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ABSTRACT	  

Pundits	  quickly	  came	  up	  with	  pithy	  labels	  for	  the	  Tunisian	  and	  Egyptian	  revolutions,	  with	  everything	  
from	  Twitter	  to	  Wikileaks	  to	  Facebook	  being	  credited	  for	  causing	  the	  revolution.	  A	  subsequent	  
backlash	  occurred	  with	  other	  experts	  denying	  that	  social	  media	  had	  anything	  to	  do	  with	  the	  
widespread	  protests	  against.	  This	  paper	  seeks	  to	  put	  the	  role	  of	  social	  media	  in	  context	  and	  offer	  a	  
theory	  for	  why	  the	  Egyptian	  uprising	  succeeded.	  It	  begins	  by	  tracing	  the	  development	  of	  the	  Egyptian	  
cyberactivist	  movement	  with	  its	  roots	  in	  Kefaya,	  to	  the	  emergence	  of	  the	  April	  6	  Youth	  Movement	  
through	  the	  We	  Are	  All	  Khaled	  Said	  Facebook	  page	  and	  the	  mobilization	  around	  the	  2010	  
parliamentary	  elections.	  It	  analyzes	  the	  ways	  in	  which	  cyberactivists	  used	  social	  media	  to	  organize,	  
mobilize,	  and	  publicize	  political	  protest	  from	  the	  advent	  of	  online	  political	  protest	  in	  2005	  through	  to	  
the	  January	  25	  uprising,	  offering	  an	  explanation	  grounded	  in	  network	  theory	  and	  constructivism	  for	  
why	  the	  January	  25,	  2011	  uprising	  succeeded.	  This	  paper	  uses	  ethnographic	  data	  and	  content	  
analysis	  of	  the	  digital	  artifacts	  –	  blogs,	  Facebook	  posts,	  Tweets,	  YoutTube	  videos	  etc.	  –	  that	  
cyberctivists	  created	  between	  2006	  and	  2011	  to	  contextualize	  the	  role	  of	  social	  media	  in	  the	  creation	  
of	  a	  new	  social	  movement	  that	  ultimately	  ousted	  President	  Hosni	  Mubarak.	  	  
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“Blogging is undeniably the semblance of a voice of a generation, and a voice that 

everyone is privy to” - Hassan Hassan 
 

“Blogger are those people who care about their country and want to make it better”- 
Ahmed Naje 

 
This paper lays out a descriptive chronology of the development and evolutionary trajectory of 
the Egyptian blogosphere from its inception through its maturation during the first decade of the 
new millennium , culminating in the overthrow of President Hosni Mubarak on Feb. 11, 2011. In 
doing so it analyzes how particular recurring mechanisms, sketches a schematic map of the 
blogosphere’s terrain, arguing that there have been three identifiable stages in the development 
of cyberactivism in Egypt during which particular types of people and cyberactivism 
predominated: Experimentation, Activist, Diversification and Fragmentation. Schematization is 
an important method to emphasize certain aspects and to deemphasize others, and this paper 
sketches the most important parts of the virtual terrain along with the way in which particular 
mechanisms were contingently enacted and combined to produce particular dynamics or 
outcomes. also In doing so it explains how Egyptian cyber activists adapted new technologies as 
they emerged to their specific context, developing innovative uses for social media in political 
contestation never envisioned by the creators of those platforms.  

Overview	  
	  

There have been three identifiable stages in the development of the Egyptian blogosphere and 
within each period there are several key episodes of contention that shaped its evolution and 
show how particular configurations of mechanisms were significant. By analyzing the recurrent 
mechanisms that occurred during these episodes, in other words the “unique sequence of 
alterations in relations among connected elements,” this paper offers an explanation for why 
certain outcomes resulted (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2001, 85) These episodes, in which 
political movements and/or groups mobilized to make certain demands on the state, reveal the 
mechanisms by which virtual media power was transformed into concrete instantiations of 
political struggle through activism, newsmaking practices, and processes of interaction 
(McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2001). The Egyptian blogosphere has been a contentious location 
of political contestation, with far more blogs writing about politics and bloggers being involved 
in politics than any other Arab country and the extension of this focus into social networking 
forums like Facebook and Twitter. Like Iran’s 2009 election Twitter revolt or the Swift Boat 
Veteran’s for Truth campaign against John Kerry in the 2004 presidential elections or Burma’s 
Saffron Revolution, the virtual Egyptian state has been a locus of political activity.  
 
But unlike most countries, Egypt’s young citizens led the way in developing strategies of 
political mobilization, contestation and engagement over an extended period with minimal 
participation by the business community, political class or mainstream media. The median age in 
Egypt is 24, and state-subsidized higher education meant that many of these youth were highly 
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educated and technologically savvy, but faced economically frustrating conditions including high 
unemployment (30%) and a corrupt patronage system. These youth make up the majority of 
internet and social media users, and although by 2011 users age 40 and up were the fastest 
growing segment of Facebook users in Egypt, they were still a far smaller segment of the 
Facebook population (Radsch 2011). This generational divide was even more stark in the 
blogosphere, where there were few bloggers older than their twenties in the first stage. And 
unlike other countries that have experienced one-off moments of contention driven by new 
media technologies, few of these have developed into a social movement the way it did in Egypt. 
Cyber activists, citizen journalists and bloggers all contributed to the revolutionary throwing off 
of 30 years of one-man rule. Understanding the genesis of the blogosphere and its cyberactivists 
and how it expanded helps explain why this is and offers an explanation for why a social 
movement emerged. “mobilization of some actors, demobilization of others, and transformation 
of one form of action into another” mcadam 
 
I explain the development of the blogosphere and key episodes of contention in each stage by 
examining particular concatinations of mechanisms and the negotiations that took place between 
bloggers and other actors in the process of political contestation. The first stage was the 
Experimentation Phase, in which a few dozen Egyptians found out about a new publishing 
mechanism and decided to it try out. These young, early adopters formed the Core of the 
Egyptian blogosphere and subsequent social networks, and helped diffuse it through the young, 
educated strata of society. Many of them continued to play an important role as cyber-elites in 
terms of their influence over the mainstream media and fellow bloggers throughout the decade 
and during the 2011 uprising. Preferential linking and network power laws meant that those who 
were present during this stage and remained active became disproportionally influential and 
played an important role in amplifying and certifying bloggers and cyberactivists.  
 
The experimentation phase was followed by the Activist Phase from 2005-2006 during which 
many bloggers became activists and activists became bloggers. Although not every blogger was 
an activist or vice versa, blogs gained popularity and exposure because of their role in the new 
political movement Kefaya and the attention of mainstream media and international human rights 
organizations. This generation of Egyptian youth was also overwhelmingly sympathetic to the 
Palestinian cause, growing into political consciousness during the Second Intifada and through 
solidarity with the Palestinian cause. The political opportunity structure for the emergence of a 
movement existed domestically at the same time the United States was making a diplomatic push 
for internal democratic reforms. By the end of 2006 the blogsosphere had grown exponentially, 
the Muslim Brotherhood began to have a noticeable presence and Kefaya was loosing its 
momentum. By late 2006 the Egyptian blogosphere expanded to include thousands of Egyptians 
and the emergence of the subaltern into the public realm. During this phase one can distinguish 
virtual enclaves or communities of bloggers in which asabiyah is primarily, though certainly not 
exclusively, taking place within subcommunities of the Egyptian blogosphere, such as activists, 
Leftists, Muslim Brotherhood, literary, Copts, Bahai, homosexuals, Salafis, social commentators 
and personal bloggers.  
 
