
Visiting the homepage
of the U.S. Copts Association, a secular
American Coptic organisation, it was possi-
ble until recently to read under the head-
line ‘Discrimination News’ about the
forced conversion of Coptic girls in Egypt
to Islam.1 The stories on these homepages
of Christians originating in Egypt were dra-
matically presented with pictures and short
narratives about each converted girl. In
contrast, when visiting American, European
and Egyptian Coptic Orthodox Churches’
homepages, also addressing Copts outside
Egypt, an expansive amount of material
concerning relations before marriage and
marriage in a Christian framework appear-
ed, but not one word about forced conver-
sion. 

The two different presentations of what
is essential knowledge about Coptic reality
for Copts living outside Egypt reflect two
different transnational strategies among the
Coptic minority: a strategy focused on hu-
man rights and a strategy based on religion.
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Coptic interpretations of the status of
Copts in Egypt affect their trans-na-
tional strategies and their gender
constructs embedded in their mino-
rity discourses. In particular, diffe-
rent Coptic transnational organi-
sations and their negotiations of
Coptic identity are influential.



The former attempts to influence Copts as
well as non-Copts to join the struggle for
equal rights for Copts, while the latter at-
tempts to influence Copts to maintain their
commitment to Coptic religious identity
and beliefs. Both strategies can be seen as
taking advantage of a transnational space,
but with rather different outcomes, and dif-
fering constructs of gender. In the first ex-
ample, Coptic women are victimised by
Muslim assault, in the second, they are de-
fined in relation to marriage and family life.
But why are gender constructs elaborated
upon in the transnational field and how do
the two strategies relate to one another and
to the transnational field of which they are
a part? 

The main focus in this paper is the at-
tempt of Coptic transnational organisations
to legitimise and implement their transna-
tional strategies and the way that gender
constructs are useful in these processes. Af-
ter a presentation of the analytical and
theoretical approach in the following sec-
tion, I will describe recent Coptic migra-
tion, followed by an analysis of gender con-
structs in the transnational strategies of sec-
ular Copts and the Coptic Orthodox
Church respectively. Finally, I will discuss
the implications of these constructs for
transnational belonging.

FROM MINORITY TO TRANSNATIONAL
STUDIES

From the perspective of minority studies
the concept of transnationalism and
transnational identities are indispensable for
a full understanding of a migrant group.
Minority studies have defined the minority
as a non-hegemonic or non-dominant
group characterised by its relation to the
national majority.2 By definition, this per-
spective places a minority in the position of
a subordinate or inferior group. In addi-
tion, concepts connected to the situation of
migrants have an implicit logic that places
them in a subordinate position, including

concepts such as: diaspora, liminality, hy-
bridity, and difference (Grossberg 1998).
In their original meanings, these concepts,
which define the abnormal in opposition to
the normal identity, contain a sense of dis-
aster, crisis or conflict compared to the na-
tionally rooted, territorial, complete, and
pure identity, also referred to as natural
identity (Cohen 1997, Mallki 1992). It is
possible to reject concepts like diaspora and
liminality as exclusively describing a minori-
ty situation. As far as the majority goes, it is
no more culturally pure than the minority.
Neither is a nationally rooted identity more
natural than non-territorialised identities.
The social and human sciences risk ignor-
ing subject positions and cementing the in-
ferior position of the minority by using
these concepts to identify the minority
(Grossberg 1998).

Nevertheless, concepts like minority, di-
aspora, liminality, hybridity, and difference
have been concepts useful in identifying
non-equal distribution of power between
groups of people due to ethnic, national,
religious, or other stigmas. The effort to
find adequate concepts is important as long
as it focuses on the distribution of power,
not only between the majority and the mi-
nority, but also within the minority group.
The concept of transnationalism re-invigo-
rates this concept of power back into mi-
gration and minority studies. Life as a dias-
pora group is not only about being in a
marginalised position; it also gives rise to
new transnational identities and strategies.
One of the questions originating from the
transnational perspective is the potential of
the transnational community to transgress
the powerful position of the National State to
exclude the minority. In other words, the
transnational field might offer a space for
the re-negotiation of the inferior identity of
the minority within the borders of the na-
tional state. The risk of this approach is, on
the other hand, that it can become a cele-
bration of transnational deterritorialised
identities that ignores the hegemonic po-
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wer of the narrative of national or commu-
nity belonging (cf. Amit & Rapport 2002). 

