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Abstract: 
Conventional wisdom holds that globalization, and its specific contributing factors, such as immigration, 
information technology, and the emergence of universal values that inform international law, poses a challenge to 
state sovereignty. This paper analyzes this assertion by examining one case, which encompasses each of these 
factors. Following a review of the literature, this paper describes the efforts, using information and communication 
technologies, of the Egyptian Copt diaspora to advocate for human rights and improved quality of life of Copts 
residing in Egypt. We conclude that while the theory and practice of state sovereignty are certainly evolving and 
increasingly complex, the essence of state sovereignty is not necessarily challenged by these trends and may even be 
supported by them. 
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Globalization poses many challenges to economic and political stability and to quality of life of citizens 
globally.  Supra- and sub-national pressures pose a particular challenge to national governance, especially for 
developing and transitioning states, which may already be institutionally and politically weak. Three facets of 
globalization are often assumed to contribute to weak states: migration, information technology, and the emergence 
of universal values that increasingly inform international law. 

Worldwide migration has grown significantly, doubling from 75 million in 1965 to 150 million in 2000 
(IOM 2000), making diasporas increasingly relevant.  While some governments consider diasporas an interference 
with their authority, others see them as important contributors to social, political, and economic development. 
Accordingly, some states (e.g., India, Mexico, and the Dominican Republic) actively court the participation of their 
diasporas while others (e.g. Cuba) ignore or view them as an enemy.  Aided by information technology, immigrants 
are increasingly forming associations in their host-countries, and linking with other like associations and 
communities in their countries of origin, creating “digital diasporas.”  

The past decade has also witnessed an explosion of information technologies.  The Internet in particular has 
become a forum for the organization and promotion of various kinds of associations and institutions (public, private, 
and nonprofit).  The Internet has fostered inexpensive, instantaneous global information sharing and can circumvent 
national legal frameworks entirely. In the international context, the Internet enables the creation, and enhances the 
effectiveness, of transnational movements to address key global public policy issues. By linking transnational actors, 
information technology can imply threats to the nation-state from both political and socio-cultural perspectives. 

The Internet may promote universalism, that is, “a universal moral code transcending state boundaries and 
state interests” (Jacobsen and Lawson 1999; see also Greig 2002). 1 Such moral codes increasingly encompass 
respect for human rights and democratic practices. In fact, Boli (2001, 66) argues that the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights is the “most highly legitimated single expression” of world citizenship doctrine – a doctrine that 
increasingly calls into question the locus of state sovereignty. Furthermore, it is on the basis of such values that 
transnational civil society organizations and inter-governmental organizations increasingly seek to intervene in 
and/or otherwise influence policy and practice internal to the nation-state. 
At the same time, good – and even democratic – governance has entered the lexicon of mainstream foreign aid 
programming and, coupled with the new public management in OECD countries, has led to the emergence of a new 
governance paradigm. Generally, governance reforms include movement towards democratic governance 
(accountability, transparency, and responsiveness) and, more specifically, a rationalized government that designs 
and efficiently implements effective and efficient policies, and maximizes available capacity in its delivery of 
services.  The emphasis on accountability, transparency, and responsiveness to citizens is at the heart of a 
government’s legitimate use of authority. Other aspects of this new governance paradigm concern a government’s 
capacity. A rationalized government refers to one which recognizes all available capacity and effectively utilizes it 
to meet public ends. 
Conventional wisdom holds that the above characteristics of globalization weaken the fragile legitimacy and 
capacity of governments in developing and transitioning countries. We argue, to the contrary, that the combined 
trends of migration, information technology, and acceptance of universal values offer the potential for strengthening 
national governments. This paper will examine one case, which encompasses all three of these trends, to support this 
argument. Following a literature review, we describe efforts by the Egyptian Copt diaspora to use the Internet in 
advocating for human rights and improved quality of life of Copts in Egypt.  
 
The Changing National Governance Landscape 
 
 National governments are defined first and foremost according to their sovereignty. This includes not only 
recognition from other nation states (international legal sovereignty), but also domestic authority and control (see 
Krasner 1999). Authority rests on the notion of political and legal legitimacy.  For example, failed states (lacking 
domestic authority and control) may be internationally recognized. By implication, a strong state is one in which 
sovereignty is questioned neither internally (by its citizens) nor externally (by other states and extraterritorial actors). 

