Mahalla, Manalaa,
Tahrir, Maspero:
Post-Media
Nodes of the Egypt
Spring
A conversation between
Oliver Lerone Schultz &
Mina Emad

Oliver Lerone Schultz met Mina Emad, a media artist from Cairo who has
worked extensively with artivist engagements in the context of Hosni
Mubarak's Egypt, in November 2011. The conversation took place just before
the second Tahrir movement which developed in the build up to parliamentary
elections after Mubarak had stepped down – and with renewed repression
and restoration already in view. The edited transcript was amended with
some further contextual and updated information (footnotes) to better
situate it’s somewhat ‘historical’ content, also in light of later developments.

Political Spaces: Birth of a Blogosphere
Oliver Lerone Schultz: How did you become immersed in political
and media-related activism in Egypt?

Mina Emad: Back in 2006 I decided to engage with the then nonexistent Egyptian political scene. I mean a scene that I couldn’t be part of
because there was no space really before that. And so it was only in certain
spaces, certain very tiny spaces that people were necessarily called activists
– because they were outside the mainstream official parties, which were not
really opposition parties they were just hollow parties, so you had to be on
the very margins and there were very few. And at the time in 2005/2006,
even later, when actions would be called for, they turned out to be very small.
And it would always be the same 50 or 60 people who would be going, doing
stand- or sit-ins surrounded by 500 riot police.
So there was no space or especially not on the official political scene
and not in the city or in the streets. So the only space that one could find
was the internet. And so that’s when blogs started to become popular and a
whole new generation of Egyptians ran into that space; growing slowly and
meshing itself into becoming a reality, a reality big enough that it could make
decisions, discuss topics, increase the size of gatherings, share information.
There was an excellent initiative created at this time: Manalaa, which was a
blog aggregator.1 That was done by a man who is actually now in jail. After

nine months of revolution the military is still cracking down on the freedom
of expression.2 His name is Alaa Abd El-Fattah and he and his wife Manal

Hassan had created this aggregator which allowed us to see the growth of
our ‘bloggosphere’ and made it possible for you to connect information, and
all sort of initiatives, people, writing and even poetry, or calls for an event for
a flash mob, sharing data, banners and so on.
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So, there was a space created on the internet and this was our space, it

was free.3 And that’s when I engaged with this space and tried to make the

most out of it too, before Twitter and Facebook. It was open, uncensored – and
it was risky because some bloggers were traced by IP and internet addresses,
and the security services would knock at their door and throw them in jail.4

Internet Rising – Medium of the Masses
So I developed this strategy based on total anonymity.5 The internet,
especially at that time was very small. Maybe 10 percent of the population
was accessing it at the time. Today it’s 40 to 60 percent, or more.

OLS: What was the role of internet connectivity in these political
developments?

ME: It depends really when we’re looking at it. So let’s say till 2007/8 we’re
talking about an internet where Facebook and Twitter are not really playing
a decisive role. It’s only after that. Then Twitter becomes almost like a
telephone device: it’s like mass communication, being someone somewhere
talking to many, giving their views on something, describing, sharing
images and so on. It’s an amazing source of direct information. And it’s
faster than anything. Before it’s even hit the television, you already have the
footage itself! You have the information, the description, the location and
everything – so it’s like a pre-print in the press.
It was this type of curve: slow in the beginning, and then suddenly a
spike. So the very slow went from 2000 to 2002. But it’s really in 2010 or 2011
that it just went up through the roof, because it became a national concern.
Before it was just a microcosm of microcosms of people; but then everybody
was carrying the cause until it became huge.

UnDead Symbols, Social Images + Creeping Publics
OLS: How can we imagine the intersectionality of these different social
processes at that time?

ME: One of the moments when it became bigger was with this other
symbolic event with the death of Kahled Saheed, the young man who
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was beaten to death by police in Alexandria. And this shocked the entire
population, it was in the press. It was taken up by the young activists who
took it as a symbol and started innovating ways of claiming public space,
in a way that could not breach the emergency laws which forbade that we
gathered, forbade that we move the reunion in the street and so on. So there
were flash mobs that were organised in Alexandria along the sea where
everybody wore black, and just stood three meters away from each other
looking at the horizon, and that was a very beautiful image.6 And it was
another type of strategy to be together, to take the streets but in a way that
can’t be attacked by the authorities.
Everything worked separately and together, there were things
chronologically that had nothing to do with the blogosphere. For example,
the workers’ movements: they weren’t triggered by the blogosphere but they
were followed and magnified by the blogosphere. One of the most important
youth movements, called the ‘6th of April Movement’, has taken its name
from a workers’ strike that it did not organize itself, but that it considered as
a major event in Egypt’s recent history. Because what happened in Mahalla
in 2007/08 was very promising in terms of confronting the authorities,
taking down Mubarak’s portraits, throwing stones at police cars, burning
police cars and so on; taking the streets, occupying Mahalla, the whole city,
so that was definitely a big symbol.7 But at the time not everybody was
quite aware of what had really happened. No footage, no images. Reporters
were being stopped before arriving to Mahalla. It was very meticulous, how
information is concealed.