Emerging from this discussion transna-
tionality has to be seen as a complex model
for identity and belonging without sus-
pending the significance of territory or the
nation. In this perspective, places are still
important, but they are no longer unam-
biguous or clearly demarcated. Nyberg
Sørensen, for example, has argued that in
spite of globalisation and migration, or per-
haps specifically as a result of these phe-
nomena, territory does not lose meaning;
on the contrary, it gains new significance
(Sørensen 2002). In this perspective, mi-
grant groups are simultaneously defined by
their relation to the majorities in the receiv-
ing and sending country, and by their
transnational relations to members and in-
stitutions of the group in other countries.
Further, this transnational identity is not
only a question of loss, despair, longing
and nostalgia, but also a complex model for
identity and belonging related to the histo-
ry of the migrants and the interest of the
countries involved (Sørensen 2002). 

Part of the complexity, as frequently
stressed by researchers, is the fact that
transnational experiences differ between
genders, classes, age groups, etc (Koser
2002, Sørensen 2002). Moreover, if women
are not immediately visible in transnational
policies and practices, they might even so
be constructed differently in the transna-
tional field. As women are constructed as
symbols of or participants in keeping up
national and ethnic communities (cf. Yuval-
Davis 1997), they are constructed in similar
ways in the transnational field. Floya An-
thias and Nira Yuval-Davis distinguish be-
tween five different constructs of women in
relation to their ethnic group. First, women
are biological reproducers of members of
their ethnic group. Second, they are repro-
ducers of the boun-daries of ethnic or na-
tional groups, which necessitate the estab-
lishment of codes determining acceptable
sexual behaviour for women, limiting this

behaviour within the group. Third, they are
transmitters and protectors of cultural and
religious values within the group. Fourth,
they signify national or ethnic differences,
and thus act as symbols of the construction
and reproduction of the group. Finally,
women are participants in the ethnic, eco-
nomic, political, and military struggles of
the group. The cen-trality of the different
constructs changes depending on the
group’s various historical struggles (Anthias
& Yuval-Davis 1989). By examining the
gender constructs of Coptic organisations,
we approach an understanding of the
struggle for a transnational Coptic identity
and belonging.

Anthropologists seem to have discovered
the Copts only within the last ten to fifteen
years, resulting in primarily community
studies, leaving the minority position more
or less untouched (cf. Doorn-Harder 1995,
Gruber 2003, Thorbjørnsrud 1999). For
example, Nora Stene Preston, who studied
Copts in London, focuses on the socialisa-
tion of children into the church community
(Preston 2005). Looking at Copts’ oppos-
ing strategies – which is also the case here –
illustrates how gender constructs are uti-
lized in a transnational struggle for legi-
timising the political strategies of the mi-
nority. At the same time, the Coptic case
complies with the recommendation of
Thomas Faist to examine further different
forms of policies constructed as a result of
emerging transnational communities. He
emphasises that there is no automatic mo-
del for transnational policies, but institu-
tionalised practices are central, playing a
crucial role in keeping up connections
across borders within several generations
(Adamson 2002, Faist 1999, 2004). 

The analysis below draws on extensive
fieldwork done in Egypt,3 studies of Coptic
homepages from different regions in Eu-
rope, the United States, Australia and
Canada, and on membership of different
transnational Coptic mailing lists.4
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THE COPTS OUTSIDE EGYPT

