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DECADES OF PERSISTENT AUTHORITARIAN GOVERNMENT IN THE
Arab world have contributed to the prevailing notion that human rights
in this region are to a certain degree irrelevant. In 2011 this notion was
shattered by the Arab Spring—a series of uprisings that toppled long-
time dictators in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, and Yemen, generated mass
protests, and affected almost every regime in the region.

The dramatic events of the Arab Spring are far from ended and will
continue to be the focus of scholarly debate due to their significant
implications for the Arab world.1 Nevertheless, it is clear already that
the Arab world is parting ways with decades of political stagnation, and
that a revolution is occurring in the consciousness and imagination of its
citizens, who have stopped fearing repressive regimes and begun calling
for the removal of those who were hitherto considered all-powerful
leaders. These events express the repudiation of the existing political
culture and order, and they reflect a desire to change the prevailing
nature of relations between rulers and ruled.

This eruption of popular protest has moved human rights to the fore
of contemporary Arab politics and has turned them into a powerful
political slogan. Citizens’ demands for freedom, dignity, and social jus-
tice have proven that human rights are an inseparable part of the politi-
cal debate in the region and that they have acquired legitimacy that tran-
scends narrow elites or human rights advocates.

One of the premises of this book is that these demands are not a new
phenomenon and that they did not appear overnight. The various
protests, which reflected resentment over political repression and social
inequality, reaped the fruits of a varied struggle for reform and expansion
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of freedom, including long-standing efforts by human rights advocates
and other forces, efforts that have been ongoing since the mid-1980s and
that peaked in the first decade of the twenty-first century and created the
force that has been feeding and propelling the protests along.2

Throughout these years, the rights claims were not framed as an
abstract intellectual debate, but rather were the basis for concrete
demands regarding all aspects of life: from demands concerning
women’s rights, such as the right to divorce without cause, to the
struggle for political and economic rights. The language of human
rights did not remain the sole preserve of human rights advocates and
interested intellectuals, but became capital for a variety of elements in
the political and social arena, including the Islamists. Identifying the
potential of human rights as a means for criticizing the government,
the various forces learned to use the language of human rights as a
powerful tool in their demands for reform. Human rights became an
instrument used to express the need and desire on the part of a variety
of social forces to reconstruct political and social institutions as well
as collective identity.

This is not to say that this was a homogeneous phenomenon. The
groups that promoted human rights at the local level were multifaceted,
and their understanding and interpretation of human rights was diverse
and full of contradictions. The fact that human rights became more
readily accepted does not indicate that they were indigenized or that
they had become a basis for mass political mobilization, nor does it
reflect moral support by wide parts of society. Just as important, it did
not prevent the existence of rights claims that did not lead to effective,
real change in the extent of rights.

The events of the Arab Spring, and especially the continuing insta-
bility and the extreme violence in states that have experienced regime
change, such as Egypt, Tunisia, Yemen, and Libya, have exposed the
limitations of the propagation and internalization of norms supporting
human rights in the local arenas, and exposed the complexity of this
process. As of 2015, four years after the beginning of the Arab Spring,
it appears that the toppling of repressive regimes has not led to tangible
change. Elimination of repressive political, economic, or social struc-
tures of power—or at least meaningful reform—has not taken place. In
many instances the new political arrangements neither created the
spaces necessary for more inclusive politics, nor were responsive to the
aspirations of the masses. In the worst cases the Arab Spring has led to
opposite results, such as chaos and anarchy in the prolonged and brutal
civil war in Syria and the disintegration of the state in Libya.
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The outcomes of the uprisings clearly were not the results the liber-
als were aiming for, as their concepts of freedom and justice and their
priorities regarding change have been at odds with their many partners
in the revolution. Particularly notable is the gap between the secular
forces and the Islamists, the latter of whom offer the populace a narra-
tive well-known to them: a demand for a more just and fair order based
on the values of Islam.

Despite the momentum of the Arab Spring, it is increasingly clear
that the attainment of a wide-ranging agreement in society regarding
liberties is a process that has only just begun. Establishing an environ-
ment that respects human rights is not a onetime dramatic event, but a
series of gradual developments involving the creation of partnerships
between opposing forces and social arrangements.

In the chapters that follow, I explore the politics of human rights
under authoritarian rule by focusing on three broad questions. First,
how were human rights concepts and institutions produced and incorpo-
rated into the political and social dynamic under authoritarian rule? Sec-
ond, how have human rights shaped and affected debates and actions?
Third, what were the challenges for the propagation and implementation
of human rights norms in the local arena and why was the impact of
human rights claims on the authoritarian status quo so limited?