Confluence – 25 Jan
Then we also had the socialist movements, or bloggers that were very much
concerned by the workers’ situation. I’m thinking in particular of someone
like Hossam el-Hamalawy, who was monitoring the situation amazingly.8
About seven or eight years it has been going on – in the factories, in all of
the provinces, and he was documenting strike after strike and building up
an archive of workers’ movements in Egypt and this is extremely concrete;
this is not Facebook, this is not new media, it has nothing to do with that.
It’s just what it is: people who work, the economy which is bad, and these
simply true claims.
So before 25 January 2011, you had a certain ‘class’ of activists, who
were very involved, who were connected and so on. Now the millions of
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people who came down to the streets on that day had no idea that these
people existed. It is actually afterwards when these same voices were being
introduced, being known better, leading certain initiatives that the rest
of the population realised there was the ‘underworld’ that they’d never
heard of, that was never discussed. And although there would be a lot of
campaigns and someone would be arrested, you would never hear about
them at the level of national media. So these were like two separate worlds
whose intentions coincided on 25 January.
I think the Khaled Saheed issue was the most prominent event that
maybe shed some light on the existence of all these movements, these
activists and so on. But really everything was actually separate, and off ‘the
radar’. I think one of the common grounds, one of the common denominators
was basic human rights. This was the ground to political awakening or at
least struggle. And it’s a huge issue in Egypt because there is a constant
violation of human rights on all levels.

Revolution as Media Infection
OLS: To what extent was media coverage playing out in all this?
ME: I think it was very important because the activists were very aware of
all that has been going on in Tunisia and also elsewhere in other places and
so on. I think it might be the first time in this part of the world that all
TV channels show the fall, or the fall in the making, of an Arab dictator.
And these kids were young, you know, ‘They look like our neighbours’, and
so, ‘Oh, it’s possible!’9 So this was the first time that this type of image was
diffused, broadcast on television.

OLS: It was also on Egyptian state television?
ME: Yes, I mean it was up on all the TV stations and all over the news and
this was something the government could not control. Maybe had they
thought, they would have controlled it, just like China forbids access to the
images of Tiananmen Square. I think they were taken a bit off guard with
these images. They know what the impact of these images can be because
they have forbidden them for so long; every single image, every single article,
every single word would be censored because they know the tremendous
impact. And yet it happened.
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OLS: And Al Jazeera?
ME: Al Jazeera had an open camera 24 hours a day and so it wasn’t even
edited material, it was just a flow, a constant flow of live transmission,
which of course annoyed the authorities tremendously because they were
still trying to control the narrative.

Tahrir: (Symbolic) Staging of a Movement
OLS: From the media reports here in Europe it seemed like Tharir was
almost immediately becoming a central stage. Everything seemed to focus
there...

ME: Then there was something that resonates with what you say. It’s that
it became an icon because it spread quite quickly and maybe too quickly, it
was iconised. And I am not talking about the fact that it remains till now, a
meeting place, but that it became a symbol for the media and the merchants,
who were selling flags and so on, and who turned it into a souvenir shop in
no time. You felt almost that it was a bit indecent, this iconisation which
happened so fast. It was actually sometimes demeaning, we felt that it made
what happened lose its meaning and power.10
In the beginning, due to its name which is ‘Liberation Square’, which is
the proper translation, it was a convergence point. This was where all the
marchers and the demos would converge.11 And then it became a symbol
because it was the stronghold of the uprising, and this was the space to
protect. Of course, being a square with eight avenues going into it, we said
we had to close ourselves inside it; it’s like closing yourself into a trap so
it made us very vulnerable. But because we were very vulnerable, it meant
that we had to be very determined so either we won or we lost forever. And
this really accentuated the determination of everyone, the way it was, the
topography of the square.