The transnational Coptic sphere is world-
wide and includes Coptic Churches, immi-
grant communities and migrants present in
America, Europe, Australia and Africa.5
While both the Coptic Orthodox Church
and Coptic secular organisations are pre-
sent in several European countries, the
struggle to define transnational Coptic
identity has until now primarily been
voiced by American secular Copts and the
Coptic Church in Egypt. One of the main
discrepancies existing between the organi-
zations is their differing discourses con-
cerning the reasons why Copts live outside
Egypt. Without exception, the secular
Copts make use of the phrase ‘the Coptic
Diaspora’, whereas the Coptic Church talks
about Copts in ‘the lands of immigration’.
Thus, the secular Copts claim that Copts
are living outside Egypt as a result of perse-
cution, while emigration is presented by
the church as an opportunity (cf. Stene
1997). In El-Keraza Magazine, the
Church’s magazine whose audience is
Copts outside Egypt, the concept of Dias-
pora is never used; instead the concepts
employed are ‘the lands of immigration’ or
‘the countries of immigration’.6 ‘The lands
of immigration’ are the places where Copts
live and especially where Coptic churches
have been established. The Coptic priests
sent from Egypt to these areas are sup-
posed to be a guarantee that Copts who
have emigrated maintain a continuous rela-
tionship with the mother church. The per-
spective of Copts as refugees from a dis-
criminatory system in Egypt is therefore ex-
cluded from the official position of the
Coptic Orthodox Church, as it plays down
the political aspect of emigration and in-
stead highlights the Church as a transna-
tional agent. A systematic examination of
their websites reveals that the Coptic
churches in Europe, the United States and
Canada also do not use the concept of dias-
pora, at least not in public.7

The secular Coptic organisations con-

stantly relate the concept of diaspora to the
persecution of Copts by Muslim groups
and state officials, if not directly, then indi-
rectly by linking the existence of Copts
outside Egypt with the situation of Copts
in Egypt, thus constructing a causal con-
nection between discrimination and migra-
tion. 

Looking at the historical facts, minorities
are often the first to emigrate in periods of
political and social transformation. This is
also the case for Egypt, where Jews, Chris-
tians and other minorities left the country,
especially in the years following indepen-
dence in 1952. Trustworthy statistics on
the number of Copts immigrating to
Western countries do not exist, but Copts
have immigrated to especially the United
States, Canada and Australia. According to
the 1991 Coptic Encyclopaedia, 200,000
to 300,000 Copts have migrated to Euro-
pe, North America and Australia. Other in-
dependent sources estimate that there are
approximately one million Copts living
outside Egypt,8 while the U.S. Copts Asso-
ciation claims to represent over 700,000
Egyptian Christians in the United States
alone.9

General Egyptian emigration patterns
have been characterised by two periods of
emigration. The first period was during the
era of President Nasser (1952-1970) and
the second one was during the open door
policies of President Sadat in the early
1970s. No thorough study exists demon-
strating the connection between the posi-
tion of the Coptic minority in a modern
Egyptian national state and their emigra-
tion. Combined with the United States and
Canada’s relatively open immigration poli-
cy, well-educated Christian Egyptians have
migrated with the same overall objectives –
to gain better life opportunities – as other
religious and ethnic groups and individuals.
But this objective would of course very
likely be affected by the Copts’ position in
Egypt. After a relatively high degree of po-
litical influence in the first half of the cen-
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tury, revolution, nationalisation, and later
Islamisation left the Copts in a more uncer-
tain and defensive position (Ibrahim 1996). 

The Coptic Orthodox Church is a very
active participant in promoting a certain
Coptic transnational policy. It is both an
old and traditional representative of the
Copts vis-à-vis the state in Egypt and a
dominant and powerful institution for
Christian services in Egypt with more than
95% of Christians in Egypt belonging to
the Orthodox faith.10 When Coptic immi-
grants followed the first wave of immigra-
tion to North America in the nineteen six-
ties, they were dispersed in small numbers
all over the continent. Soon the Church in
Egypt was asked to send a priest to cater to
the spiritual needs of the migrants while
the Church in Egypt simultaneously began
to show interest in their flocks in America
and their spiritual welfare. The first priest
was ordained in 1964 and sent by Pope
Cyril VI to serve the Copts in North Amer-
ica (Marcos 1994). In the new millennium,
there are at least ninety-five churches in the
United States, twenty-six in Canada, thirty-
two in Europe, and twenty in Australia. In
1993, Bishop Youssef, the first general
bishop outside Egypt, was installed in the
United States by Pope Shenouda, and since
then, the United Kingdom, Italy, Germany,
Austria, South Africa and Australia have
had general bishops installed. Coptic
monasteries, schools, theological seminaries
and villages also exist in the United States,
Canada, Australia, Germany, and the Uni-
ted Kingdom. With the establishment of
clerical services, Coptic Churches have
been inaugurated in places where Coptic
immigrants have settled, but the Church
has also increasingly tried to extend its in-
fluence on a transnational identity policy.
This is most obvious when it denounces
the strategy of the secular American Copts. 