By 2007 the blogosphere entered a third phase of expansion, the Diversification and 
Fragmentation Phase. Facilitated by technological developments that created new virtual 
venues for social networking and made Arabic-language platforms widely available, the 



ISA	  2012:	  The	  Revolution	  Will	  Be	  Blogged:	  Cyberactivism	  in	  Egypt	  
Courtney	  C.	  Radsch	  
	  

 4 

blogosphere expanded to include a more diverse array of individuals and a wider array of virtual 
venues, especially social networking sites Facebook and Twitter. It had also evolved beyond a 
realm of activism, although it remained a core venue and tool. And media attention took blogs 
and social networking from the internet to the living room on nightly news shows and with the 
support by international human rights organizations and donors. Such amplification and 
certification were important mechanisms for expanding the reach of bloggers and cyberactivists 
beyond their virtual communities, as I outline in greater detail below. Egyptians from across the 
social spectrum staked out their virtual territory in the blogosphere, from Salafis to academics 
and researchers, and young carefree girls sharing their personal likes and dislikes to literary 
hopefuls trying to create enough buzz for a book. Even as the realm of cyberactivism expanded, 
especially with the rapid adoption of Facebook by the youth, it nonetheless remained dominated 
in the public imagination by the activists who sought to maintain momentum, expand the 
boundaries of the public sphere and use new media tools for their political projects. But as 
expansion occurred asabiyah became less available as a mechanism, although there were still key 
issues that enabled its activation and invocation.  
 
Finally, this paper concludes with a description of the momentous events in early 2011 that led to 
the ouster of President Mubarak in just 18 days of peaceful public demonstrations that were 
organized in part via Facebook, Twitter, and blogs by new and seasoned cyber activists, 
highlighting how the mechanisms identified in the decade leading up to the popular Egyptian 
uprising. 
 
It is these activists and the moments of contention they created that are the focus of this paper. 
Within each stage particular events stand out as noteworthy moments in its development and 
illustrate how and why Egyptian cyberactivists were able to create the first sustained social 
movement of the post-millennial period. Among these are:  
• the May 25 sexual assaults on women during the constitutional referendum in 2005 
• the 2005 and 2006 Judges Demonstration 
• the 2006 Eid el Fitr attacks on women 
• the 2006 assault on Sudanese refugees 
• the imprisonment of blogger Kareem al-Amer 
• the Emad Al Kabir torture case 
• the Muslim Brotherhood military tribunals1 2 
• the April 6, 2008 Facebook Strike 
• the 2010 ElBaradei support movement 
• the 2010 We Are All Khaled Said Facebook movement  
• the Jan. 25, 2011 nationwide protests  
 
They also include the campaigns against torture, the arrests of prominent bloggers across the 
political spectrum and campaigns to free them (Sharqawy, Abdemenem Mahoud, Wael Abbas, 

                                                
1 In December 2006 several Muslim Brotherhood leaders were arrested and accused of a range of crimes that were 
dismissed by a Cairo criminal court shortly thereafter. But they were immediately rearrested and their cases referred 
to a military tribunal that sentenced 25 of them to several years in prison and acquitted 15 others following more 
than 68 secretive court sessions since February 2007. I discuss this in greater detail in Chapter 6. 
2 Egypt: Military court convicts opposition leaders. http://hrw.org/english/docs/2008/04/16/egypt18564.htm 
(accessed 7 July). 
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Malek, Hossam Al Hamalawey, and Alaa), the campaign against blogger Kareem Amer’s 
imprisonment,3 the Free Khalad Hamza campaign,4 and the Muslim Brotherhood’s anti-military 
tribunal campaign. Such arrests and regime retaliation resulted in framing contests but also 
revealed the constraints of regime repression even as such repression had the unintended 
consequence of certifying cyberactivists and actually contributing to greater asabiyah among 
these youth as they came to consensus around key issues such as the right to free expression and 
opposition to torture.  
 
Many of these episodes revolved around issues of free expression and represented moments and 
virtual places in which activists and supporters transcended political identities and successfully 
mobilized international support for their cause. Some mobilization campaigns involved primarily 
one specific group, like the Muslim Brotherhood or women, in episodes of contention with the 
state. Within each stage particular episodes form the common-sense history of the Egyptian 
blogosphere and help define the beginning and end of various stages by showing how strategies 
developed and communities were constructed.  

The	  Big	  Bang:	  Genesis	  of	  the	  Egyptian	  Blogosphere	  

	  
The blogosphere emerged in Egypt in 2003 when personal computers were still relatively scarce 
and there were only about three million internet users in Egypt (World development indicators  
2008). Although a few Egyptian bloggers were online in 2002,5 it was not until a critical mass of 
Egyptians started blogging that a blogosphere distinct from the more generic virtual community 
of bloggers worldwide developed. The Egyptian blogopshere was a distinct community linked a 
shared identity of Egyptianess and through asabiyah, a mechanism I describe in further detail 
below.   
 
In 2003, Google launched the popular and easy-to-use Blogger platform and as the Iraq war 
progressed, blogs written by Iraqis describing the situation on the ground drew international 
attention and inspired other Arabs to start their own blogs (Abbas 2008; Rainie, Fox, and 
Fallows 2003; Robison 2005; Wall 2005). The English-language Iraqi blogger Salam Pax 
published The Baghdad Blog (Pax 2003), generating a media frenzy over the Iraqi blogger one of 
the biggest names in blogging called “the Anne Frank of this conflict”6. Another famous Iraqi 
war blogger, Riverbend, also got extensive coverage in the U.S. mainstream media (MSM) and a 

                                                
3 Kareem Amer is a 24-year old former law student at Al Azhar University who, in 2006, was charged with insulting 
Islam and President Mubarak on his blog (http://karam903.blogspot.com/) and later sentenced to four years in 
prison. 
4 Khaled Hamza is the editor of Ikwanweb, the Muslim Brotherhood’s English website who was arrested from his 
office in February 2008 and released in April. Supporters view his arrest as politically motivated because of the role 
played by the English site in publicizing information about the Muslim Brotherhood military tribunals. Telhami, 
Shibley and Zogby International. 2008. 2008 annual Arab public opinion survey. University of Maryland/Zogby 
International. www.brookings.edu/topics/~/.../2008/.../0414_middle_east_telhami.pdf 
sadat.umd.edu/surveys/2005%20Arab%20Public%20Opinion%20Survey.ppt (accessed 3 May 2006).  
5 Amr Gharbeia, for example, started blogging in 2002 and his brother Ahmad in 2003.   
6 Blog post by Nick Denton, founder of the blog collective Gawker Media, from May 20, 2002. 
http://web.archive.org/web/20030621105647/http://www.nickdenton.org/archives/005924.html 
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book deal (Riverbend 2005). The mainstream media coverage of the famous Iraqi blogs 
amplified their impact by making new people aware of blogs and the emergent blogging 
phenomenon, transcending the digital and linguistic divides of the early 2000s when internet 
connectivity was very low and there were no Arabic-language blogging platforms. The fact that 
they got book deals provided external certification of these bloggers as influential and important. 
Amplification by the mainstream media, particularly elite Western news outlets or Al Jazeera, 
typically provided certification as well, so these two mechanisms were in fact interdependent and 
often enacted in concert.  
 
The Iraq war was also widely opposed by nearly all Egyptians, especially youth who perceived 
the invasion as anti-Islamic, anti-Arab and imperialist. One outlet to express this opposition was 
to protest on the street. Another one was to create a blog and protest in cyberspace. As one 
blogger put it: “The blogosphere blew up after the Iraq war, 2003, because we needed to 
document and express our feelings” (Ahmed 2008).  
 
The first phase of the Egyptian blogosphere lasted until the beginning of 2005, a time period I 
define as the experimentation phase because bloggers were just beginning to play around with 
and try out these new internet publishing platforms. Egyptian bloggers all ‘knew’ each other, 
developing virtual relationships through discovering, reading and commenting on each others 
blogs. Commenting began as a way to meet and engage with this new community in the 
blogosphere, with several bloggers noting that in the early days commenting was seen as a duty, 
and it contributed to both ijma, for example around the values of the early blogosphere, and 
asabiyah, as many used their real names and explicitly welcomed new bloggers to the 
community. Although they initially met each other in the blogosphere, they came to know each 
other through face-to-face interactions, joint participation in protests and the development of 
friendships. In the early years bloggers held iftars7 and other meetups that would provided 
opportunities for connecting their virtual and embodied selves and were a critical part of 
developing a group identity and social cohesion, or asabiyah. The virtual and embodied 
interactions created and reinforced asabiyah among the young generation of cyberactivists by 
creating a sense of community and reinforcing the normative values of the community, e.g. 
around freedom of expression.  Indeed, asabiyah was one of the mechanisms that helped the 
blogosphere expand, although as expansion occurred virtual enclaves arose and asabiyah was 
activated at certain key moments rather than organically developed through close on- and offline 
interactions between all members of the group, as I will discuss in the later stages. 
 