Control and Confusion
They were controlling a narrative. Like, ‘something very tiny happened,
thank God! Three days later everybody has gone and see, we are cleaning up
the square with our brooms!’ And they would publish pictures of the square
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Small bands of people on Stanley Bridge in Alexandria ‘wearing black clothes and looking deeply
into the sea, contemplating, or reading Qur’an. No one seemed to really know what’s going on. They
were just there. I guess that was the original purpose of the “rally”.’
Photo by Ehab El Badry, Mahalla, 14 April, 2008
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that would show it empty in the official newspapers, whereas it would
actually be filled with hundreds of thousands of people – the lies were huge!
Because they know perfectly well that they have this type of control over
the population because they have the privilege of the radio, television and
four huge newspapers and they can very easily cast doubt on the rest and
even say these people are manipulated by Mossad. They would actually add
very contradictory theories that they were manipulated by Mossad, that
they were also manipulated by Iran, that they were populated by the United
States; I mean completely conflicting interests just to cast a total doubt on
what’s going on and it works.
Then, the Supreme Council of Armed Forces (SCAF) launched a smear
campaign where ‘Tahrir people’ was a synonym of those agitated marginal
people who are, you know, like thugs. They were basically turning the thing
completely around and doing a smear campaign against activists, against
citizens claiming their rights. Because after the revolution happened
everybody had high hopes which dropped, one after the other. And today we
are in a situation where we all realise there has actually been no progress
and in fact a lot of regression in terms of freedom of expression, quality of
life, that the economy is on its knees, and so and so and so, and no justice.12

You have 12 thousand Egyptians who will have been court-martialed,

who are civilians and with hardly any trial, no legal representation or
anything. So again, the people who are paying the price are trying to find
channels of visibility and pressure. But we are finding ourselves again in
this situation where everyone is saying how wonderfully Egypt has done in
their revolution and is again collaborating with SCAF, shaking the hands of
criminals, which is just killing us.

Media Battles
OLS: Just to be clear about what you’ve just said – would you say that the
number one strategic mistake of the movement was not to take over the
media infrastructure?

ME: Major – for me it’s a major error.
OLS: Was there any discussion about that – any awareness? After these
clashes would people debate the obvious alternatives of either building
their own autonomous media structures to bypass traditional media or
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Participants shooting video during Funeral Procession in Tahrir.
Photo by Lilian Wagdy, Cairo, 2 December, 2011
transforming them? Was there any kind of reflexive discussion of the
movement and of how to proceed with it?

ME: I don’t believe so, otherwise they would have a plan. The thing is that
you had tanks everywhere that were actually guarding the passageway
around Maspiro, which is the central television building. The attitude here
was completely different. I don’t know, you might have heard of this tragedy
that happened on 9 October where protesters gathered around Maspiro? It
was a Coptic demonstration, they were all gathered after the church had
been burnt down and they were demanding the fall of the Supreme Council
of Armed Forces, and that this power be transferred to civilians and that we
stop the military trials of civilians.
So they were putting on the pressure around this building, and on
that day the military simply crushed the crowd by sending in armoured
personnel carriers which ran around the crowd killing 28 people and
injuring 1000. So this just means that as soon as there was something that
they sensed would turn into a threat against Maspiro then they responded
with extreme harshness. That just shows you how little risk they will take
over that.13
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Activists in Tahrir Square on Friday night set up a projector to screen videos of the
army’s attacks on protesters during the previous week.
Photo by Hossam el-Hamalawy, Cairo, 23 December 2011
What happened was that when the uprising happened, we did not
liberate the media. There is one building, the Television and National Radio
building; in retrospect we should have occupied it and made sure it was
completely cleaned up, and not returned to the surveillance and authority of
the military which is guarding it like Fort Knox because, if they don’t have
access to this body, they can’t operate because they only operate on lies, on
distortions, on this information, dis-information. This is the stronghold of
power – media.