The strongest organisation representing
secular Copts is the U.S. Copts Associa-
tion, founded in 1996 and based in Wash-
ington D.C. (a strategic location close to

the American Congress). By means of lob-
byism the Association promotes its main
goal of democracy, religious freedom, and
human rights in Egypt.11 The Association is
responsible for a homepage with daily news
updates about Copts in the U.S. and Copts
in Egypt under the heading ‘Representing
all Christians of Egypt’.12 As such, the As-
sociation and the Church each claims to be
the representative of all Copts and, based
on this background, gender becomes cen-
tral for legitimating transnational policies
for both organisations.

SYMBOLISING MUSLIM INJUSTICE

The members of the board of the U.S.
Copts organisation, which is secular, are all
prominent men with higher education and
positions. The women, on the other hand,
have been given a central symbolic position
in the process of legitimising the Associa-
tion’s policy.

The U.S. Copts Association is trying to
mobilise members to engage in the trans-
formation of their country of origin by us-
ing political, social or economical instru-
ments (cf. Adamson 2002).13 One way of
mobilising members is by exposing the in-
equality between Copts and Muslims in
Egypt, and to that purpose, the image of
the Coptic woman as victim of Muslim as-
sault is useful. As mentioned in the intro-
duction, all newer incidences of discrimina-
tion or clashes with the police in Egypt
have until recently been presented on the
Association’s homepage under the headline
‘Discrimination News’. By focusing on dis-
crimination, the Copts are defined by lack
of power in Egypt and by their relation to
Muslims as oppressors. Using pictures and
short stories, their homepage presents the
destinies of a number of Coptic girls under
the headline of ‘kidnapping’. The narrative
describes young Coptic girls being kid-
napped by fanatic Islamists with the pur-
pose of either seducing or raping them. Af-
ter the sexual assault, the girls have been
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forced to marry the offender and to con-
vert to Islam to maintain their honour. As
the narrative goes, after conversion, the
Muslim man looses interest in the girl be-
cause he has fulfilled his goal to conquer
non-believers. These Coptic women are
obviously portrayed as passive victims of
the assault of radical Muslims. A close
analysis of the stories, however, shows that
what really happened does not always seem
very clear. The possibility of the girl falling
in love and leaving her parents freely is nev-
er mentioned. One could say that parallel
to the constructions of a Coptic minority
identity, these women are presented as par-
ticularly vulnerable and as the quintessence
of Coptic minority identity. 

Using the stories of forced conversion
and discrimination is, at the same time, a
valid strategy in the American context. The
president of the Association, Michael Meu-
nier, has regular contact with the American
Congress and often testifies about the situ-
ation in Egypt.14 Meunier’s representation
is not only in accordance with the single
most dominant political discourse in the
United States that focuses on human rights
abuses in the Middle East, but it also con-
firms the image of the Orient and the Mus-
lim world as non-democratic, fanatical, pa-
triarchal, and the assertion that people with
other religious convictions are inferior. In
this context, the narrative about how Cop-
tic girls are raped and forced to convert is a
key strategy. Thus, Coptic women become
a symbol of the general oppression by Mus-
lims of women in general and of the Coptic
community in Egypt in particular. By em-
phasizing the Muslims’ assaults as ideologi-
cally driven injustice against defenceless
Christian women, the Association legitimi-
ses its claim for political change in Egypt
with reference to Human Rights. The
women are constructed as symbols of the
Copts’ situation as victims in Egypt. In the
words of Anthias and Yuval-Davis, the
Coptic women signify ethnic differences,
and act as symbols in ideological discourses

within the group (cf. Anthias & Yuval-
Davis 1989).