Throughout the early years of the blogosphere and cyberactivism, Core bloggers played a central 
role not only in building the bonds of asabiyah but also in raising awareness about blogging and 
other platforms that developed.  Diffusion of innovation theory, which emphasizes the function 
of opinion leaders in creating knowledge of new practices and ideas and the persuasive role they 
play in encouraging other to adopt exogenously introduced innovations, helps explain how and 
why a few people had such a profound influence (Melkote 2006; Rogers and Shoemaker 1971). 
Such diffusion by opinions leaders is a form of amplification happens through “key domestic 
elite innovators” who create social networks through which innovation travels (Wilson 2004). 

                                                
7 An iftar is the nightly meal that breaks the day-long fast during the Muslim holy month of 
Ramadan.   



ISA	  2012:	  The	  Revolution	  Will	  Be	  Blogged:	  Cyberactivism	  in	  Egypt	  
Courtney	  C.	  Radsch	  
	  

 7 

The Core bloggers played this role in Egypt as they adopted and adapted new technologies 
created in the West to domestic political and technological conditions in their society. The case 
of Egypt underscores the fact, observed by Wilson, that such diffusion does not occur in a 
concentric circular pattern from richer industrial Western countries outwards to developing 
world and the South. As Wilson also notes, ICTs have limited effects on most people but are 
centrally important to a small national elite who support developing knowledge culture and 
innovation to support wider diffusion of the information revolution (Wilson 2004). Core 
bloggers were overwhelmingly committed to freedom of expression and the belief that the more 
people who use ICTs like blogs the better, a belief they put into practice since the beginning and 
which continued to be a common theme throughout the rest of the decade. They amplified the 
normal rate of diffusion because they were highly connected nodes in the network and because 
their activities and arrests were covered by the mainstream media, inspiring others to join the 
blogosphere.  
 

Who	  were	  Egypt’s	  founding	  bloggers?	  
 
Prior to 2004 there were only a handful of bloggers in Egypt and about 30 Egyptian blogs.8 
These Core bloggers were primarily bi-lingual twenty-somethings, many of whom were active 
participants in the online forums that preceded blogs, but were run by gatekeepers and thus 
editorial control. Blogs entered the consciousness of these forerunners randomly, through Google 
searches for example, or through the attention granted to the Iraqi blogs made famous in the 
Western media in 2003.9 The amplification by mainstream media coverage of the Iraqi bloggers 
created a reinforcing technological amplification online since most US media republished online 
by that time and search algorithms assess the number, density and authority of such links. 
Beyond Normal blogger Rami Karam, for example, described a typical situation for why he and 
other early adopters became bloggers: 
 

So yeah a friend told me all these emails you are sending us – because I was in the US, 
sending a weekly update of what I was doing – he said the perfect way to do it is this new 
technology called a blog. From one site you can publish anything you want and you don’t 
spam our mailboxes. And it doesn’t force us to read… So this is probably the first 
Egyptian blogger. His name is Ramzi. So this is the first one I know of who has an 
account on blogger (Karam 2008). 
 

Several Core bloggers worked in translation or technology-related jobs and the majority of blogs 
were in English.10 Several were self-described techies or “Linux geeks,” while others just wanted 
to “try out” a new publishing medium. These early adopters were primarily liberal, middle class, 

                                                
8 Exact numbers are notoriously difficult to specify, but most bloggers interviewed gave the figure 20-30 at the 
outset and perhaps 100 by 2004.  
9 Baghdad Burning, http://riverbendblog.blogspot.com/, is probably one of the most famous. The story about a girl 
blogger from Iraq writing in English captured the attention of the Western press and she published her first book in 
2005 (Riverbend. 2005. Baghdad burning: Girl blog from iraq. New York: Feminist Press at the City University of 
New York.  
10 The precise figure is unknown but several of the first bloggers interviewed described the blogosphere in Egypt as 
predominantly English, a finding supported by my analysis of blog creation dates, Technorati statistics and blog 
content analysis. 



ISA	  2012:	  The	  Revolution	  Will	  Be	  Blogged:	  Cyberactivism	  in	  Egypt	  
Courtney	  C.	  Radsch	  
	  

 8 

and anti-establishment youth who used blogs to talk about personal subjects of interest. “We all 
come from the middle class, we’re not wealthy, we’re not rich. We are ordinary guys from the 
middle class. We are like anyone else, but are different in our minds,” explained one such 
blogger (Mustafa 2008). They were also very open-minded and flexible, committed to individual 
rights and collaboration across political, religious and social divides (Seif El Islam Hamad 2008).  
 
And a few came from activist families, with parents who had forged their lonely ways as human 
rights activists. Alaa Abdel Fatah’s father headed up the Hisham Mubarak Law Center, which 
became a leading defender of cyberactivists, while Manal Hassan’s father, Bahey Eldin Hassan, 
was the general director of the Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies. Nawara Negm’s father 
was a leftist revolutionary poet and her mother a journalist. These young early adopters played a 
significant role in the diffusion of blogging and amplification of cyberactivism, which made this 
group particularly influential and garnered many of them their “fifteen minutes of fame.” Such 
fame, in turn, helped bridge the digital divide since mainstream media amplified the stories of 
these bloggers and was a form of certification, forming a feedback loop of amlification-
certification-amplification that not only helped diffuse blogging to a wider public but also helped 
to maintain the definition of blogging as a form of activism. 
 
At the beginning all the bloggers knew each other, felt a strong sense of asabiyah and said they 
read every blog in Egypt because there were so few. At times one can detect a hint of nostalgia 
for this period when early bloggers discusses their history. Nearly all of the early bloggers who 
helped build an Egyptian virtual community in the blogosphere continued to blog for several 
years, and were among those who helped organize and mobilize the Jan. 25 revolution. Many of 
them continued to use traditional blogging platforms and YouTube, as well as newer virtual 
venues like Twitter and Facebook. And even the few who stopped blogging often did not remove 
their blogs, maintaining a virtual presence and asabiyah with the blogosphere by virtue of the 
blog prior history and continued accessibility. This was not the case among the less committed in 
the third generation of bloggers, for example.  
 
A blogger who wrote his own history of the Egyptian blogosphere – which he similarly 
distinguished as a space distinct and discernible from other blogospheres – three years on, 
described how he and his friend randomly stumbled upon blogs, the importance of particular 
blogs, and the typical characteristics of these early bloggers: 
 

“The first time to hear about blogging was when I installed Google Bar in my 
browser, and saw the Blogspot icon there. I guess Rami Sidhom (Ikhnaton2) was 
introduced to blogging the same way. Then I found Manal and Alaa's Bit Bucket, 
which was a Blog Aggregator created by two married Linux and Programming 
Gurus. As you can see, at that part of the Egyptian blogosphere history, many 
blogs were into computers and IT, such as JPierre and Mohamed Sameer's 
FooLab. And even now, when there is diversity in blogs topics, away from the 
technical ones, you can still notice that many of today's bloggers are Engineers.”11 

 

                                                
11 Amr, Tarek. 2008. Three years blogging. In Not Green Data. http://notgr33ndata.blogspot.com/2008/02/three-
years-blogging.html (accessed 26 May 2008). 
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Unpacking the statement above reveals several mechanisms at play in the development of the 
Egyptian blogosphere. The blog aggregator, for example, was an asabiyah mechanism that also 
provided a minimal level of certification by identifying which blogs were considered part of the 
Egyptian blogosphere.12 It was also the first and only Egyptian blog aggregator that did not 
discriminate inclusion based on the content of the blog or the identity of the blogger, so that even 
ideologically adverse or atheistic content was included. This choice emphasized free speech, 
inclusiveness and diversity as values of the Egyptian blogosphere and was respected by many 
bloggers who specifically mentioned the uniqueness of Omraneya as compared to the Jordanian 
blogging service Maktoob, which reportedly was not as inclusive.   
 
