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I am impressed by the quality of this paper. Its objective was well defined, providing 
quality, detailed information which demonstrates convincingly that conflict over landownership 
was a major reason, though not the only reason, for the conflict around the Monastery of Abu 
Fana. 
  

The paper is the result of the joint effort of two Danish students and one Egyptian 
Orthodox Christian student which required both Western scholarship and cultural sensitivity. It is 
only through such a combined effort of researchers from different backgrounds that this result 
could be achieved.  
  

The authors had to deal with the difficulty of the reliability of sources. Written 
documents such as contracts, maps, police reports and other documents are hard to obtain. Some 
were provided by the lawyer of the monastery, but do the available documents and people 
interviewed provide a complete and honest picture? The authors were well aware of these 
difficulties and have addressed them in an admirable way.  
  

This study on the tensions around the monastery of Abu Fana is the best I have seen. It 
demonstrates the need for more field research which, unfortunately, is rarely undertaken. The 
resulting lack of information makes it possible to craft all manner of assumptions, adding to the 
confusion as how best to understand both this and other conflicts. In fact, the confusion 
concerning both the issues in their complexity and the unanswered problems was responsible for 
the potentiality of danger by increasing existing inter-religious tension and engendering further 
misconceptions.  
  

It is obvious that the role of the Bedouins in this region was of paramount importance. 
Bedouins traditionally do not own land since they existed as wandering tribes in search of 
vegetation for their flocks. Though this has changed somewhat today with settlements of 
Bedouins on the edges of the desert, many still feel they do not need proper land registration 
documents. 
  

This has consequences for Egyptian city dwellers and others who are searching for land. 
They usually buy a parcel from the Bedouins who claim ownership only because they have taken 
possession of it, not because it is registered in the government archives. Thus, since they do not 
have proper land titles they sell the land 'urfi', often on a handwritten piece of paper that is signed 
by the sales person, the buyer and perhaps some witnesses. For the government these 'orfi' 
contracts are null and void in cases of conflict, but for most people this is the only way to 
purchase desert land. Land sold in this manner obliges the Bedouins in their unwritten customs to 
“protect” the buyers. If they are not paid for this “service”, or are in their opinion insufficiently 
paid, they can turn violent. It is very possible, though not certain, that this may have happened at 
Abu Fana. Perhaps the Bedouins expected to be paid; the failure of Coptic Christians to meet 
their expectations may have prompted their outrage. Viewed from a Muslim Bedouin 



perspective, the situation then became intolerable as the monks constructed an enormous church 
which dominates the skyline. As seen from the village, this changes the landscape transforming a 
Muslim appearance into a Christian one. These are my impressions from the information I 
obtained. It is a possible scenario which should be further investigated.  
  

The information obtained from the various reports makes one suspect various scenarios 
and it is only independent field research that could help us obtain better insight into the true 
causes of the conflict. This report is an excellent effort in understanding the background of the 
Abu Fana controversy. Though it is based on several field visits, it would have been even better 
if the authors could have stayed for some time in the area but that was, due to local sensitivities, 
hard to realize. 
  

I have discussed the draft report with Asger Toft Johannsen on June 25 and was pleased 
he incorporated the few suggestions I had into the final text. It was a pleasure to discover a 
young man prepared to accept different opinions and incorporate these in the final text of the 
paper. 
  

Muslim-Christian relations in Egypt are of a complicated nature, given that so many 
social and cultural issues play a role. I would desire to see similar reports of other controversies 
so that better understanding would be fostered and maintained.  
 
 