STAYING CHRISTIAN

The official transnational representatives of
the Church are mostly men and consist of
priests, monks, bishops and the Pope of
Alexandria due to dogmatic rules of Coptic
Orthodoxy. The Church sends male clerical
representatives to live and minister to Cop-
tic congregations abroad. Contrary to the
secular U.S. Copts Association, however,
women are regarded as more active within
the Church community. 

Conversion to Islam is also a concern of
the Church, but contrary to secular Copts,
it does not openly blame Muslims. Islam is
recognised as the most obvious and, re-
cently, relatively hegemonic alternative in
Egypt. According to the Church, what
makes Copts leave the Church is just as
much changing life patterns in the wake of
modernisation, globalisation and secular-
ism. These changes present Copts with oth-
er ways of living, including a more laissez-
faire relationship to the opposite sex in-
cluding men and women from other de-
nominations. Changes, which are rendering
Copts more disposed to leaving the Coptic
community. The threat is, though, not so
much Muslims as it is the disintegration of
the Coptic community. The strategy of the
Church inside Egypt against potential dis-
integration has been the successful promo-
tion of a religious revival within the Coptic
Church over the last fifty years. As such,
the Coptic revival has been extended to the
lands of immigration and promoted
through Sunday schools, in Coptic lan-
guage training, and by reproducing the
iconography and clerical organisation of the
Coptic Church in the new churches. The
strategy has been to strengthen the relation
of Coptic youth to the Church while simul-
taneously strengthening the boundaries be-
tween Copts and non-Copts in relation to
social interaction and marriage. 

KVINDER, KØN & FORSKNING NR. 2-3 200768



One element has been to prove the prin-
ciple of endogamy through religious and
dogmatic teaching. His Grace Bishop
Moussa, the Coptic youth bishop, is very
active in promoting Coptic ideas on family
life, not only to the youth in Egypt, but al-
so by spreading the message transnationally
in English-language publications, home-
pages and by participating in youth activi-
ties outside Egypt. Thus, the annual Euro-
pean Coptic Youth Conference, which took
place in Holland in August 2007, was
launched under the auspices of Bishop
Moussa. 

On the Coptic youth bishop’s home-
page, marriage and gender relations are
prevalent and all kinds of questions and an-
swers are listed in English. Questions like
“Is there anything wrong with dating and
what is your opinion concerning someone
from Australia wanting to marry a person
from Egypt?” are raised and answered. The
response to questions about whether hav-
ing relationships before marriage is allowed
is in the negative, but:

Abide inside the church, have as many girl-
friends and boyfriends in a group atmos-
phere, and grow in a way that is not only
physically, intellectually and spiritually, but al-
so psychologically, in order to choose the cor-
rect partner when you are in the stage of se-
lective heterosexuality. Please abide by these
three mottos: group relationships, holy rela-
tionships, limited relationships (‘limited’
meaning being aware of your boundaries and
not crossing them).15

Answers such as this one follow conserva-
tive Christian values. In a small booklet
called ‘Youth and family life’ written by
youth Bishop Moussa, the chapter on ‘Re-
lationships outside the Family’ is intro-
duced by the sentence, “These (the rela-
tionships) must have principles and bound-
aries” (Moussa no year, 64). Later, the
booklet states that relationships with col-
leagues, friends and neighbours, “must

have manners and spiritual rules, because
we suffer from these types of relationships”
(Moussa no year, 64). The booklet warns
against the bad influence of devastating re-
lationships. It is never mentioned explicitly
that the threat is relationships to Muslims
which push young Copts into “abandoning
constructive, vital principles” (Moussa no
year, 65).