This initial group of bloggers were early adopters who were influential in spreading blogging 
among their friends, encouraging them to start blogs and empowering them with the skills to do 
so. They played a key role in amplifying and facilitating the diffusion of blogs and the 
blogosphere’s development. These core bloggers taught others how to create and use blogs, 
actively helping anyone who asked, and many who did not, start a blog. Many times those people 
were prolific emailers, or participated in online forums, and a core blogger would tell them about 
blogs as a better alternative. Core bloggers walked them through how to create an account, 
design the layout and post entries, include photos and videos, and often continued to encourage 
bloggers who became cyberactivists. “They contact us, send us emails to ask us about blogging, 
how to start blogging, and we answer,” explained one Core blogger (Mustafa 2008). “They 
called us ‘the old guardians’” said Ahmed Naje about the core group that helped hundreds of 
fellow Egyptian youth create blogs (2008).13  The Gharbeia brothers, Hossam el-Hamalawy,14 
Ramy of Beyond Normal,15 Mohammed of Digressing,16 Manal and Alaa,17 Sheriff Ahmed,18 
Sandmonkey,19 Malek Mustafa, Ahmed Naje and others encouraged members of their social 
networks – both physical and virtual - to create blogs. Manal and Alaa in particular were 
considered the blogsphere’s godparents.20 These early adopters were also among the first to use 
Twitter, YouTube, Facebook and Flikr, but in a way not originally conceived of by the creators 
of such applications.21   
 
 
 

Language	  Choice	  &	  a	  New	  Vocabulary	  for	  Dissent	  
 

                                                
12 I user the term minimal because the aggregator included blogs by US pundits and observers 
not located in Egypt as well as my own blog.  
13 Other bloggers refer to them as the “godfathers of blogging” and nearly all were men although there were 
certainly some female bloggers at this time as well. 
14 http://arabist.net/arabawy/ 
15 http://beyondnormal.blogspot.com 
16 http://digressing.blogspot.com/ 
17 http://www.manalaa.net 
18 http://justice4every1.blogspot.com/ 
19 http://www.sandmonkey.org 
20 Egypt: Blogosphere's Godparents Going South  
21 These applications did not gain popularity until the third phase 
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Language choice was a key factor in the dynamics of dissemination, amplification and 
transnational cyberactivism, and a strategic choice that related to a blogger’s offline identity, 
conception of their audience, and objective of blogging. Those who wrote in English did so in 
part to speak to the a broader audience around the world and engage with human rights groups 
and the media, but they also wrote in English because of the socioeconomic positions they 
occupied in the ‘real’ world. They used English because they could often time pursue agenda-
setting and framing in the international media with greater success than if they blogged in 
Arabic.  As the Muslim Brotherhood’s leading blogger pointed out, “Amnesty reads English 
language blogs” not Arabic ones (Mahmoud 2008). Indeed most of the transnational human 
rights or journalist protection organizations lacked Arabic-speaking staff so they depended to a 
large extent on English blogs for their window into Egypt’s digital activist sphere. “English 
language blogs are more influential than Arabic, and the circle of English blogs is larger,” 
explained another Muslim Brotherhood blogger who was among those who wrote in Arabic. 
Similarly, Nora Younis, a former stringer for several elite US media and later online editor at Al 
Masry Al Youm, reflected a general consensus that the people who wrote in English were 
communicating with an audience in the west, competing with Mubarak’s regime to frame events 
in Egypt for that audience. “The people who write in Arabic are speaking to an Egyptian 
audience, they are mobilizing the people, they are building public knowledge. And the people 
who are writing in English are talking to the west so the reporters come and talk to them because 
its easy, just pick up the phone” (Younis 2008). The same trend could be found among the social 
networking platforms, Twitter feeds, and Facebook groups and updates that developed later.  
 
Some of the bloggers interviewed said they had difficulty expressing themselves in their native 
tongue, especially those educated in English or American schools or universities where their 
major was predominantly taught in English. These bloggers could be categorized as upper 
middle class, owned their own computers and had individual internet connections at home. 
Others said they wrote in English on topics like human rights and democracy since their feeling 
was that Arabic lacked the vocabulary to discuss these subjects or their dominant articulation 
was in English. Their posts were directed internally at a personal audience of friends and 
externally to a Western, English speaking audience. Among the most well-know English 
language bloggers from this first generation were the Arabist bloggers (Hossam, Issandr, 
Eman),22 Sandmonkey,23 the Big Pharaoh,24 Baheyya,25 and Nermeena.26  
 
Beyond Normal,27 Digressing28 and the Gharbeia brothers, Amr29 and Ahmad,30 were among the 
first Egyptian bloggers to write in Arabic. Unlike their English-language compatriots the Arabic 
bloggers were speaking primarily to an Egyptian audience and attempting to enhance the 
technology available for writing in Arabic on the internet. These bloggers often said they wrote 
in Arabic because it was their mother tongue and they were more conformable writing in Arabic 
                                                
22 http://www.arabist.net 
23 http://www.sandmonkey.org/ 
24 http://www.bigpharaoh.com/ 
25 http://baheyya.blogspot.com/ 
26 http://nerro.wordpress.com/ 
27 http://beyondnormal.blogspot.com/ 
28 http://digressing.blogspot.com 
29 http://gharbeia.net/ 
30 http://zamakan.gharbeia.org/ 
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than in English, but also because they want to talk to their fellow citizens. “In Arabic people are 
trying to come up with a new discourse” and create content in Arabic on a range of topics – like 
climate change or nuclear power – that does not really exist in Arabic, explained Ahmad 
Gharbeia. Ahmad, who started blogging in November 2003, created the Wikipedia entry in 
Arabic for blog (modowana), describing what it is, how to set one up and promoting the use of 
this particular Arabic word as the Arabic translation of the English word ‘blog’ (Gharbeia 2008). 
This proactive attempt to provide the linguistic resources to engage in new discussions on new 
topics represented a novel application of ijma, since Wikipedia is a user-generated encyclopedia 
that depends on consensus, and agenda-setting, by controlling the very words and terms that are 
used to discuss a particular topic. Furthermore, Ahmad said that if he were to write in English his 
posts would just be one more voice in a cacophony and thus “wouldn’t matter” the way they do 
in Arabic. Others said they wrote in Arabic because they “don’t care about foreigners” 
(Gemyhood 2008) or were writing to their fellow Egyptians (al-Omran 2008) 
 
Other bloggers regularly posted in both languages, and their language choice for particular posts 
reveal who the intended recipients of a particular message or communication was and what 
mechanism was being enacted in a given strategy. One of the most prolific and well-know 
bloggers in Egypt was Alaa Abd El Fattah, who blogged at Manalaa.net with his wife, Manal 
Hassan. Alaa was a so-called Linux geek, whose father Ahmad Seif El Islam Hamad was 
executive director of the Hisham Mubarak Law Center, an organization devoted to defending 
human rights activists and often targeted by the Mubarak regime. Alaa and Manal, ‘Egypt’s First 
Blogger Couple’, posted a wide range of personal, technical and activist content on their blog. 
They also founded the Egyptian Blogs Aggregator,31 but refused to commit themselves to one 
language or the other and posted in both languages since the beginning. Many other bloggers 
such as Abbas, Younis and Hamalawey posted primarily in Arabic but also in English when they 
specifically wanted to reach a broader Western audience. 
 
Thus from the very beginning there were both Arabic and English blogs, but the latter were 
statistically overrepresented in coverage by the global mainstream media and cyberactivists, 
which helps explain why certain strategies of resistance and networks emerged. Other bloggers 
and cyberactivists took a very pragmatic view of language choice in a world in which less than 1 
percent of internet content is in Arabic and English dominates as the default language on most of 
the most important social media platforms of the past several years. Language choice therefore 
could have significant consequences, as when videos that appeared violent and had descriptions 
only in Arabic were removed from YouTube or Facebook groups devoted to a particular leader 
or cause were blocked because corporate administrators did not understand their point. This 
occurred in the case of Wael Abbas, whose YouTube and Yahoo accounts were suspended for 
violation of terms of service due to violent videos of police brutality he posted. Although his 
account was restored following intervention by the US government, which contacted Google, he 
lost all of the content he had previously posted to the video sharing site (Abbas 2008). As one 
cyberactivist explained: 

 
If you have Arabic video and you write a description in Arabic and I am normal watcher 
watching a video and discover it is violent and didn’t know because I’m foreign and 
don’t speak Arabic, I don’t know that violence came from the Egyptian regime against 

                                                
31 http://www.omraneya.net/ 
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civilians and that it’s being used to publicize human rights abuses. So I will flag it as hate 
speech. When a video is flagged enough times it is marked as a hate video and they 
(YouTube) will suspend and delete an account… It’s Wael’s fault because he wrote 
descriptions in Arabic and I told him not to. They’re starting a human rights channel. I 
think when they (Google) called Wael they told him about this (Gemyhood 2008). 