The Arab world is not a monolithic unit defined by singular identi-
ties and ideologies or by similar political, economic, and social struc-
tures. While it is possible to point to a similar pattern of human rights
violations or to communal human rights concepts based upon common
characteristics rooted in shared cultural and religious values, the content
and practical aspects of rights claims are determined by unique histori-
cal and political contexts and by an array of structural conditions unique
to each country. To develop a deeper understanding of the human rights
dynamic, we must address the complex multiplicity of factors that affect
human rights and shape the debate regarding them, such as the specific
ways in which the political, economic, and social structure of a society
is organized. A comparative examination of states will contribute to an
understanding of the factors that shape human rights debates and actions
and of the specific factors that inhibit the realization of their inherent
potential.

Thus I concentrate on a comparative examination of the politics of
human rights in Egypt and Jordan since the 1990s. Egypt and Jordan are
examples of what Daniel Brumberg calls “liberalized autocracies.”3

Similar to other states in the Arab world, they also went through politi-
cal and economic liberalization processes that led, among other things,
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to the expansion of freedom of expression and organization. However,
in both cases, these processes were controlled—they did not lead to an
opening of the system and even included periods of retreat in which
these states moved frequently between processes of limited liberaliza-
tion and de-liberalization.

In both cases the liberalization measures and the expansion of free-
dom of expression, along with the continued systematic repression of
other political and social rights, released public and personal energies
that turned human rights into a frame of reference for the local commu-
nities and created a potential space for empowering the repressed popu-
lations. These developments at the local level, alongside increasing
international interest in human rights, served as a motivating and form-
ative factor of practical human rights activities. These activities, which
were at the margins of the public space, turned human rights into a
dominant language in the years from 1990 to 2010—a language that
was appropriated both by the governments and by different factions of
the opposition, each for their own purposes. In both Egypt and Jordan
the rise in the status of human rights ideas was not necessarily due to
changes in the legal conception on the part of the state and society, or to
the consecration of the language of individualism. In both cases, human
rights became an instrument used to express the need and desire on the
part of a variety of social forces to reconstruct political and social insti-
tutions as well as the collective identity.

However, although similar characteristics can be identified in the
two states, there are differences in the nature, scope, and intensity of the
human rights debate and its potential and ability to foster change. The
explanation for these differences can be found in the unique political
and social structures of each country and in the various constellations
that compose the power relations within them. The type of regime—
bureaucratic authoritarianism in Egypt and monarchial authoritarianism
in Jordan—is of great importance to the different patterns of regime-
society relations. The different attitude of the regimes toward civil soci-
ety organizations and the manner in which they managed their support-
ing coalitions in order to ensure their survival generated different types
of opposition and civil society activism and different degrees of politi-
cized mobilization, with a more politicized society in Egypt and a less
mobilized one in Jordan. All these factors affected human rights debates
and actions.

Although claims for rights can be a product of political structures or
a reflection of the power struggle between various forces operating in
the local arena, the local definition of human rights and the demands
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raised in its framework are also an inseparable part of the ongoing
process of defining the collective identity, whether modern or tradi-
tional, Islamic or secular. The debates in public spheres regarding social
and political identity have a direct effect on the relevancy of human
rights norms, their nature, and the intensity and fervor of the struggle
for their implementation.4

The modern identity of these two states is undergoing a prolonged,
formative process that oscillates continuously between East and West.
Nevertheless, there are significant differences between Egypt and Jor-
dan, differences that have an impact on the characteristics of the human
rights debates and action. The question of identity in Egyptian culture
was one of the most prominent social and political rifts.5 The struggle
over cultural-national identity has political implications that were
exploited by all those who were and still are striving to establish their
own conceptions regarding the state’s authentic national identity.

Contrary to this, the Jordanian state exhibited a great degree of
“authoritarian pluralism,” which was manifested in the simultaneous
expression of different ideologies that were affiliated with different sec-
tors of the state, while the regime positioned itself as the uniting point
of the various configurations of identity.6 I argue that this ideological
pluralism, which was manifest in the regime’s constant attempts to cre-
ate a synthesis between different approaches and factions and in its
attempts to present itself as a unifying force that brings together multi-
ple communities and identities, diminished the intensity of the struggle
for national identity in Jordan and perforce was one of the factors
responsible for the less intense human rights activism in that country,
compared to Egypt.