                                                 

1 Barber (1995) argues, to the contrary, that while information technology does facilitate the diffusion of universal values it also 
facilitates increasing parochialism.  Thus Barber notes that terrorist networks also rely on information technology for both their 
internal organization and the external promotion of their message. Elkins (1997) confirms such parochialism, pointing out that 
with information technology individuals can more easily selectively pursue information and interaction opportunities. However, 
Greig (2002) found that Elkins’ thesis only holds for limited increases in the range of communication.   
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Ideally, its sovereignty is legally reinforced internally and externally. Nevertheless, governments must also have the 
capacity to enact their authority, enforcing their policies. Both of these dimensions – authority and capacity – may 
be undermined by globalization, particularly migration, information technology, and universal values.  Cohen (1996) 
notes the evolution of the concept and experience of diasporas from one of victimization to challengers to the 
nation-state, as globalization creates “communities not of place but of interest” (517).  Migration, and especially 
organized diasporas, has become a source of concern regarding global security (see, for example, Faist 2002; see 
also Weiner 1995). Several studies have examined the role of organized diasporas in promoting policy and regime 
change in their home territories (see, for example, Byman 2001; King and Melvin 2000; Cohen 1996; Shain 1994-
1995, 1999). 

The stance of national governments with regard to their diasporic communities also varies according to, for 
example, the national ethos of the country of origin, the make-up of the community (e.g., refugees versus 
economically motivated emigrants), the importance of economic remittances to national development, and 
citizenship laws (Shain 1999). For example, countries that include migrants as “official members of their political 
communities” include Mexico, Colombia, Brazil, Ecuador, and Portugal (Levitt 2001; qtd. in Glazer 2002, 45). Not 
surprisingly, the legal rights of immigrants and the implications of dual citizenship have been increasingly debated, 
and these debates pre-date the recognized security threats in the post-September 11, 2001 environment (see Neuman 
1996; Benhabib 1999).2 States are increasingly challenged by the tension between controlling the activities of 
diaspora communities on the one hand, and not limiting their potential economic contributions on the other (see 
Alexseev 2002). 
 For its part, information technology has “exposed the porosity of geographic and political borders and the 
limited extent of any national jurisdiction” (Montgomery 2002, 26). According to Wilson (1998) there is consensus 
in the literature that sovereignty is being eroded by information technology, as a result of states’ increasing inability 
to control information both within their borders, as well as at the supranational level.  

Information technology potentially influences the way we perceive ourselves and enact our priorities, 
political or otherwise. It has enabled the creation and enhanced the effectiveness of transnational movements to 
address global public policy issues such as the Campaign to Ban Landmines (Cameron 1998; Warkentin and Mingst 
2000) and the World Commission on Dams (Brinkerhoff 2002). In fact, Nye (2002) suggests, “the Internet may 
enhance both local and transnational communities more than national community” (Nye 2002, 10).  

As for human rights, the Report of the International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty 
(ICISS) unequivocally promoted “the international responsibility to protect foreign populations under threat of mass 
killings and ethnic cleansing, where these populations’ governments are either complicit or ineffectual” (Thakur 
2002, 323). This principle builds upon the notion that the international community has a moral obligation to address 
“responsibility deficits… if a state proves unable or unwilling to protect citizens, or itself becomes the perpetrator of 
violence against its own citizens” (Ibid., 324). This implies that nation-states not only have a right, but also a duty to 
interfere in the affairs of other nation-states when these violate universal human rights. People are most likely to 
suffer human rights abuses from their own government or its agents (Jacobsen and Lawson 1999).  Human rights 
become a rallying cry not only for transnational civil society groups, including diaspora communities, but also for 
other states and inter-governmental organizations seeking to justify intervening in the internal affairs of other 
governments.  

Combined, these trends represent a powerful force confronting state capacity. Migration promotes 
diasporas and, often, the creation of a new cultural identity that ignores state boundaries. Information technology 
enables diasporas to organize into associations and movements, as individuals pursue information and interaction 
opportunities, reinforcing diasporic cultural bonds (Elkins 1997; see also Rowe 2001).  Furthermore, opposition 
groups residing both within and outside of national boundaries are increasingly using the Internet to promote their 
agendas, particularly where censorship and other forms of repression are entrenched (see, for example, Sharma 
2002).3  These agendas frequently include human rights advocacy.      