 
Many of these early Core bloggers were made famous by the media during the activist phase, 
and several continued to blog and remained among the most influential, read and commented on 
of their cyberactivist peers. Many were among the most followed, tweeted and interviewed 
activists during the 2011 uprising, including Alaa and Manal, Wael Abbas, Ramy Raouf, Malek 
Mustafa, Nora Younis, and others.  

The	  Activist	  Stage	  
 
Blogging developed into a primary articulation of political contestation because of the 
convergence of political and technological opportunity structures that created new openings for 
collective action and competing frames with the mainstream media. Kefaya provided an opening 
for a new group of students and activists to become politically involved; it also taught them 
organizing, mobilization and publicity skills and gave them the inspirational push to link 
blogging and activism to create a new form of activism to accompany the new form of politics 
represented by Kefaya. This period became known as the “Arab Spring” by Western 
commentators (Murphy 2005; Zunes and Ibrahim 2009). By 2005 the Egyptian blogosphere had 
burgeoned into several hundred blogs, with experts estimating the number at about 400 
(Howeidy 2005; Zarwan 2005); by 2006 this number had increased nearly threefold according to 
Alaa.32 Several of these bloggers video blogged, including hosting channels on YouTube, photo-
blogged at the photo-sharing site Flikr, and were early adopters of other networked platforms as 
they emerged. These platforms became the sites where virtual isnad occurred and was archived 
in the process of creating asabiyah, building ijma and seeking certification. 
 
In 2005 activism in Egypt focused on the presidential powers and the presidential system. The 
catalyst that propelled the Egyptian blogosphere into an active realm of contention, making 
activists into bloggers and bloggers into activists, were the spring 2005 demonstrations against 
the constitutional referendum and in support of judicial independence; the ones from whence 
Kefaya emerged as a major political movement. On Feb. 23 Mubarak called on parliament to 
amend Article 76 of the constitution to permit multi-candidate presidential elections. The 
amendment set new electoral rules for multi-candidate elections but imposed tough new limits on 
potential candidates in what many viewed as yet another attempt by Mubarak to remain in power 
while giving his quarter-century reign a patina of legitimacy. The blogosphere erupted in protest. 
Posts railing against the amendment, banners calling for demonstrations and pervasive framing 
of the amendment as an assault on the constitution and political rights helped mobilize 
cyberactivists to take collective action against the affront.  
 

                                                
32 Zuckerman, Ethan. 2006. Alaa on egyptian blogs and activism. In My Heart's in Accra. 
http://www.ethanzuckerman.com/blog/2006/09/16/alaa-on-egyptian-blogs-and-activism/ (accessed 20 April 2008). 
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Kefaya held anti-Mubarak demonstrations throughout February at the Cairo Book Fair and Cairo 
University followed in March by two weeks of protest at several universities by the Muslim 
Brotherhood, whose members had been rounded up by the hundreds in recent weeks, to demand 
political reform (Abdel-Latif 2005). But it was when the demonstrations turned violent that a 
new logic of political contestation and confrontation emerged that branded the blogosphere as an 
oppositional, activist realm and bloggers themselves as activists.  

Agenda-‐setting	  and	  Isnad	  
 
May 25, 2005 marked a turning point in the development of the blogosphere, putting bloggers 
firmly on an activist trajectory in confrontation with the regime and focused on human rights. 
Parliament approved Mubarak’s proposal in early May and set the public referendum for May 
25. Citizens were expected to vote on whether to approve Article 76. Opposition groups, 
including formal parties as well as Kefaya and the Muslim Brotherhood, had called for a boycott 
and on voting day activists and party leaders held protests against the referendum in Cairo and 
the Suez Canal town of Ismailia. Several hundred protesters gathered in Tharir Square for a 
demonstration against the amendment during which protesters chanted “La lil tandid, la 
liltandith,” an insulting way of saying get out Mubarak, get out Mubarak, a refrain that echoed 
throughout the blogosphere. For the first time in recent memory Egyptian took to the streets for 
domestic reasons, not for Palestine or Iraq, but to demand domestic political reform.  
 
Women were also out in the streets in large numbers that day, and were assaulted by state 
security forces and hired thugs (Women demand mubarak apology  2005). The reaction to the 
May 25 protest was a marked turn by the Egyptian government towards to use of violence 
targeting women. Gangs of men allegedly hired by a member of the ruling NDP attacked women 
journalists, including blogger and Washington Post stringer Nora Younis, Megan Stack of the 
Los Angeles Times and a blond German correspondent, and protesters, specifically targeting 
women in what Younis called a “sexist approach” (2008). The Associated Press reported that 
Mubarak loyalists beat and tore the clothes off of at least one woman. And of course when 
violence touched foreign reporters directly they got angry and wanted to cover it. In this case the 
agenda-setting mechanism was enacte by the journalists themselves with little prompting from 
the blogosphere or cyberactivists, since so many journalists were on the ground themselves and 
directly experienced the crackdown. Prominent journalists and party leaders were arrested and 
the world press covered the violence and repression – a rather typical story in their coverage of 
non-democratic electoral events.33  
  
But it was the sexual assaults that made the story stand out and garnered media coverage by the 
local and international press, as did the arrests of several bloggers (Slackman 2005). Independent 
print media were scandalized and ran pictures for weeks as did the satellite channels. However, it 
was the blogs, which posted graphic evidence in the form of photos and video footage, that led 
the campaign to publicly shame the regime. “The cameras were already there,” said Younis, 
characterizing the protest as a “breakthrough” because of the use of photos and video to 
document the attacks against women. The photos enabled isnad, tracing the chain of witness 
back to the perpetrators of the violence in a way journalists refused to do. “This was the 
difference between blogs and anybody else, in this protest we had cameras and we were taking 
                                                
33 http://theegyptblog.blogspot.com/2005_05_01_archive.html 
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pictures of people attacking us, including Magdi Alam and two police generals in uniform and I 
think this was a breakthrough.” A series of protests by Kefaya and at the press syndicate 
followed, and Younis and her fellow cyberactivists leveraged the power of publicity to name and 
shame.  
 
“I had a friend who was designer and had picture of 2 generals and got Habib Al Adly from 
internet.34 I took them to a Xerox shop in Mohandessin and the guy completely freaked out, but 
he printed them out because he heard it was about May 25,” explained Younis. They carried the 
pictures at the demonstration and posted on their blogs, snatching the veil of anonymity from the 
attackers and exposing them to the harsh light of public opinion. The message was clear: “we are 
watching you, and we will scandalize you back” (Younis 2008). The attackers started hiding 
their faces, said Younis, but two things happened: activists started taking pictures and those in 
the high ranks of government and security services realized there was mounting social pressure 
that cyberactivists could use against them. “I could give names, I gave pictures and details about 
specifics,” said Younis, but nothing happened and the file was closed for lack of identification of 
the perpetrators. These protests marked the first time women among the new generation of 
Egyptian activists were targeted by security forces, but also marked a turning point with regards 
to the issue of sexual harassment and its place on the public agenda. 
 
Taking pictures became a key tool in the cyberactivist repertoire, especially as mobile phones 
became more advanced to include cameras and video recorders. When multiple people posted 
photos of the same protests and abuses, it was difficult for the regime to deny the facts on the 
ground. The photo-sharing site Flikr became and significant platform for publishing and sharing 
photos because they were available to everyone and often included a Creative Commons license 
that permitted non-commercial reuse. All of the pictures from each user were organized in a 
stream that simplified organizing photo streams through the use of tags and permitted people to 
follow that stream. Tagging photos enabled them to be searched, indexed and found online, and 
helped expand the reach of Egypt’s cyber activists. Egyptian Flikr users uploaded far more 
pictures to their streams than they typically posted on their blogs.  
 