My research provides a systematic, comparative study of the emer-
gence of human rights in these two states and their integration in
debates, discussions, and actions. By comparatively analyzing concrete
struggles for human rights in several areas, ranging from free speech to
women’s rights, I identify a series of factors that were key in shaping
variations in the domain of human rights.

Since the 1990s the research community has invested great effort in
studying the human rights situation in the Middle East and in document-
ing the failure of governments to adapt themselves to international stan-
dards of human rights.7 My goal here is to enrich existing research by
examining the developing human rights debate while referring to recip-
rocal relations among all the forces participating in the construction of
the debate, whether from the establishment or the opposition. I examine
and compare the approach to human rights taken by the different forces
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operating in the political arena while emphasizing three of them in par-
ticular: governments, Islamists, and secular human rights activists.

Dealing with these forces exposes different normative, ideological,
and political approaches to human rights. Each one of them questions
opposing views on the grounds that these views stem from a system of
specific interests that contradict either the idea of human rights or the
interests and culture of the state and society. The attitude of these forces
regarding human rights, which reflects the cultural diversity of the local
debate, is complicated and in a state of constant construction. Neverthe-
less, their functioning does exhibit some degree of fundamental unifor-
mity, thus allowing this methodological classification.

Although I consider the effects of ideas and attitudes on rights, my
primary concern is with local interpretations of human rights, which
developed from concrete social and political struggles. Analyzing the
interaction between emerging interpretations of demands of those
obstructing that implementation helps to explain the weakness of human
rights demands as a source of political social change.

The state is responsible for and plays a primary role in the condition
of human rights on two levels: normative and empirical. In this book I
consider formal policy and also the ability to repress demands for human
rights through violent and nonviolent means. Over time, the governments
of both Egypt and Jordan increased their engagement with claims for
human rights. The regimes understood that human rights had turned into
a source of legitimacy in the domestic arena and that reports of human
rights violations were eroding their internal authority and especially
harming their international prestige. For this reason, both governments
took care to express their commitment to human rights, seeking to con-
trol the human rights debate, to determine its characteristics and limits.
In considering the contradictions between rhetoric and deeds and the
mechanisms and strategies with which the governments managed to limit
human rights, I focus on two questions: What strategies did these gov-
ernments utilize to restrict the debate on human rights or to control it?
And what can explain the governments’ ability to limit human rights
without resorting to mechanisms of legal or violent oppression?

But the answers to these questions can provide only a partial expla-
nation. Therefore, my approach goes beyond the traditional focus on the
state. Without underestimating the centrality of the state’s obligations
regarding human rights, I contend that the state is not the only actor that
challenged or limited human rights, nor the dominant actor that shaped
them. The strategies utilized by the regimes cannot be analyzed in iso-
lation from society’s reaction to them. Moreover, I argue that major
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challenges to human rights arise from society itself. The limitations of
human rights as an emancipatory force can be traced to society itself
and even to those elements at its forefront—the human rights activists
and liberal forces.

This analysis attempts to broaden the scope of explanations dealing
with the relationship between state and society. It aims to expose the
points of dissension between state and society and within society itself
regarding the essential definition of liberties, and to identify additional
reasons for the ability of regimes to maintain their authoritative control,
to neutralize demands for change, and to maintain consent with and
within society regarding the limitations on human rights.

In societies experiencing repression, human rights activists and lib-
eral forces usually play a significant role in the promotion of human
rights as part of a broader protest cycle that concerns the nature of
authority.8 Human rights nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) began
to emerge in Egypt in the 1980s and in Jordan in the 1990s due to a
combination of several factors, among them international financial and
moral support, and the processes of controlled liberalization that took
place in both states.

During the late 1990s, human rights activists and NGOs turned into
an active and prominent force that raised human rights on the local
agenda, as they focused their efforts on the state and demanded positive
measures toward the realization of rights. Because they were an indige-
nous force, activists offered a significant challenge to states and con-
tested the state’s control of political institutions. Human rights activists
also challenged the existing power structure by providing an alternative
system of norms and values.

Human rights activists and NGOs encountered many obstacles,
reflected in their inability to create a qualitative change in the human
rights situation. The analysis of both their effectiveness and their limita-
tions in the process of translating human rights ideas from the global
arena to the local arena is interwoven throughout this book and predi-
cated upon an understanding of their strategic choices, the various tac-
tics they adopted, and their interaction with the government and the
society in which they operated. I argue that the difficulties that human
rights activists encountered in their attempt to extend the social and cul-
tural legitimacy of human rights were related to their political and social
environment, but also originated with the human rights movement itself,
in its strategic choices and actions.