On the other hand, these trends may strengthen the authority and capacity of national governments. In order 
to enhance their authority, national governments may voluntarily enter supra-national agreements, sometimes to 
enhance their capacity to control activities which impinge on their borders. Many scholars note that in the current 

                                                 

2 For a discussion of these concerns in the post-September 11, 2001 environment, see Faist 2002. 
3 In his treatise on the Falungong, Chung (2002) notes that the impact of such phenomena may be much more significant for 
reforming socialist systems that have been accustomed to near omnipotent regulatory powers.  For further explication on the role 
of information technology in promoting liberalization and democratization, see Kalathil and Boas (2003).   
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international system, only sovereign state have authority to make such agreements. Hence, state control is not 
necessarily involuntarily diminished, but voluntarily reinforced. 

As for migration, Shain (1995, 1999) argues that U.S. diasporas can both “humanize” and “Americanize” 
U.S. foreign policy, combating isolationism on the grounds of American values of freedom and democracy. Shain 
confirms that diaspora influence on host-country foreign policy is most effective when it corresponds with host-
country national interest and values. In this sense, diaspora organizations can reinforce, strengthen, and hold host 
country governments accountable for their national identity. At the same time, through these efforts, diasporas can 
contribute meaningfully to the quality of life in their home territories (e.g., through lobbying for foreign assistance, 
economic remittances, and/or informing policy and programs), potentially enhancing their home-country 
government’s authority.   

Hashmi (1997) argues that the rationale for international intervention in domestic affairs is precisely to 
“produce stronger states, with a more inclusive political culture, with tolerance as the basis of strengthened 
legitimacy, and with internal disintegration less likely” (9). In other words, incursions into the domain of national 
governments can be viewed as temporary efforts (in the case of interventions) and continuing accountability 
measures (in the case of transnational civil society organizations and their advocacy efforts) to create and maintain 
strong states, with liberal democratic principles, within a more stable international system. It has also been argued 
that human rights policy strengthens the state: “Advocacy of human rights, and in particular the selection of leaders 
through democratic elections, is designed to produce a broadly inclusive political process that the mass of citizens 
perceives as legitimate” (Fox 1997, 108).  In any case, recent developments in international law and the ICISS 
principle of responsibility notwithstanding, a strong sovereign state is still the most capable guarantor of human 
rights and international security (Fox 1997). In his review of human and labor rights, Lipschutz (2002) similarly 
concludes that transnational campaigners seek the enhancement of sovereignty, even if this occurs within a 
transnational regulatory framework. 

 
The U.S. Copts Association: The Intersection of Migration, the Internet and Human Rights 
 
 The following case demonstrates that the combined trends of migration, the Internet, and international 
human rights policy do not necessarily pose threats to national governments.  Rather, these trends may even 
strengthen states. In order to emphasize these points, we selected a complex and controversial case: the U.S. Copts 
Association. The U.S. Copts Association is a diaspora organization representing Copts, the native Egyptian 
Christians.  As a diaspora organization that incorporates interactive use of information technology, in the service of 
an overt political agenda, U.S. Copts Association exemplifies the combined trends of migration, information 
technology and international human rights claims.4 

The case description draws on personal interviews with the founder and CEO of the U.S. Copts Association, 
Michael Meunier, and secondary reports and literature.5 In addition, the Association’s use of information technology 
and resulting interactions among members of the Copt diaspora were examined. This included a review of empirical 
data and observation of its web page, e-mail digest, and discussion boards, covering the three month period, January 
1 – April 1, 2003.  Quotes from the discussion forums, e-mail digest, and web page include the original stylized 
language, as well as errors in punctuation and spelling.   

On the surface, one might assume that the U.S. Copts Association represents a potential threat to the 
Government of Egypt’s (GOE).  Its antagonism towards the GOE is clearly demonstrated by the opening “Flash 
Intro” of its web page. This introduction, accompanied by Coptic singing, opens with the phrase, “Egyptian 
authorities punish the Christian victims.” Following is a list of allegations against Egyptian police and others, 
concerning incidents over the last 20 years of torture, murder, riots, and the burning of Copt villages. The appeal 
seeks to reach not only Copts and members of the Copt diaspora, but also the global Christian community. The Flash 
Intro ends with an appeal for Christians around the world to pray for religious freedom, human rights, and equality 
in Egypt. Furthermore, it implies a commitment to work on behalf of all Christians; its concluding phrase is 
“Copts.com Demanding equality for Christians in Egypt and around the world.” 

