 

candidates nominated by a Synod-Majlis committee; however this vote, rather than 

directly electing the pope, merely narrowed the list to three, whose names were then 

placed in a box, with the next pope being decided by the draw of a blindfolded altar 

boy.288  As previous electoral battles typically coalesced around two to three candidates, 

such limitations severely crippled the space for contestation that had defined the last two 

elections.  Furthermore, the risk associated with the role of chance in the election likely 
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impacted the kinds of candidates rival bodies were willing to nominate.  Additionally 

related to the character of papal candidates, the 1957 law put in place restrictions on 

candidates in terms of age and length of monastic service.  This effectively barred from 

the papacy the younger generation of monks, increasingly associated with the Sunday 

School Movement, who had began to represent the kinds of papal candidates that reform 

minded elements could align with.289  This risk and restriction can in part explain the 

election of Pope Kyrillos, a monk candidate known more for his piety and asceticism 

rather than his skills in administration and assertiveness, rather than the strong bishop 

popes that had been preferred throughout the earlier period. 

 With the matter of awqaf settled, and papal election restricted, the 1955 abolition 

of communal personal status courts deprived al-Majlis al-Milli of its last formal 

competency.290  While the Majlis would remain in existence until 1967, it was deprived of 

nearly all of its power as a political body; as such, its character and existence declined as 

a matter of important debate in the community.  The weak Majlis from 1955 to 1967 is 

emblematic of the dynamics that fueled the shift away from communal competitiveness; 

rather than the abolition of bodies of contestation, the transition was the result of the 
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restriction and elimination of the arenas in which these bodies competed with one 

another. 

 As a final note on the consolidation of political power in the hands of the pope, it 

is important to consider the shift in the third variable of the presence of prominent non-

affiliated Copts in the national government.  While a small number of Copts continued to 

be elected to parliament leading up to the revolution, with some such as Gindy Abdel 

Malek still playing a prominent role in state-community relations, Copts during the 

Republic have primarily gained access to parliament through presidential appointment.  

However, these Coptic appointments cannot be identified as fully independent from the 

religious hierarchy, as they are commonly recognized as being appointed based on the 

recommendation of the pope.291 

 Accounts of Coptic political history tend to be heavily state-centric, with 

developments in the community largely reduced to reactions to the policies of the state; 

analysis of the shift to the neo-millet as solely arising from Nasserist policies, and the 

problematic inclusion of restrictions on political pluralism as a part of the transition, 

functions as an important example.  This study shows however, that in the case the of the 

transition from the liberal era to the Republic, the policies of the state actually worked in 

tandem with processes that were already happening in the community at the time.  In this 

way, Copts were not merely passive actors in the transition to the neo-millet, but active 
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players in laying its foundations, with the shift to communal non-competitiveness 

stemming from the dual forces of an increasingly inward looking community and the 

authoritarian state. 

Conclusion 

Minority groups are particularly vulnerable to national crises.  As was shown in the 

Egyptian case, not only did the Copts face the same challenges as the population as a 

whole in the 1940s, but were also often the targets of others’ reactions to these crises, 

with the community’s religiously defined status putting them into tension with the rising 

Islamist currents.  As this thesis has shown, when crises transform the national sphere 

into a hostile space for minority groups, an important potential response is the retreat to 

the communal.  With the politicization of communal affairs in the 1940s and early 1950s, 

the Coptic elite created a space for the contestation of political authority that was 

exclusive to the community, essentially replacing the space that national parliamentary 

politics had previously occupied.  Critical for the Coptic shift was the existence of a 

stagnant communal structure of authority that existed prior to the state and survived 

through the emergence of national politics, ultimately going on to serve as an alternative 

space for politics to the national sphere. 

 Though the communal shift is understood as the creation of a more secure 

political space for the community in the face of a hostile national sphere, it is critical to 

recognize that this trend had severe drawbacks, in particular serving as the source of 

significant conflict within the community.  The shift in political energies from the 
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national led not only to a newfound vigor in communal politics, but also transferred some 

of the tensions and frustrations of the national to the communal sphere.  Rather than 

serving as a mere retreat of safety, these shifts led to heightened levels of intracommunal 

strain.  Additionally, this transition caused new tensions with regards to authority and 

legitimacy in the community, with actors who had engaged in secular democratic politics 

bringing their political tactics and idioms with them, and challenging what had 

traditionally been the domain of religious bodies.  Ultimately, the Coptic case illustrates 

how the shift to the communal as a response to national crises carries great potential to 

serve as the catalyst for a new set of communal crises. 

 Not surprisingly, the revival and reform of communal religious structures stood at 

the heart of Coptic communal contestation.  The shelter that religion provides, as well as 

the struggle for religious authority and authenticity is reflective not only of the Coptic 

community during this period, but has important parallels in the various Islamic revivalist 

movements that emerged in Egypt and elsewhere at the same time.  However, though the 

spiritual nature of these institutions should not be downplayed, it is equally important to 

recognize their relevance as structures of authority relative to the state itself.  Beyond 

mere religious revival, the increased emphasis and contestation of pre-state communal 

structures of authority illustrates a wider critique of the failures of the modern Egyptian 

state to serve and represent the Coptic minority community. 

Matters such as communal representation, religious revival, and political exclusion 

are key pillars of the Coptic shift to the communal in the 1940s.  At its core however, this 
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period of communal competitiveness serves as a critique of the processes of modernity 

from the perspective of an increasingly alienated minority group.  With the 

disappointments of the political prospects of the liberal era, Copts began to articulate 

alternative ideas of citizenship and minority-state relations, prior to the aggressive state 

intervention into these processes with the establishment of the Republic.   
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