Bishop Moussa is not an isolated case.
Activities in Coptic churches in Europe,
such as youth meetings, regularly promote
similar ideas about marriage and relations
outside marriage.16 In addition, if young
Copts marry outside the Church, the likely
consequence is expulsion from the Church,
which is most often practiced in Egypt,
while intervention of this type outside
Egypt is usually less definitive. A young
Coptic man born in Egypt, but now living
in a European country, told me how he –
when he married a European woman out-
side the Church – was degraded and denied
his clerical status, which he had achieved af-
ter several years of faithful service in the
Church in Egypt and in Europe. 

Clear restraints for choosing one’s mar-
riage partner is supported by a definition of
Coptic marriage as a sacrament and thereby
in unity with God (Banoub & Assad 1998,
Moussa no year). As such, men and women
have equal responsibility in treasuring the
marriage, but with different specific obliga-
tions for women concerning the biological
reproduction of the Coptic community. If
the idea of marriage as a sacrament is to
prevent young Copts from marrying out-
side the Church, it is obviously important
to convince both sexes of the importance
of their religion. In this regard, the inclu-
sion of young people in the clerical hierar-
chy has been one method and constitutes
an area where gender differences become
prevalent. 

PART OF THE CLERICAL HIERARCHY

One way to keep young people in the
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Church, at least until true Christian mar-
riage is entered into, once stated as the
finest goal by the youth bishop, is to in-
volve them in the work within the Church.
The Church could have chosen to redefine
the role of women as only that of a mother
and wife, but instead encourages women to
educate themselves and participate in
Christian community work. They become
committed to the Church through posi-
tions as Sunday school teachers, but also as
nuns, deaconesses serving in the different
social activities of the Coptic Church, and
as consecrated virgins taking part in social
and educational activities of the dioceses.
Becoming a martyr, the ultimate sacrifice
for God in agreement with the principle of
leaving everything to God, is not handed
over to men alone. Women can also be-
come martyrs and are portrayed in stories
about Coptic martyrs, which recently have
gained new life in, for instance, films in
which historical women martyrs are pre-
sented as models for Coptic women of to-
day. Men, on the other hand, function as
Sunday school teachers, deacons, monks,
priests, priest-monks and bishops. Dina El-
Khawaga has termed the process of includ-
ing laymen in Church work the clericalisa-
tion of the Copts. By mobilizing tens of
thousands of young people to “serve” in
the parishes, new value is given to the pas-
toral and pedagogical work of the church
(El-Khawaga 1997, 1998). The different
positions occupied by the new clergies are
supportive of a strong hierarchy and have
strengthened a strongly centralised church
(El-Khawaga 1997, 1998, Thorbjørnsrud
1999, 106). 

In other words, negotiated within a cen-
tralised and hierarchical structure, activities
become gender specific despite the active
new responsibilities given to women. The
Church is constructing the Coptic identity
as spiritually assertive, gender equal in
God’s eyes but with differentiated gender
obligations within the Church, supporting
individuals in their professions as promoters

of the faith but restraining individuals in
their choice of civil status. The Church’s
constructs of the Copts support the power
of the Church, but are at the same time in
accordance with the political situation in
Egypt, where religion is not only socially
accepted, but also a legally constrained
identity. The limitations are that any de-
mands raised with reference to religion will
be rejected by the state as a threat to inter-
nal stability and as being against the securi-
ty of the state. It is in this context that it is
possible to understand Pope Shenouda’s
denial of Copts constituting a minority. In-
stead he is accentuating the identity of
Copts as equal and authentic Egyptian citi-
zens. As identity policy this is supported by
the clericalisation of the youth. As one
young clerk in the Church told me, when I
asked, if it is not important to fight for
one’s right, ‘No, the important thing is to
serve God!’ (Galal 2006). 