While dealing with the activities of human rights activists and their
ability to challenge the power structure, one question in particular
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requires attention: How have they pursued their goals and what were the
factors shaping and influencing their choices and agenda? Human rights
did not remain the sole preserve of human rights activists. Human rights
became part of the discussions conducted by other forces. A variety of
voices presenting alternative interpretations continued to exist in the
public space, ranging from Islamist forces to establishment elements.

In this book I emphasize the positions and actions of Islamists.
Islamist groups are not “political” groups in the narrow sense of the
term, and they may exert moral authority (derived from Islamic tradi-
tion) to support a particular interpretation of human rights. The moral
authority they command among the public ensures that their views are
considered to reflect original, true Islamic values.

However, it is not my aim to focus on theological aspects or
Islamic law or to examine its compatibility with human rights norms.
Many studies refer to Islam as a factor that hinders human rights, and
many others set out to prove that the modern concepts of human rights
have unique parallels in Islamic culture and religion.9 Both the rejec-
tion and the acceptance of specific human rights are analyzed in rela-
tion to Islam as an abstract concept. I prefer to consider respect or dis-
regard for human rights as a political choice, or, as Abdullahi
an-Na‘im puts it, as a product of either human agency or the believers
themselves, rather than the result of some authentic cultural essence
eternally embedded in Islam.10 Islam is not a monolithic unit, and a
uniform Islamic philosophy regarding human rights is not to be found.
Different forces within this faction provide varying and contradicting
interpretations of the same sources, which is a product of the particu-
lar characteristics of the political and social environment in which
they operate and of their different strategic choices regarding how to
deal with the reality in which they live.11 As Anthony Chase has noted,
since human rights is not a religious, spiritual discourse but rather a
legalistic-political one formulated in response to the power of the
modern state, even human rights violations that are justified by
Islamic interpretations should be understood through an examination
of the context in which Islam itself was constructed and the manner in
which it interacts with human rights and the public space.12 I examine
the manner in which Islamists interact with the idea of human rights
and, more practically, reveal their positions vis-à-vis concrete
demands to expand human rights and how they were shaped by politi-
cal and social factors.

In the past, many Islamist currents, including those in Egypt and Jor-
dan, challenged human rights, but the way they regard them changed.

8 The Politics of Human Rights in Egypt and Jordan



Many Islamist parties and movements integrated human rights into their
platforms and declarations and began to express their demands and aspi-
rations for the future in human rights language. Similar to the dynamic
of other political forces, some Islamists identified the normative appeal
of human rights and their potential to challenge domestic authoritarian
regimes. In discussing Islamist actors here, I focus on two questions:
What factors shaped their changing attitude to human rights? And what
was the impact of this change on the debate and actions for human
rights?

Human rights are not just a product of the dialogue between local
forces; they are also a product of a multifaceted dialogue connected to
global elements. Human rights have become an issue that transcends
traditional political boundaries. The domestic definition and implemen-
tation of human rights also depends on the interaction between the local
and the global and cannot be detached from regional, international, and
transnational effects.

Egypt and Jordan are part of the global village, which is character-
ized by diverse connections and networks intensified by new communi-
cation technologies. The interaction of the two states with other groups
of states, international nonstate actors, and transnational networks
increases attention to human rights issues and impacts the ways in
which human rights become embedded within local debates. This dia-
logue is not only a product of the political and economic dependence of
these states on Western states and bodies, such as the World Bank, or of
the dependence on external donors of civil society elements working to
promote human rights, but is also a product of the flow of ideas across
boundaries. Therefore, the human rights debate should be analyzed con-
sidering the extent of the influence of global elements on local debates
and actions, especially since it was a focal point of many of the concrete
cases discussed in this book.

However, it is important to realize that relationships between the
local and the global are reciprocal. Thus, although these connections
contribute to the awareness and penetration of human rights ideas and
norms, they also provoke conflict and sometimes undermine the poten-
tial of human rights to become an emancipatory force.