                                                 

4 For example, there are other Copt diaspora organizations (such as www.MyCopticChurch.org) which do not necessarily have an 
overt political agenda but, instead, focus on history, culture and religion.   
5 Two interviews were conducted, November 25, 2002, and December 17, 2002. Secondary data includes U.S. State Department 
reports, journal articles, and media coverage. Additional information regarding the activities of the U.S. Copts Association is 
taken from the website, Copts.com.  
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It is not clear how representative U.S. Copts Association is of the broader Copt diaspora. More to the point, 
some argue that its actions may have serious repercussions for Copts still residing in Egypt (Rowe 2001; Ibrahim 
1998). In the Egyptian press, the U.S. Copts Association has been accused of being “a relatively small group of 
well-financed and politically connected Copts” who are considerably hostile to Egypt (Elgindy 1999).  

 
The U.S. Copts Association and Human Rights in Egypt 
 

Michael Meunier founded U.S. Copts Association in the mid-1990s.  The organization’s mission is to 
promote the “advancement of Copts inside and outside their homeland” (U.S. Copts Association 2003).  Meunier 
also has begun efforts to establish a Coptic Information Center to focus on building and organizing grassroots efforts 
aimed at protecting Coptic rights.  He devotes much of his personal energy to mobilizing the Copt diaspora in the 
United States and regularly delivers speeches and raises money within the U.S. Copt community.6 
 Specifically, U.S. Copts have 19 key demands connected to their pursuit of equality for all Egyptian 
Christians.  Demands center on the need to end discrimination against Copts, increase Copts’ access to government 
services and role in the government; and respect the basic human rights of all Copts.  Copts demand that the 
government acknowledge and discontinue discrimination against Christians applying for jobs, requesting 
promotions and enrolling in public schools.  Copts insist on equal air time on government-controlled TV and radio 
stations, inclusion of Coptic history in school curricula, and fair representation in the Egyptian Parliament.  Finally, 
Copts’ seek acknowledgment of their basic human rights.  They demand fair prosecution and compensation for 
crimes against Copts and seizure of Coptic land, and the basic freedom to choose and practice the religion of their 
choice.   
 According to US Copts Association’s mission statement, discrimination and atrocities targeted against the 
Copts “are perpetuated and perpetrated, intentionally or through denial and neglect, by the Egyptian government as 
well as some misguided and misinformed Muslim individuals” (U.S. Copts Association 2003). Despite these 
allegations, the mission statement also confirms: “We firmly believe that what is good for the Copts is good for 
Egypt and what is good for Egypt is good for the Copts, as their past and future were and shall remain inseparable” 
(Ibid.). 

Copts comprise a majority of the eight to ten percent of Egyptian Christians.  According to the U.S. 
Department of State (2002b), “for the most part, members of the non-Muslim minority worship without harassment” 
In its 2002 “International Religious Freedom Report,” the U.S. State department (2002a) reports that the Egyptian 
government has continued a trend towards “improvement in the Government’s respect for and protection of religious 
freedom.”  Nevertheless, the report also details specific exceptions to this trend.   

An Ottoman decree from 1856 coupled with Interior Ministry regulations of 1934 requires non-Muslims to 
obtain presidential permission in order to build places of worship.  In carrying out these functions, the government 
must rule on the location of the site and the composition of the community in which the site is to be located.  The 
President must also approve permits for church repairs.  As a result of a December 1999 decree, the permission 
process for church repairs has been facilitated, however Copts claim that local permits from security authorities still 
must be obtained and the approval process continues to be time-consuming and inefficient.    Finally, the U.S. State 
Department reports that government discriminatory practices, including discrimination in hiring, continue, as does a 
lack of cooperation with Christian families that seek to regain custody of their daughters who are forced to convert 
to Islam by Muslim men. 