TWO TRANSNATIONAL STRATEGIES

The gender constructs pointed out in the
above illustrate how two Coptic organisa-
tions in their separate ways try to maintain
transnational ties and sense of community
among Copts. Both organisations have a
clear idea about their own assignment vis-à-
vis the Copts. On the one hand, the
Church sees itself as the protector of Cop-
tic identity transnationally. Thus, a Coptic
Canadian priest argues: “A Copt can hardly
survive when he is severed from his land,
but cannot survive if he is separated from
his Church” (Marcos 1994). On the other
hand, secular Copts outside Egypt see
themselves as saviours of Copts inside
Egypt, claiming that, “...the only hope
Copts have now of surviving inside Egypt,
is the Copts outside Egypt.”17

It is obvious that both institutions see
themselves as transnational guardians of the
Coptic community. They find that the bor-
ders between Muslims and Copts are con-
tested and important to protect, though for
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different reasons. Both the secular and reli-
gious transnational strategies are closely
connected to the status of Copts as a mi-
nority in Egypt. The transnational policies
presented use gender constructs to legi-
timise minority strategies in Egypt. These
minority strategies, however, differ just as
the transnational strategies do. While the
Coptic Church is trying to expand its influ-
ence from Egypt abroad wherever Copts
reside, the secular Copts are trying to gath-
er all their strength to change minority po-
litics in one specific place, Egypt. Apparent-
ly, the Church’s strategy is to create a
greater transnational space for Coptic com-
munities; the secular Copts’ strategy is to
use the transnational reality to create a
space in Egypt with better possibilities for
living a Coptic life. Therefore, the Church
establishes codes that determine women’s
and men’s acceptable sexual behaviour, lim-
iting this behaviour within the group re-
gardless of where the Copts live, whereas
the U.S. Copts Association puts pressure
on the Egyptian state to protect the
boundaries between Muslims and Copts.
The Coptic women abused by Muslim men
have become a symbol of the neglect of the
State to protect these boundaries.

AT WHOSE EXPENSE?
The Copts’ transnational strategies are, as
argued, closely connected to different mi-
nority strategies. The Coptic Church and
the U.S. Association’s constructs of gender
illustrate how the empowerment embedded
in their transnational strategies is closely re-
lated to the minority position in Egypt. At
the same time the gender constructs reveal
internal injustices and inequality within the
Coptic community. The focus on empow-
erment of the community seems to be at
the expense of individual rights. Thus, in
December 2004, when the wife of a Coptic
priest wanted to divorce her husband, well
aware that divorce for Orthodox Christians
in Egypt is almost impossible, she tried to

convert to Islam. In the wake of public at-
tention, the woman was taken into custody
and handed over to the Church. She was
brought to a monastery, advised by the
Pope himself, and kept under house arrest
in the monastery for several months. As
one journalist in the Egyptian newspaper
Al-Ahram Weeks commented, “The gov-
ernment’s concern with sectarian strife is
such that the angry Coptic mob is appeased
at the expense of individual Copts’ rights”
(Morgan 2005, 1). The actions of the
Church are no less controversial than the
government’s. The solution of forcing the
woman into passivity is in accordance with
the Church’s emphasizing of spiritual unity
and the maintenance of boundaries and this
seems to be at the expense of individual
rights of a single person. The U.S. Copts
Association reported the incidence as an-
other attempt of forced conversion, which
was not the case according to the Coptic
Church. In this regard, the U.S. Copts As-
sociation also ignored the internal injustice
done to individuals, including the violation
of the human rights of women in the Cop-
tic community.18

Transnational clericalisation does not on-
ly strengthen the Church as an institution,
but also the Copts’ national belonging to
Egypt. The Coptic faith is deeply rooted in
Egyptian history and mythology, an aspect
that is promoted by the Church and re-
flected in the practice of preferring Egypt-
ian-born priests to serve abroad. By going
transnational, so to speak, the Church cre-
ates a space – a counter public – partly
freed of its status as a minority. The power
of the Church within Egypt is built on this
strategy. It is obviously a position that it
does not want secular Copts to undermine.
Moreover, the Church’s strategy seems, at
least partly, to outdo the secular one. 

Thus, the headline ‘Discrimination
News’ is no longer available on the U.S.
Copts Association homepage and a new
homepage has been launched that plays
down political visual effects. Instead, the
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homepage provides a smoother visual im-
pression in which a Christian cross has a
central position between the Nile and the
Statue of Liberty.19 Perhaps the Association
has realised that the Church is not to be
ignored and has taken into consideration
the influence of religious communities in
the United States as well as the weakness of
its supporters in Egypt. 