Throughout the book, the extent of the influence of these global ele-
ments on the human rights debates and actions is examined: How was
the global spread of human rights articulated through specific local
processes, dilemmas, and crises that shaped the agenda in Egypt and
Jordan? How do transnational ideas become meaningful in local social
settings?
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Of utmost significance in this context is the perceived link between
the idea of human rights and the West, which has had a crucial impact
on the structuring of human rights in the local arenas. Indeed, in Egypt
and Jordan, as in many other postcolonial societies, the struggle
between antimodernist, patriarchal forces and modern critical forces
over the definition of the scope of human rights has been obscured and
confused with identity politics and anti-imperialist struggles, or as al-
Baqir al-‘Afif puts it, with the struggle for the “cultural dignity” of the
Arab and Muslim world.13

This antagonism toward the human rights agenda is in part a prod-
uct of the perception among various local forces that identifies the very
idea of universality of human rights as a Western one. The debate over
the universality or cultural relativism of human rights is a long-standing
issue that is widely reflected in the Arab-Islamic context, emerging
mainly in response to the view that considers Islam an obstacle to the
realization of universal human rights.14

However, I move beyond this problematic, universal-particular
binary,15 due to the recognition that the appeal of human rights in Egypt
and Jordan, as in other societies, lies in their promise to end domination
and oppression.16 This is not to argue that local forces in Egypt and Jor-
dan do not refer to tensions between the particular and the universal when
dealing with human rights. On the contrary, these tensions are an integral
part of local discussions. None of the local forces exist in a vacuum sep-
arate from the global flow of ideas. Nevertheless, treatment of local
debates refrains from engaging the issue of the universality of human
rights and to what extent the values included in the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights (UDHR) represent part of Arab-Muslim civilization.
One of my main concerns is how various forces in Egypt and Jordan
understand and interpret human rights and deal with tensions between the
universal nature of human rights and local perceptions and conditions.

Organization of the Book

In Chapter 2, I examine the rise of human rights in the Arab world in
general and in Egypt and Jordan in particular, and the process that led to
the institutionalization of human rights. My intent is not to present a
definitive history of human rights in Egypt and Jordan, but rather to
show how the language of human rights became the language of resist-
ance, and why various local forces incorporated human rights into their
agenda.
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In Chapter 3, I address freedom of expression, by examining two of
the most prominent cases of such violations of that freedom: the Egypt-
ian trial prosecuting sociologist Sa‘ad al-Din Ibrahim and the Jordanian
trial prosecuting former member of parliament Tujan al-Faisal. Both
defendants were well known in the political and social arena and were
recognized for their human rights work. Similar charges were raised
against the two, primarily defamation of state institutions and dissemi-
nating false information abroad that is harmful to the state’s reputation
and prestige. In comparing these two cases, I point to some of the fac-
tors that contributed to the consolidation of clear and determined
demands for rights, as well as those that weakened and limited the
domestic human rights networks.

The issue of freedom of expression is further discussed in Chapter
4, which deals with the charges of apostasy raised against intellectuals,
writers, and journalists who expressed positions considered contrary to
orthodox religious interpretations. I establish the argument that the state
is not the sole factor or even the dominant one in determining the limits
of human rights. Rather, numerous obstacles standing in the way of
freedom of expression also emanate from society and local definitions
of rights. A comparative examination of the apostasy debate exposes the
differences in the extent, intensity, and impact of the discussion regard-
ing freedom of expression in religious matters in Egypt and Jordan. The
explanation of these differences will be found, as in the other case stud-
ies, in unique local contexts.

Chapter 5 attends to the status and rights of religious minorities. In
both Egypt and Jordan, this is a politically sensitive issue. But while
Egypt has experienced violent sectarian conflict between Muslims and
Copts—now one of its most pressing problems—sectarian conflict and
open discussion of minority rights have not been a part of the Jordanian
experience. Thus, my main focus in this chapter is on the violent sectar-
ian conflict under Hosni Mubarak’s authoritarian rule and the dynamic
debate concerning the status of the Coptic minority.

Chapter 6 discusses the rights of women. This chapter analyzes and
compares the efforts exerted in Egypt and Jordan to change personal sta-
tus laws, which are based on Islamic law and place women in an inferior
position compared to men in the marital relationship and in the family.
As in other Arab states, the governments in Egypt and Jordan recognized
the urgent need to address gender equality and women’s rights as means
to foster human development. In both cases, governments cooperated
with women’s organizations to reform personal status laws by relying on
enlightened interpretations of Islamic law. However, while these efforts
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led to relative success in Egypt, they led to failure in Jordan. By compar-
ing these two cases, it is possible to identify some of the sources that
contributed to the amendment of the personal status law in Egypt, as
well as those that weakened, limited, and impeded it in Jordan.

Chapter 7 offers an integrative analysis of the concrete case studies,
while highlighting the main factors that limited the propagation and
implementation of human rights norms. It also assesses the challenges
facing the forces struggling to expand liberties, and the implications of
these challenges for the post–Arab Spring era.
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