 
Information Technology and Political Agendas 
 
 Simultaneous to the establishment of the U.S. Copts Association, Meunier also launched a Web site 
(www.copts.com).  The Web site is publicly available and requires no registration. It offers a range of material 
benefits to members, such as information (including relevant “top stories” concerning discrimination, church, 
community, and more general news.) It is educational in providing a history of the Copts, their church, and ancient 
Egypt. There is also a substantial listing of Coptic martyrs, with some photographs and biographies. While martyrs 
are an important element of Coptic history and culture, emphasis is given to the modern martyrs. This includes a 
compiled list of anti-Copt atrocities from 1972-2000 (courtesy of the Ibn Khaldun Center for Development Studies, 

                                                 

6 Recently, Meunier has begun supporting the formation of a Canadian Coptic Coalition and has solicited assistance from the U.S. 
Copts Association through its web page and interactive information components.   
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Cairo, Egypt). Press releases regarding the activities of the U.S. Copts Association, as well as from other Coptic and 
human rights organizations, are also included.  

The site is also available in Arabic. According to Meunier (2002b), this site is “geared to educate the Copts 
in Egypt about their rights… things they would never hear about in Egypt,” including the atrocities committed 
against Copts in Egypt and efforts to prosecute the alleged perpetrators. In fact, U.S. Copts Association relies on a 
range of technologies in order to educate Egyptian Copts, gather information, expose atrocities and discrimination as 
it occurs, and facilitate individual participation in the organization’s goals. Meunier maintains a telephone network, 
and depends on local level sharing of information. Some Egyptian villages, for example, may have only one 
computer, but the articles and information available on Copts.com are shared much more broadly through word of 
mouth and hard copy print-outs. Meunier estimates that for every one to two computers, another 30-40 people 
receive the distributed information.  Meunier also relies on a network of people on the ground in Egypt to funnel out 
information and documentation (such as photos) of human rights abuses to the U.S. Rowe (2001) argues that it is 
this involvement of a substantial number of Egyptians that “lends a credible air of authenticity” to the U.S. Copts 
Association’s agenda (91). 

In March of 1996, Meunier incorporated a set of interactive electronic components to the Association’s 
efforts.  These interactive components take two forms.  One consists of a set of discussion boards, which are 
accessible on the Web site. In order to participate on the discussion boards, one must register (which is free of 
charge). Though the Government of Egypt does censor traditional media, such as newspapers and television 
broadcasts, it refrains from censoring the Internet.7  In light of this, Meunier intentionally developed the discussion 
boards in order to offer an opportunity to Copts residing in Egypt to “participate and communicate and feel part of a 
community” (Meunier 2002b). As a consequence, the content of the discussion boards is more cultural than political.  
Topics on the discussion boards range from issues related to science and technology to Coptic history, Egyptian 
studies, religion and civil society.  Meunier intended the boards to be as inclusive as possible and posters include 
people representing the grassroots as well as, for example, famous Egyptian poets (who include their poetry on the 
boards).  Most of the discussions are, not surprisingly, in Arabic.  

With the addition of an English forum, members of the diaspora also participate, and this has raised some 
questions among posters as to the purpose of the discussion boards. For example, in a thread titled “What do we 
want?” one member expresses concern that there is too much debate in the forum about their faith, rather than 
reaching any useful political “results.” Two ideas emerge: the need to unify the voices of the U.S. Coptic Churches; 
and to reach out to Muslims and try to create a dialogue between Copts and Muslims.  Between January 1, 2003 and 
April 1, 2003, twelve different discussion topics were posted on the English language boards and seventy-nine 
individual posts were made.  People can use the boards to create and initiate their own discussion topics.   

The second interactive component consists of a listserv, the “Copts Digest.”  As with the discussion boards, 
in order to participate on the listserv one must register.  Unlike the discussion boards, however, the Digest is 
distributed primarily to English speakers and so it is predominantly in English.  According to Meunier, there are at 
least 10,000 recipients of the Digest, and among these are “a lot of influential people, so not only Egyptians, but also 
Egyptian officials, embassy, and media centers, and ministers of information.”  Topics addressed in the Digest range 
from religion, to political action, to theological doctrine. 
 In order to participate, one agrees to adhere to certain etiquette rules, which obligate members to refrain 
from using, in Meunier’s words, “foul language to describe other people or religion.”  Because of press censorship 
in Egypt, Meunier is very sensitive to maintaining members’ ability to openly express their views in the Digest; 
every effort is made not to censor messages. In addition to the etiquette rules, however, other guidelines require 
users to respect a diversity of viewpoints and an array of ideological positions.  Beyond these rules, Meunier and his 
Web site moderators attempt to ensure that postings do not specifically target Egypt with hostile actions.  Thus, for 
example, Meunier notes that he and his moderators would not tolerate and, therefore, would refrain from allowing, 
postings that contain a call to arms against Egypt.  Meunier argues that he would not want to prompt a backlash, by 
the Egyptian government, against Copts living in Egypt.  This policy also buttresses his view that what is good for 
Egypt is good for Copts (and vice versa).8   