Two conclusions are presenting them-
selves. On the one hand, as long as the
transnational policy is defined within the
framework of a minority position, it leaves
Coptic women in a position where the con-
struct of them as symbols, reproducers and
embodiments of the community becomes
dominant. On the other hand, the inclu-
sion of both young women and men living
outside Egypt in the Church hierarchy pos-
sibly gives hope for changes emanating
from within the Church and contesting the
strict and conservative constructs of Coptic
transnational identities. 

NOTES
1. http://www.copts.net/descrimination.asp (ac-
cessed 09-03-2005).
2. There are, of course, many approaches to the
study of minorities; here, I elaborate the research
perspective presented in Galal (2006).
3. I conducted fieldwork on the Coptic Church in
1992, 1994, 1998, and have followed up on my
findings in 2006. 
4. I am member of a Coptic-Danish, a Coptic-
American and two Coptic-Egyptian mailing lists. 
5. While Copts in the Western countries are mostly
immigrants from Egypt and their descendents,
Copts in Africa – except for Arab countries and
Ethiopia – are mostly converts and the result of
Coptic missions.
6. See, for instance, el-Keraza Magazine (2004a),
where the rev. fathers arriving from the lands of im-
migration to attend the Pope’s anniversary cele-
bration are all mentioned by name; and el-Keraza
Magazine (2004b), which talks about Church
councils in the lands of immigration.
7. The only exception I have found until now is in
a speech by Abba Seraphim, Metropolitan of Glas-

tonbury, printed in The Glastonbury Bulletin, no.
92 March 1996,
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/arbible/mes-
sage/2368 (Accessed 15-10-2005). It is worth
mentioning, however, that the Metropolitan was
the Metropolitan of the Orthodox Church of the
British Isles before being reunited in 1994 with
the Coptic Orthodox Church and being consecra-
ted as a Metropolitan in the Coptic Patriarchate.
As a result, he is not originally an Egyptian or so-
cialised into the narratives of the Coptic Church.
8. For a discussion on numbers, see Stene (1997). 
9. Copts.com at
http://www.copts.net/print.asp?id=618 (accessed
15-02-2005).
10. The number of Christians in Egypt is very un-
certain and varies from 6% to 15% of the popula-
tion. 
11. Copts.com at
http://www.copts.net/print.asp?id=618 (accessed
15-02-2005).
12. http://www.copts.com/english/ (accessed
20-09-2007).
13. Other transnational secular Coptic institutions
are behind ‘the Coptic Charter’ and the Interna-
tional Coptic Symposium held in Zürich 2004. 
14. For instance, Michael Meunier gave testimony
afort the Congressional Human Rights Caucus in
May 2007.
http://www.copts.com/english/NewsDetails.as-
px?id=rLKFjC5CAiC9uIhevRjLQuw5mlT5mt-
nF86hLuuuxaJU=&Type=S7hWEHn9mYMPH12
EhfzVpmjf4ZDifPT5TC6cPW/IhIk= (accessed
27-05-2007).
15.
http://www.youthbishopric.com/questions/q1.as
p#What%20is%20your%20opinion%20concern-
ing%20someone%20from%20Australia%20wanti-
ng%20to%20marry%20a%20person%20from%20Eg
ypt (accessed 27-05-2007).
16. See, for instance, St. Mark’s Church in Lon-
don, where a lecture was given on ‘God’s plan
with marriage’, http://www.stmark.org.uk/im-
ages/stories/powerpoint/Understanding%20God
%92s%20plan%20for%20Marriage%20and%20the%
20role%20of%20sex%20in%20it.pps (accessed 19-
09-2007).
17. http://www.copts.net/coptic_center.asp (ac-
cessed 15-02-2005). The statement appears in a
policy paper directed at the foundation of a Coptic
centre, where the mobilisation of the diaspora is a
precondition for the realisation of this type of cen-
tre.
18. Even when a secular Coptic Australian woman
raised her voice at a Coptic conference in Switzer-
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land, the Muslims were given the sole blame (cf.
Ghaly 2006).
19. http://www.copts.com/english/ (accessed
01-06-2007).
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