The arrests of several bloggers garnered significant media coverage by local and international 
press and galvanized international NGOs to offer them the resources of their transnational 
networks and pressure governments on their behalf (Slackman 2005). The role of blogs in 
reporting on the abuses is widely credited by bloggers and journalists with triggering mainstream 
media coverage and as forcing the government to respond. “The online fuss did catch the 
attention of the BBC and eventually other news organizations and talk shows and people in 
Egypt are a bit more aware about sexual harassment as a result, and things are happening,” 
according to one blogger, whose translation of a detailed Arabic post from Malcolm-X into 
English brought her “loads and loads of hits and links” (Forsoothsayer 2008). Bloggers 
succeeded in both agenda-setting and framing the events in the mainstream media coverage.  
This event marked a turning point in the power of the blogs to mobilize collective action frames 
and use their blogs to influence mainstream media coverage. Malek Mustafa, the first blogger to 
post about the attacks, saw his average of 30 comments per post increase astronomically to 750 
on these posts (Al Malky 2007). 

                                                
34 He was the Interior Minister at the time and through until his arrest in February 2011. 
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But Younis called the protests only a partial success. Because although they caused great 
embarrassment to the regime because the assaults got extensive coverage, she said it backfired 
on local activism by making people afraid. “A woman is just a body and felt that a woman, she 
will never go back to the streets and men would feel humiliated and not go out,” she explained. 
But in fact the 2005 protests had a demonstration effect on a broad swath of Egyptian public who 
saw that people were not afraid to take to the streets to defend their rights and make political 
claims, and that the rest of the world supported this claim-making. 
 
In the wake of violence against protesters, new cyber activists and initiatives emerged. For 
example, about 30 to 40 of the women who were sexually harassed formed a group called “The 
street is ours” and held a conference at the press syndicate to raise awareness of the issue. In 
another case, an Egyptian mom named Ghada Shahbandar created a grassroots initiative called 
Shayfeenkum (We See You) to help ordinary people monitor and report on security forces. She 
created a site that enabled anyone to report human rights violations online and to attach 
photographs, and then to forward to newspapers and government ministries.35 The power to 
make visible, conduct isnad in real time and connect ordinary people with the media and 
government was enabled by the internet, and empowered ordinary people to become more 
politically active in a country where just a few years later only four percent of the population 
said they had ever voiced their opinion to a public official, the lowest in the world (Egypt: The 
arithmetic of revolution  2011).  
 

Dissidence	  and	  Activism:	  Constructing	  Identities,	  Framing	  Grievances	  
 
President Mubarak himself created the conditions of opportunity that spurred the development of 
cyberactivism when announced that in May 2005 there would be a referendum on a 
constitutional amendment to permit multi-candidate elections and then manipulated the process. 
The referendum offered citizens the chance to express their dissatisfaction and opened up debate 
about Mubarak’s presidency, the possible succession of his son Gamal, and critiques of the 
political system that had kept Mubarak in power longer than any other Egyptian ruler since 
Muhammad Ali in the 19th century. But the regime challenged the independence of the judiciary, 
prompting an outcry that resonated through the streets and the blogosphere against judicial 
tampering.  
 
The spring of 2006 saw more protests in support of judicial independence. The judges’ issue 
became a rallying point for blogger activists following the refusal of two senior judges to enter 
court without their lawyers to defend against their prosecution for calling the 2005 presidential 
and legislative elections fraudulent. As reports and photos of plainclothes security forces beating 
peaceful demonstrators were disseminated through the blogs outrage grew and drew international 
condemnation (Egypt: Investigate election fraud, not judges  2006). “Judges’ contemporary 
mobilisation (sic) has sown seeds sure to be reaped by them in future iterations of struggle... 
Most fortuitous in my view is one unexpected process of linkage that’s not likely to be sundered 
any time soon,” wrote the anonymous blogger Baheyya.36  
                                                
35 http://www.shayfeen.com 
36 http://baheyya.blogspot.com/2005_08_01_archive.html 
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Kafaya laid the seeds for the youth movement and helped forge space in the streets for public 
protests as a symbiosis developed between Kefaya, activists and bloggers that lasted through 
2006. Throughout the year there were “regular, almost cyclical outbreak of protests and 
demonstrations in both large cities and smaller towns,” as Baheyya observed.37 Indeed, all the 
little transgressive events and other things that people did individually and collectively to change 
their context and live as if they were free “prepared the ground for a direct challenge to the 
previously existing order” (Naje 2008). Cyberactivists and the opposition attributed this time as 
an opportunity for political contestation and turned each protest into an activating mechanism for 
contentious repertoires to emerge, collective action frames to be articulated and political 
identities to be reinforced. This in turn created new opportunity structures for additional episodes 
of contention to occur.  
 
At this point, cyberactivists were just gearing up and organizers were just beginning to really 
hone their mobilization skills. It took a lot of effort for bloggers to organize a protest because it 
was difficult to obtain a permit, confirm attendance, publicize it to a wide enough audience, and 
generally figure out how to make it work, as blogger Mahmoud Salem, who went by the moniker 
Sandmonkey, put it. In one post, he detailed the lengths he went to attempting to organize a 
protest in July 24 via email, instant messaging and phone calls to like-minded bloggers.  “I wrote 
what I thought was a "rallying" post and then sent it by e-mail to every single Egyptian blogger I 
knew or could fine (sic)” he wrote in a description on his blog, noting with disappointment that 
only one blogger replied to his email and the El Ghad and Youth for Change parties were not 
interested in getting involved for fear of provoking Mubarak.38 “The Egyptian blogosphere is 
almost as apathetic as the Egyptian public : Big on words, small on action. Actually when I think 
about it, that's the problem of our country as a whole,” he continued. And indeed, one of the 
challenges activists faced in 2005 was an apathetic public whose fear and hopelessness left many 
unwilling and uninspired to take to the streets in the massive numbers needed to provoke major 
political change. They had not yet figured out how to frame these issues so that they would have 
resonance with a wider public, not how to transcend the physical/virtual divide. 
 
The 2005 activists framed their political demands, and perhaps aspirations, more narrowly than 
they would after 2008. They protested the constitutional amendment not the constitution, they 
demonstrated in against the Press Law but did not demand that the whole concept of 
criminalization of expression be tossed, and they protested the existence of military tribunals 
when dozens of Muslim Brotherhood leaders were put on trial in 2006 and 2007 but they did not 
protest the role of the military in the system. The sum total of this new activism was that 
“something irrevocable has been set in motion, a process whose consequences we cannot fully 
fathom now.”39 Indeed, what was set in process was the creation of collective action frames and 
a narrative about injustice, repression and resentment under the current regime that came to 
pervade the blogosphere and beyond and lay the groundwork for a revolutionary uprising. For in 
order for a social movement to emerge, as Barrington Moore argued in his study of revolutions 
through history, “moral anger and a sense of social injustice have to be discovered” (Moore 
1978, 15). The blogosphere is where many youth made this discovery. 
                                                
37 http://baheyya.blogspot.com/2005/03/routinizing-right-to-protest.html 
38 Sunday, July 24, 2005 
39 http://baheyya.blogspot.com/2005_08_01_archive.html 
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Making	  dissidents:	  ijma,	  asabiyah	  and	  the	  framing	  of	  freedom	  of	  expression	  battles	  
 
Government policy was to a large extent responsible for helping spur the development of 
bloggers into activists by adopting unpopular policies and cracking down on citizens who 
attempted to demonstrate against them. As Meyer notes, “dissidents” and “activists” are created 
through common cause and the construction of identity around that cause, which is often in 
response to government policies and configurations of the political environment. He offers the 
example of Eastern Europe, where “the state, by limiting democratic means of participation, 
turns everyone with a grievance into a democracy activist” (Meyer, Whittier, and Robnett 2002, 
13). Repression often fails to contain contention and actually has the opposite effect of 
amplifying ad diffusing it (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2001). Arresting and harassing bloggers 
helped create these identities and the notion of a “cause” around freedom of expression while 
strengthening asabiyah. 
 