                                                 

7 Kalathil and Boas (2001, 123) suggest that the Egyptian government refrains from regulating the Internet because users are 
mainly Egyptian elites.  Thus, for example, one regularly finds that the online versions of Egyptian newspapers are much more 
forthcoming about human rights abuses than their hard-copy versions. 
8 In March 2003, the Copts Board of Directors found it necessary to place further restrictions on posts, in response to complaints 
about the length and content of the Digest.  Thus, the board decided that postings could not exceed 30 lines, or one page, or 500 
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 In other, less clear, matters Meunier will allow a posting to be distributed on the Digest but will weigh in 
with the formal position of the U.S. Copts Association relative to the post.  For example, one poster suggested that 
Copts should be advocating for a separate state, a clearly inflammatory remark given the presence on the Digest of 
high level Egyptian government officials.  Vigorous debate ensued in which other members expressed disdain for 
the original post and hopes for a unified Egypt in which people of all religions could live in freedom.  Meunier, in 
his role as president of U.S. Copts Association also contributed to the debate, reminding everyone that “…our 
struggle for equality in Egypt is a peaceful one.  We have never at any point encouraged or even entertained any 
separatists ideas or thoughts, since we believe Egypt is a blessed land for all Egyptians.”  Meunier thus sees the 
Digest as a central forum for rich debate but, cognizant of the fact that Egyptian officials receive the Digest, also 
attempts to maintain both decorum and moderation.  
 The interactive components of Copts.com have indeed become a central forum for debate and/or expression 
about human rights issues.  This is demonstrated in the discussions concerning the El-Kosheh massacre.  On 
December 31, 1999 an argument between a Coptic shopkeeper and a Muslim customer erupted in two days of 
violence at the end of which 21 Copts were killed and 260 Coptic homes and businesses were destroyed. Members 
of the Copts Digest debated whether to wait for the Egyptian courts to process the case or whether to present the 
issue to the International Criminal Court (ICC) at The Hague.  In December 2002, Meunier went to The Hague to 
gather information on how to proceed with a case.  In February 2003, 93 of the 96 defendants were acquitted.  By 
March 2003, the listerv was lighting up with members expressing horror at the acquittals and seeking directions 
from U.S. Copts Association on how they could take personal action on behalf of facilitating the presentation of the 
case to the ICC.   

Another example illustrates how the Association’s communication networks can operate. In November, 
Meunier received a Federal Express package from Egypt with pictures of a church whose renovation had been 
stopped by local Egyptian authorities. A family from the local village has a member living in Belgium who, 
following a telephone conversation with them, posted information about the problem to the Digest and e-mailed 
Meunier the priest’s telephone number. The priest gathered information regarding all of the paperwork, permits filed, 
and photographs and passed them to a Copt in Cairo, whom Meunier trusts, who then sent it to the U.S. Copts 
Association. Meunier subsequently arranged a meeting between the priest and the Government of Egypt, resulting in 
formal permission to resume the renovation. 
 U.S. Copts Association also directs a lot of energy at the U.S. Congress, in an effort to influence diplomatic 
interventions to improve the plight of Copts in Egypt.  For example, in 1998 the Association lobbied Congress for a 
“Freedom of Religious Persecution Act,” which called for trade sanctions against states violating religious freedom 
(Ibrahim 1998; qtd. in Rowe 2001). According to Meunier, it was due to his efforts with members of Congress that 
President Mubarak was pressured to facilitate the permission process for church repairs, resulting in a 1999 decree 
(Meunier 2002). Meunier occasionally testifies before Congress and has been asked to hold joint press conferences 
with members of Congress. Meunier, representing U.S. Copts Association, was also part of the strategy sessions 
with President Bush regarding the case of Dr. Saad Eddin Ibrahim, head of the Ibn Khaldun Center for Development 
Studies, who had been imprisoned in Egypt allegedly on corruption charges. His case sparked an international 
advocacy effort, which argued that he was being harassed due to his work on human rights.9  In this session, 
Meunier strongly advocated for the $150 million cut in U.S. foreign aid to Egypt that was offered as an incentive to 
release Ibrahim. More recently (May 2003), Meunier made an intervention to the United Nations Human Rights 
Commission. 
 