The Counter-Revolution is Televised
OLS: What were the consequences of this mistake?
ME: So what we have to do now is respond to this flow of lies, of distortion,
of propaganda, smear campaigns and so on by finding, actually developing
again strategies or events, public reunions, so that the messages we send are
not so often flooded by the response of the, let us call it, counter revolution.
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And you see, the counter revolution is really televised, outrageously televised.
And it is achieving horrible results, because it is so efficient. It divided
the population, that means today and nine months after the revolution,
anyone you ask about this swindle would tell you: ‘What is this thing, this
revolution? It was better before. Look around you, nothing is working.’ All
our hopes went down the drain.
It is interesting to remember that in the beginning of the Egyptian
uprising, for six whole days, we had no internet and no telephone, no SMS
and the movement only became bigger, maybe to some extent because of
that. Because people had to leave home, they couldn’t call each other so
they had to meet each other and I am sure that it actually played a role in
increasing the mobilisation, rather than frightening people, which is what
the government wanted. And so, this showed us that everything went
perfectly well with no cell phones, no internet, no Twitter, no nothing. It
puts things into proportion.
So it’s interesting to have this very privileged, unusual moment of six
days without anything and everything is going perfectly well, everyone is
communicating perfectly well, you know. And this just made me realise! I
don’t know if society in general is conducive, or maybe it is Egyptian society
in general that is so conducive. But information flew. You could see it flying
in Tahrir as well. It’s another type of microcosm, it spread out. When you had
information here, you also had it there just as you walked. You don’t know
how it works but it spreads, and so this was an interesting relationship of
seeing how reality works, how virtuality works and you wonder which is
faster.

Old Media Revisited: Writings on the Wall
Well if you go to Cairo right now, you can hardly find a wall that hasn’t
been covered with graffiti; there was an explosion of graffiti. And, there is
something quite strange in Egypt; it’s that walls aren’t necessarily considered
as special, except certain walls that would be under surveillance. But it is
very common to see things written on the walls and nobody cares. People
put their telephone numbers there, saying ‘I give private lessons’. They make
big stencils, or they paint the entire wall. The relationship to walls is a bit
different. So what has changed now is the nature of the message, they are all
political. You have some that represent Mubarak, the Field Marshall Tantawi,
the strongman now in power, other figures, messages, Khaled Saeed, icons
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and symbols all over the place. They are often very primitive sentences,
written with spray, which sometimes have even more power than a slick
graphic artwork.14

OLS: So, what is your take on the role of ‘new/social media’ after all these
experiences?

ME: I’m really going to state a generality right now but this type of tool
really just empowers you to create your own impact and dissemination if
you are willing to spend the time. So it’s really like do-it-yourself media,
do-it-yourself campaign, do-it-yourself impact, do-it-yourself reputation
as well. There is no intermediary between you and a potentially very wide
public. So I think this is what the internet brings – it widens your scope. You
can play with these tools and actually if your content is timely and good and
interesting to people and so on, it can with no intermediary and no budget
and no anything, get out there, and this is good to know. You feel that if
everything falls apart, you can still do this.

DIY Universalism
OLS: What is the overall significance of the Egypt experience in a wider,
global context, in your view?

ME: I remember, and I am not the only one, that during those 18 days of
the uprising up to the fall of Mubarak, we were extremely aware that it was
not all about us. We experienced the universality of what was going on.
There was something extremely human, that had nothing to do with our
origin, our colour, our religion; we were just human and we were given to
experience what humanity had when it was at its best. It is actually a very
strong and rather overwhelming feeling and we saw that this was possible.
It was like being given a peek of paradise – and then it closes again. And so it
had nothing to do with being Egyptian, and we were very conscious that it
could inspire or it could actually be; you’d wish for everybody to have access
to the same experience.
And of course we are struggling to get a little bit of that back on a less
utopian level with the institutions, to create a political life which is normal.
We all had the feeling that it would export, it would travel around the world
and that maybe in all of the countries where there is a separation or divorce
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No Walls Graffiti, applied on street blockades erected by SCAF around Tahrir.
Photo by Gigi Ibrahim, Cairo, 9 March 2013
between the governments and the governed, that things would go in the
same direction with the same kind of aspiration.
We have the support of people to people – we are talking about citizens
and citizens – and this expresses itself through wilful collaboration. Like
now for example with the Occupy movement which is in touch with
people in Egypt and it’s also in touch with people in Greece and so on.15
In this community of interest it is easy to bring people together. We share
knowledge, we share content, we make solidarity, we can actually expand
the impact of an issue and raise international attention.