The	  Right	  to	  Freedom	  of	  Expression:	  The	  Galvanizing	  Effect	  of	  Kareem	  Amer’s	  Case	  
	  
Abdul Kareem Nabeel Suleiman was a 24-year-old law student at Al Azhar University, the 
oldest Islamic university in the world, when he became a symbol of the injustice of the Mubarak 
regime and the rights demanded by Egyptian youth. The self-described “down to earth Law 
student” hoped to become a human rights lawyer and found his own firm to defend activists and 
protect the rights of Muslim and Arab women.40 He began blogging in February 2004 under the 
pen name Kareem Amer, with his name, address and picture available for all to see.41 Kareem 
traversed red lines on his blog, including criticizing Islam and Christianity, assailing the 
Egyptian regime, and attacking Al Azhar and his professors by name. In March 2006 he was 
subjected to disciplinary hearings at Al Azhar, which he chronicled on his blog, labeling them an 
“inquisition” by a “repressive” institution.42 According to one fellow blogger, Kareem would 
print out hard copies of his posts and distribute it, like a newspaper, to people walking down the 
street (Naje 2008). Although laws specific to Internet publishing were not yet in place at that 
time, Kareem’s translation of electronic materials to hard copy printed materials meant he could 
be prosecuted under existing libel and defamation laws. And on Nov. 6, 2006 became the first 
time a blogger was explicitly arrested for the content of his writing rather than his activism in the 
streets. This fact became a mobilizing frame and galvanized bloggers who may not have been 
sympathetic to his views but were collectively in support of the right to freely express oneself on 
one’s blog. The blogger community’s asabiyah, or social solidarity, not only provided access to 
resources of the broader community but it simultaneously strengthened the moral strength they 
felt in the face of state repression.   

Certification	  
His first arrest came on Oct. 25, 2005 after he posted an entry entitled “The naked truth about 
Islam as I saw it in Maharram Beh.” Three weeks later he was released, only to be arrested again 

                                                
40 Based on his profile description, available at http://www.blogger.com/profile/10055639386916201652  
41 http://karam903.blogspot.com/ 
42 ibid 
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on Nov. 6. By the next day the Arabic Network for Human Rights Information (ANHRI), which 
had positioned itself as a leading defender of freedom of expression and essential monitoring 
organization that became a leading reference on cyberactivism and regime response for 
journalists and NGOs around the world, was speaking out on his case. ANHRI certified Kareem 
as a free speech martyr, validating his right to free speech and helping to articulate opposition to 
his arrest within the frame of Mubarak’s assault on freedom of expression. 
 
Two days after Kareem’s arrest the pan-Arab Al Quds al Arabi published a piece on detention 
followed the next day by a piece on the emerging global activist network Global Voices. 
Reporters Without Borders issued a press release on his detention and an article appeared in the 
popular liberal Arabic website Elaph. By the end of January nearly every major media outlet in 
the English-speaking world and beyond had published articles about his case, including the BBC, 
CNN, the Associated Press, Le Monde, Al Jazeera and The Guardian, to name a few. The 
transnational elite media certified Kareem as an embattled free speech advocate, articulating the 
oppositional frame put forth by cyberactivists rather that that of the Mubarak regime. 
 
A bi-partisan letter by two members of the US Congress demanding Kareem’s release was the 
first of many high-level governmental interventions around the world, from Italy to Sweden to 
the United Nations.43 The US State Department expressed its concern and his case was 
mentioned in Egypt’s Universal Periodic Review at the UN Human Rights Council. Kareem 
became a cause célèbre of internet freedom and freedom of expression, garnering mention in 
reports of every major human rights organization from Reporters Sans Frontieres (RSF), the 
Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ) to Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch and 
Freedom House. In 2007 Index on Censorship bestowed its annual Freedom of Expression award 
on Kareem. Certification by these transnational activist organizations helped shift the political 
opportunity structure by making it clear that they would advocate on behalf of besieged Egyptian 
bloggers and raising the stakes for Mubarak to arrest or detain others for invoking their right to 
free speech. 
 
An analysis of press, NGO and governmental attention to Kareem’s case compiled by the 
FreeKareem.org campaign shows that from the day of his arrest through mid-2008 there was 
sustained engagement on his case on a near weekly basis.44 Yet despite the efforts of Egypt’s 
most seasoned digital activists, a global online campaign that spanned continents and languages, 
the global media’s attention and engagement on the issue, condemnation by Western 
governments, and the sustained engagement of human rights and journalist rights organizations, 
Kareem served his four-year prison sentence. He was not released early. The Egyptian 
government did not bend to international pressure. And the extensive mobilization in support of 
his cause did little to impact Kareem’s imprisonment, although such certification may have 
helped prevent him from being treated more harshly, as is all too common in Egyptian prisons. 
Of course the by product of keeping Kareem in jail for four years was that the Egyptian 
government remained under scrutiny for its treatment of its citizens, and especially of 
cyberactivists and other human rights defenders. But this human rights/political repression frame 
likely would have been the case even without Kareem’s compelling story. 

                                                
43 http://www.freekareem.org/2008/05/17/congressional-action-for-kareem/ 
44 http://www.freekareem.org/2008/07/06/kareem-timeline/ 
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Ijma	  and	  Asabiyah	  
Perhaps more interesting, however, was the widespread support he received from fellow bloggers 
from across the political and religious spectrum that contributed to bloggers making claims about 
their right to freedom of expression and the development of a shared sense of injustice. Through 
the Free Kareem campaign bloggers were engaged in ijma around the right to freedom of 
expression even when it comes to religion. The self-proclaimed “cynical, snarky, pro-US, 
secular, libertarian, disgruntled” blogger Sandmonkey came to his defense as did many Muslim 
Brotherhood bloggers  “If there’s not freedom there’s nothing; freedom, not just expression. I am 
different from Kareem but I support him. Don’t put him in prison,” MB blogger Abdel Menem 
Mahmoud told me (Mahmoud 2008). “Our point of view was that maybe Kareem was mistaken, 
but at least you don't have the right to send him into jail,” said another Islamist blogger, Amr 
Magdi, adding “we need more freedom of expression, not laws that limit freedom of expression” 
(Magdi 2008). Manalaa’s Bit Bucket featured the campaign and “Free Kareem” banners 
appeared on blogs throughout the Arab world and beyond, strengthening asabiyah and visibly 
enacting ijma. Nearly all the cyber activists and bloggers interviewed expressed solidarity with 
Kareem on their blogs and in our discussions, though there was more ambiguity among Muslim 
Brotherhood and salafi bloggers. The vast majority, however, defended the right of people to 
write what they want. His case became a rallying cry for freedom of expression and mobilized a 
collective action campaign, but also showed where Mubarak had drawn a line in the sand.  
 
The collective action frames created through ijma around bloggers’ opposition to Kareem’s 
arrest was a powerful message to the Egyptian government and its autocratic neighbors that there 
was widespread support among the activist youth for freedom of expression as a fundamental 
right, even if the views expressed were repugnant or offensive. It was also a clarion call to the 
West that many youth shared the same values and desires as their counterparts in more open 
societies. Free speech, it turned out, was the common denominator that connected bloggers of all 
stripes and trampling on that right put them all at risk. Kareem’s case created a narrative around 
a shared sense of injustice and the claiming of the right to free speech, and propelled even more 
Egyptians to create blogs despite the risks. As one cyberactivist explained, “because we believe 
in freedom of speech, it’s important to have more blogging – the blogosphere is only place all the 
people can talk without any administration” (Mustafa 2008). As young Egyptian bloggers 
negotiated their identities and engagement with causes in the blogosphere, they actively 
participate din ijma around the right to freedom of expression, which in turn strengthened 
asabiyah in the blogosphere.   
 
The campaign helped raise global awareness about the severe restrictions on free expression and 
religious freedom in Egypt. The claim to freedom of speech and framing of grievances as 
violations of this right helped validate this particular repertoire of contention domestically and 
abroad. This made the blogger-free speech claim-making routine available and recognizable even 
as it helped shape the ‘blogger’ identity as an oppositional one. Once articulated, this frame 
became dominant not only among citizen journalists but in the mainstream media, and even 
outside the country as well. Thus what was once invisible was made visible via a circuitous route 
stretching beyond national boundaries and publics. The campaign has also helped create an 
activist networked linked through and certified by key cyberactivists and NGOs. It provided 
several examples of how to get media, NGOs, governments, people and digital activists to rally 
around a common cause. This attention likely helped prevent more serious violations of 
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Kareem’s safety and security and was instrumental in creating the psychosocial conditions that 
contributed to the emergence of a social movement, even if it failed to produce a more 
immediate outcome.  
 