The U.S. Copts Association: Strengthening the Government of Egypt 
 

While the U.S. Copts Association is not likely to jeopardize GOE’s international legal sovereignty, it does 
influence its ability to control cross-border flow. The GOE does not control ideas and information being collected 
and disseminated by U.S. Copts Association. However, part of this is an explicit GOE strategy. As with censorship 
of the media, the GOE is less attentive to the Internet, given the limited extent of digital access. On the other hand, 
as demonstrated by its broader communications networks, the U.S. Copts Association may reach more people within 

                                                                                                                                                             

words.  Postings relating to theological questions also would not be accepted—though it should be noted that 7 days after 
distributing these “rules” over the digest, a discussion about theological interpretation developed.  
9 The Ibn Khaldun Center for Development Studies focuses on human rights in Egypt generally but, as a consequence, publishes 
reports that are specific to the Egyptian Copts. In December 2002, a retrial was ordered and Dr. Ibrahim was released; he was 
acquitted of all charges in March 2003. 
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Egypt than the GOE realizes and Egyptian Copts themselves are active in providing U.S. Copts Association with 
valuable information. In any case, the U.S. Copts Association has not explicitly questioned the GOE’s authority to 
control cross-border transfer of information and ideas, including evidence of human rights abuses. 

Internally, the U.S. Copts Association may have even greater influences on GOE capacity. The U.S. Copts 
Association has intentionally mobilized the Copt diaspora and sought the support of a range of external actors, from 
individual members of the U.S. Congress and the President of the U.S. to international bodies such as the 
International Criminal Court and the United Nations Human Rights Commission. Egypt is a signatory to both of 
these international bodies, an exercise of its sovereign authority.  U.S. Government officials have sought to 
influence GOE’s human rights policy and enforcement more or less overtly (e.g., the intervention on behalf of Saad 
Eddin Ibrahim  versus the 1999 Decree regarding church repairs). In all of these cases, external actors did not 
intervene with questions regarding the GOE’s authority to make decisions; rather, in each case GOE voluntarily 
forfeited some control, either as a signatory to extra-territorial legal systems or as an incentive to receive foreign aid. 

One could argue that GOE is somewhat weak from the perspective of actual control. It is here, in particular, 
that one sees the potential contribution of the U.S. Copts Association. By gathering and disseminating information, 
U.S. Copts Association is enabling and creating accountability mechanisms. It does so by publicizing and 
highlighting instances where the national government’s own policies may not be appropriately implemented at the 
local level and where that policy and/or its enforcement is inconsistent with international standards thus potentially 
damaging the GOE’s legitimacy in the international system. It also assists the GOE in identifying and responding to 
instances where elements of Egyptian society may be fomenting civil unrest (e.g., the El-Kosheh riots and murders).   

In short, in every instance the U.S. Copts Association is not challenging the authority of the GOE. By 
attempting to squelch calls for the overthrow of the Egyptian government and for forming a separate Coptic state it 
even strengthen the GOE’s perceived legitimacy.  The U.S. Copts Association may also support authority where 
GOE’s international legitimacy is enhanced by responses consistent with universal moral standards and international 
law.  

