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The recent Egyptian controversial film Bahibb Issima (I Love Cinema) directed by Osama Fawzi and written by Hani Fawzi (two unrelated young Coptic film makers) has triggered an ongoing heated debate of national proportion.  Through its unprecedented representation of the daily life of a conservative Coptic family during the 1960s (based to a great extent on autobiographical elements from the script writer’s own childhood) the film has propelled the Egyptian Coptic community into the very heart of the public sphere and has simultaneously confirmed the Coptic community as a new player in the cultural politics in Egypt, a challenging new force for the Egyptian State to contend with in the latter’s balancing act of secularism and religious nationalism. 

The makers of Bahibb Issima have described their film as one that is against all forms of oppression where “cinema” in the title is synonymous with “freedom”. Such a declaration represented an open invitation to read the life of the Coptic family on the screen as a metaphor for all Egyptians both Copts and Muslims, during the sixties (where the film is set) and in present day Egypt. Moreover, the tyranny that the father exercises over his young son, Naeem who loves cinema but is denied it because it is haram i.e. prohibited by religion, is the same tyranny that the Nasser regime exercised over him; the censorship the young child faces at home is simply a reflection of wider forms of oppression. The story is narrated from the perspective of the adult Naiim and proceeds to expose the religious, political, family and cultural institutions of the sixties that have shaped the present.

Today, this daring and brilliantly produced film is on trial in the Egyptian courts for contempt of religion (izdira’ al-adyan) a grave accusation that can land the producer, the director, the scriptwriter, the members of the state-run cultural apparatus (including the Minister of Culture, the Secretary General of the Higher Council for Culture and Egypt’s Chief Censor who are implicated in releasing the film without prior approval of the Coptic Church when conversely any film touching on Islam would have been reviewed by Al-Azhar) all in prison.

My paper will read Bahibb Issima, as a cultural product, within the larger context of the changing relationship between the State and the Coptic community since the 1990s. I will argue that both the film itself and its attackers, thoroughly understand and capitalize on the newly acquired national space that has ironically been conceded by the Egyptian State (in its relentless attempts to simultaneously project a global modern, secular image of itself as well as a local national, religious one) to a forever unrepresented/misrepresented Coptic community. I will explore the complexity of the logic and strategies deployed by members of the state-run cultural apparatus to release the film versus those used by Coptic and Muslim attackers to ban it, all of which are reminiscent of other, recent censorship crises in Egypt. Finally I will look at how Bahibb Issima has ultimately opened up ongoing debates, conversations, and solidarities of national magnitude between Copts and Muslims, both religious and secular, thereby confirming the Coptic community as the new kid on the block: a new player in the game of cultural politics in Egypt.