Free Space! Occupy and the Globalisation of
a Performative Act
ME: During the revolution itself there was something quite strange;
it wasn’t a form of rejection, it just happened to be that way. We really
weren’t counting on anyone, we knew this time it had to be us. What’s
interesting to look at for me is how the Occupy movement comes right after,
chronologically, and it’s called ‘occupy’ which is in itself is a plan. ‘Occupy’
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is already an action verb and so when people ask ‘what are their demands?’
– their demand is to occupy! This is the first demand and it’s achieved. And
what are they occupying? The public space, the public sphere and a place to
gather, to talk. And actually, it is the quest for free space and this I find is
the most common to all the Occupy movements. It’s also true in Spain, in
France in Europe and so on. It is telling us that space has been privatised
and that we actually have to go fight for it, to get some back! Because we are
so much on the internet and not talking to each other, we don’t have free
space to interact in. Meaning not a café or a Mall – but a free and open space.
Something open which has no political colour, commercial colour, no colour
at all. Something where I can just interact and exchange. So, I am very much
against the bashing of all these movements which are described as a bunch
of hippies with their music and guitars, singing songs and sitting together.
That’s fabulous I think.
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http://manaala.net – Currently, February 2014, there is only a mirrored version
online, provided via CloudFlare-backup.
What was true in November 2011, sadly was true end of 2013 and is still true in
the beginning of 2014. In November 2013, Alaa was arrested again for allegedly
encouraging a demonstration against the new constitution outside the Egyptian
Parliament. He is currently in prison.
For an account on this early genealogy of political social media see an interview
with Aalam Wassef, conducted by Howard Rheingold in 2011, http://storify.com/
hrheingold/aalam-wassef-on-social-media-in-egypt-revolution
This risk was and is closely related to net-surveillance technologies provided by
western companies (aided by export policies) like the infamous Finfisher software,
that was also found in Egypt – see e.g., http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2012-0725/cyber-attacks-on-activists-traced-to-finfisher-spyware-of-gamma.html
See FN #1.
See ‘We all are Khaled Said’ website, especially the section on ‘Silent Stands’:
http://www.elshaheeed.co.uk/silent-stands/
For a deeper analysis see ‘The Mahalla Strikes’, chapter in The Prince and the Pharao
by Brecht De Smet: https://www.academia.edu/2094331/CHAPTER_14_THE_MAHALLA_
STRIKES_-_The_Prince_and_the_Pharaoh._The_Collaborative_Project_of_Egyptian_
Workers_and_Their_Intellectuals_in_the_Face_of_Revolution
See Hossam el-Hamalawy Wikipedia page, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hossam_elHamalawy, his blog, http://www.arabawy.org/, and in particular his photostream,
https://www.flickr.com/people/elhamalawy/, which forms an integral part of his
activism.
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For a good snapshot of this media-borne ‘infection’ see: http://www.huffingtonpost.
com/democracy-now/tunisians-topple-tyranny-_b_810412.html
See Aya Nasser, ‘The Symbolism of Tahrir Square’, 2011 http://english.dohainstitute.
org/release/ccfc38f8-eae6-4542-9fb0-13dd6075ed7c; and for a more extended
consideration of the iconicity and image flows of Tahrir: Walter Gunning,
‘Toward a Cinema of Revolution: 18 Days in Tahrir Square’, 2011, http://www.
politicalperspectives.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/Gunning-Tahrir-1.pdf
On the role of collective projections taking place on Tahrir, and the so-called ‘Tahrir
Cinema’ by Mosireen see ‘The Cairo Case’ by Azin Feizabadi and Kaya Bekhalam, a
presentation given during Video Vortex #9: http://tinyurl.com/tahrir-mosireen
On the economic part of subjugation, see the perspective of Ayoub Massoudi, former
advisor of the Tunisian president Moncef Marzouki, titled ‘From Tunisia to Egypt: The
Great Confiscation’, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/ayoub-massoudi/from-tunisia-toegypt-the_b_3670356.html
For a detailed reconstruction of the Maspiro events see ‘Maspero massacre
underscores Egypt’s unfinished revolution’, http://storyful.com/stories/1000009424.
See also ‘The Cairo massacre and how to invent “religious conflicts”’, http://www.
antropologi.info/blog/anthropology/2011/cairo-clashes
See, Mia Gröndahl, Revolution Graffiti: Street Art of the New Egypt, American
University in Cairo Press, 2012; and Sherif Boraïe (ed.), Wall Talk – Graffiti of the
Egyptian Revolution, Zeitouna, 2012. In a broader context see also, Samia Mehrez
(ed.), Translating Egypt’s Revolution: The Language of Tahrir, The American University
in Cairo Press, 2012.
See, ‘To the Occupy movement – the occupiers of Tahrir Square are with you’, http://
www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2011/oct/25/occupy-movement-tahrir-squarecairo; and ‘Endorsement of a Solidarity Action and Letter for Egypt on Saturday,
November 12th’, http://occupyoakland.org/2011/11/egyptian-revolution-sat-4p/; as
well as ‘Solidarity Letter from Berlin’, http://www.occupymedia.org/?page_id=657
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