Similarly, the activities of U.S. Copts Association can arguably strengthen the U.S. government.  By 
invoking American values of democracy, equality, and human rights, the U.S. Copts Association has encouraged the 
U.S. government to act accordingly.  These actions both affirm the U.S. national identity, as suggested by Shain 
(1994-1995), and enhance the U.S. government’s legitimacy internationally.  They are also consistent with the 
responsibility to protect. In general, then, the case described here demonstrates Hashmi’s (1997) justification for 
international interventions in order “to produce stronger states, with a more inclusive political culture, with tolerance 
as the basis of strengthened legitimacy, and with internal disintegration less likely” (9).   
 With regard to the assumption that migration may pose a threat to national governments, politically active 
digital diasporas represent a complication to the divergence, identified by Benhabib (1999), between the sovereign 
people and the residents of an identified bounded territory.  Simply because members of digital diasporas assert a 
right to influence their home country government, as U.S. Copts Association and its members do, does not 
necessarily mean that their home country governments will regard those claims as either legitimate or as more 
meritorious than those of other external actors.  Thus, for example, the GOE does not take much active interest in 
the Copt diaspora, given that Copts comprise a relatively small percentage of the Egyptian population.  This factor 
raises questions with respect to the new governance paradigm. When promoting responsiveness of governments to 
their citizens, how do we define citizen? 
 In addition to the GOE’s inability – or limited interest – in controlling information flows over the Internet, 
the U.S. Copts Association case demonstrates the potential power of the Internet to mobilize constituents for 
political action around ideas and debate. As the examples above indicate, both ideas (e.g., the idea of equality) and 
potential actions (e.g., appealing to the ICC) are introduced and debated in cyberspace, sometimes with real-world 
consequences (e.g., the ability to continue renovation of a church). But the Web site, after all, is hosted by and is the 
public face of a formal association that ultimately retains control over the content of debate and proposals.  Hence, 
though individual members may propose taking up arms against GOE, or pursuing an independent state, these 
debates are generally cut short by Meunier so as not to conflict with the specific goals and credibility of the 
Association.  In setting parameters for debate, subjects that would potentially threaten the GOE are taken off the 
table and the Internet becomes a tool for moderating potential inflammatory sentiments. 
 Finally, with regard to human rights, the Copt case demonstrates that political agendas built upon such 
universal values are likely to receive support from a broad array of external actors – from individuals, to other 
national governments and inter-governmental bodies. Furthermore, other nation-states may enact a “responsibility to 
protect” and seek to influence internal human rights policy and enforcement. This is particularly noteworthy in the 
case of Saad Eddin Ibrahim given the GOE’s strategic interest for the U.S. Government. Of course, decisions to 
invoke the responsibility to protect will likely remain strategic ones based on national interest and security concerns. 
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Conclusion and Implications 
 
 U.S. Copts Association constitutes an example of a DD organization in which diaspora members come 
together electronically to debate, discuss, propose and take actions oriented to supporting the Association’s 
advocacy and promotion of human rights for Copts in Egypt.  As such, it is a particularly insightful case with which 
to probe the implications of migration, information technology, and universal values for the national government 
capacity, particularly its authority and control.  The case example described and discussed here suggests that 
assumptions about the threats of globalization to the state should not be made quickly. In fact, when combined, 
trends in migration, information technology and human rights may actually serve to strengthen a national 
government.  Further, to the extent that interest organizations such as digital diasporas accept the premise of the 
nation-state system, take action on the basis of that premise, and recognize that it may not be in their interest to 
challenge a particular national government, digital diasporas may ultimately enhance state control and authority.   

Our findings suggest that digital diasporas are less likely to threaten national government’s authority when 
they have a human rights agenda since these agendas rely upon the nation-state system, which reinforces national 
authority. Furthermore, contrary to assumptions of its free-for-all nature, the use of information technology may 
actually temper potential threats to national governments. The U.S. Copts Association, and particularly Copts.com, 
has become a gathering place for disgruntled Copts from around the world. Rather than inciting threats, the DD 
organization – notably Meunier – uses interactive technology to set parameters on discussions and establish what 
may or may not be legitimate to debate. 
 Given that DDs do not necessarily constitute a threat to the nation-state, they can be viewed as potential 
partners to nation-states and the international community alike in both promoting the enforcement of international 
law and enhancing government capacity, and democratic practices in particular.  On a case by case basis, some 
nation-states are opting to grant citizen status and/or associated privileges to diaspora members. Such extra-
territorial citizens thus become legitimized stakeholders in that nation-state, and as formalized actors within the 
nation-state system, they are likely to be viewed as legitimate not only by the nation-state in question, but also by 
the world polity. Less clear is the legitimacy of non-citizen extra-territorial interest groups. Boli (2001) suggests that 
their affiliation with world polity values, such as universal human rights, will give some groups, such as the Copt 
diaspora, a measure of legitimacy at least in the global community, assuming they can provide evidence of their 
claims.  
 In short, despite conventional wisdom, digital diasporas and human rights policy may prove to be counter-
intuitive instruments for enhancing the nation-state system. Given the governance agenda of OECD countries and 
the major donors which they support, the U.S. Copts Association raises questions regarding the possibility of 
innovative partnerships for promoting democratic governance in support of a more peaceful international nation-
state system. 
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