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American Islamic Congress 

“I Won’t Stay Silent: Stories from the Frontlines of the Civil 
Liberties Struggle in the Middle East” 

CATO Institute, 1000 Massachusetts Avenue NW, 3 July 2008, 10:30 AM 
 
The American Islamic Congress (AIC) featured a presentation by Dalia Ziada, Director of 
AICÕs Egypt Office and prominent Egyptian reformer.  She discussed the appalling condition of 
human rights in Egypt and relayed her own personal experiences regarding restrictions on 
womenÕs rights and press freedoms.  She also briefly discussed her perceptions of the United 
States and efforts for democratic reform. 
 
Ziada said that Egypt does not respect the basic right of individual expression and cracks down 
regularly on bloggers.  She related several stories about bloggers in Egypt being detained, 
arrested, and even imprisoned for their blog posts.  According to Ziada, this is because Egypt is 
worried about blogs, as it is a threat to their monopoly on information.  She also asserted that the 
issue about bloggers has a regional dynamic as nations in the Middle East are threatened by 
new information technologies and they fear that they will not be able to control dissent and 
the media. 
 
She then discussed womenÕs rights, which she considered along with press freedoms to be one of 
the main two issues related to reform in Egypt and the Middle East as a whole.  She claimed that 
the greatest issue in regards to womenÕs rights in Egypt was female circumcision.  Having been 
one of the many Egyptian women that have been circumcised, she felt it was necessary to 
campaign against it.  Furthermore, for women to make advances their needs to be a change in 
their mindset and a willingness to be active.  She concluded by stating that women’s rights are 
integral to broader rights and freedom since empowering women will have a positive 
impact on society at-large. 
 
In regards to the role America could play in pushing for freedom and political reform in Egypt, 
she made several suggestions.  Ziada said the U.S. can and should play a more constructive 
role in Egypt by bolstering reform minded activists.  If consistently done, U.S. pressure on 
Egypt could force them to move on issues of reform, as they would not want to have their 
national prestige damaged in the eyes of the countriesÕ of the region.  However, without U.S. 
help activists will have difficulty in forcing changes in Egypt. 