Freedom	  of	  speech	  
 
Claiming the right to freedom of speech and association was central to the development and 
expansion of the blogosphere, and doing so in one’s own name was an important way of 
claiming this right. Publicity was a key mechanism of contention throughout nearly the entire 
blogosphere, for it represented an act of defiance against a regime that would silence its critics 
and resistance against social norms that would mandate certain topics or identities as 
inappropriate or confined only to the private sphere. Organizing protests at the press, lawyers or 
judges syndicate to draw attention to issues, particularly related to freedom of speech and legal 
frameworks, become one of the claims-making routines bloggers routinely engaged in as part of 
their repertoires of contention. Such protests also provided an opportunity for cyberactivists to 
connect with other interested groups, such as journalists, lawyers and judges, and for citizen 
journalists to identify and be identified with their professional counterparts. Cyberactivists paid a 
heavy price for their embodied activism, for only when they were physically present could they 
be arrested. These protests were struggles to gain political rights from the regime or prevent them 
from taking them away, but were also important symbolic opportunities to build asabiyah and 
coalitions across virtual and embodied groups and grab public attention. As the anecdote below 
illustrates, activists often had to negotiate meaning, framing and tactics as the protests occurred, 
and the regime was well aware of the power of images. 
 

 
Figure 1 The protest against the new press law outside the parliament building taken by the author. The sign reads 
“Viva Corruption... Down with Freedom of the Press” 
 
On July 9, 2006, 26 newspapers boycotted publishing their papers and hundreds of journalists 
and bloggers gathered at the parliament to protest a new press law that would mandate 
imprisonment and fines for journalists who insult public officials in the media. They were 
outnumbered by the thousands of riot police clad in their black uniforms and blood red arm-
bands who lined the perimeter of the parliament building, reinforced by another line of 
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baltaggiya (plainclothes thugs). By the time the protest was scheduled to start the police had 
already surrounded the protesters, creating a nearly impenetrable wall through which the 
journalists covering the protest attempted to get their cameras. The government was not as 
worried about protesters as it was about cameras transmitting such images throughout the world. 
According to an Al Jazeera reporter, the police did not understand the difference between those 
journalists protesting and those covering the protest and tried to force her to the protester area 
whereas she was attempting to cover the demonstration for the news channel.45 Hossam el-
Hamlawy, Sally Sami and Malek Mustafa were among the citizen journalists who participated, 
posting detailed descriptions of what they witnessed.46  
 
The army green transport trucks with tiny mesh-windows through which the peering eyes of riot 
police could be seen were parked all along the streets as far as Tahrir Square and the Egyptian 
Museum. Packed in like sardines, the riot police burst out of the truck and ran to take their place 
around the small pack of journalists holding signs condemning corruption- in Arabic and English 
to communicate with both Western and Arabic media. But there was a framing struggle as 
protesters with various objectives negotiated whether the slogans should remain focused on the 
press law or on broader political issues. “Demonstrators kept on chanting against the 
government, new press law, calling for the release of Sharqawi and the rest of the detainees,” 
Hossam noted in his blog post about the protest, but avoided direct mention of Mubarak because 
the syndicate leaders wanted to avoid direct confrontation. “The Press Syndicate Council suits, 
with the exception of Gamal Fahmy, tried hard to temp down the militant mood of the 
demonstrators, eager to sway the demonstrators from chanting about anything but the press law. 
Still, it was clear the activists wanted to generalize their struggle, and link it with others.”47 
Indeed this protest exemplified a broader challenge about framing and message that activists 
faced in taking their struggles to the streets and linking up with other groups, such as political 
parties or professional syndicates. Although at this particular protest no journalists were 
assaulted, sexually abused or arrested as was common in street demonstrations at this time, this 
was likely because, as one reporter I spoke with put it, the protesters were all journalists and the 
regime would get nowhere using the same tactics they use against less connected and media-
savvy "indigents." Yet there were many times when even the most well-known bloggers and 
cyberactivsts were arrested and bore the brunt of the harshest state actions, including torture. 
 

Arresting,	  Torturing	  and	  Intimidating	  bloggers	  
 
Torture was a central issue for cyberactivists as were the arrests of bloggers, although these two 
issues often went hand-in-hand since being arrested often resulted in them being tortured. 
Torture was an issue that the resonated with the broader public and was a difficult one for the 
state or state-media to engage in framing contests with the bloggers on since there is really no 
good way to spin torture. Torture thus became an effective mobilizing frame but was also used 
against cyberactivists in an attempt to intimidate them. “In 2003 and 2006 I was tortured, but not 
2007,” said Abdel Menem Mahmoud, listing his arrests. “The security service asked me for two 
hours about why I was writing a blog, why I wrote that I was tortured, they wanted to know what 

                                                
45 http://english.aljazeera.net/NR/exeres/131EB222-DD15-45A3-ADAD-CA60961023BB.htm 
46 http://arabist.net/archives/2006/07/09/hundreds-march-against-new-press-law/#more-1362 
47 http://www.arabist.net/blog/2006/7/9/hundreds-march-against-new-press-law.html#more-1362 
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were bloggers, why was the West writing about me, writing about blogging in Egypt” (Mahmoud 
2008). Abdel Menem’s focus on human rights and torture, like many other bloggers, earned him 
the wrath of the security services. 
 
Cyberactivists across the political spectrum publicized torture inflicted by Egyptian police by 
posting videos and photos on their blogs and bringing the issue to the forefront of the public 
agenda. One of the most famous and palatable examples of the impact of cyberactivists in Egypt 
involved blogging a video of a policemen beating and sodomizing a bus driver that resulted in 
the conviction of the two policemen and led to the emergence and publication of similar videos 
of police torture. Core bloggers became recipients of torture videos shot on people’s cell phones 
and photos of abuse sent by SMS. The Core bloggers became conduits, increasing their power to 
switch on and off nodes of their network and create new ones. Noha Atef created the 
groundbreaking Torture in Egypt blog, crossing a red line that put her in direct confrontation 
with the regime and its attempts to keep this topic off limits. She said she wanted her blog to be 
“a point of reference for torture crimes in Egypt” for Egyptian youth, “I want people to read this 
report and make people know that torture exists in Egypt, it’s not isolated, it’s systematic.” And 
indeed it was. What started as an impassioned side project became a defining example of the 
power of blogs to set the public agenda, frame the torture debate, and hold political players to 
account by publicly documenting cases of torture and helping victims seek justice. Her blog 
became a source for journalists, both for news and as a reference because of its extensive 
archive, said Atef, noting that she periodically tracked references to her blog is several Western 
newspapers.  
 
The cases of torture in Egypt are too numerous to recount or detail here, but the case of Khaled 
Said was particularly dramatic and consequential, as many attribute this case to inspiring the 
2011 revolution. In June, 2010 the 28-year-old Alexandrian man was dragged out of an internet 
café by police and beaten so severely that he later died. He had posted photos about police 
corruption online. His brother, Ahmed, took a picture of Khaled in the morgue on his mobile 
phone and posted it online. The picture went viral, prompting an expatriate Egyptian in Dubai 
named Wael Ghonim to start a Facebook page in honor of Said.48 Blogger Abdulrahman 
Mansour was also a page administrator and several other Core bloggers were among those who 
circulated the photos and page link. Within the first 24 hours the “We Are All Khaled Said” 
group got 24,000 members, 56,000 by the end of the month and by the end of 2010 it had more 
than 400,000 fans. A silent protest in his honor drew more than 10,000 people and hundreds of 
Egyptian Facebookers changed their profile picture to that of Said. The page became a key 
informational platform once the anti-Mubarak protests started in January 2011. The campaign 
was successful in garnering support because it was compelling and indicative of the obscene 
level of injustice suffered by the average person. The page became a central rallying point for 
those calling for protests in the streets on January 25, 2011 in the wake of the Tunisian 
revolution that forced president Zine el Abidine Ben Ali to flee to Saudi Arabia. As several 
bloggers put it, he looked like anyone’s brother or son. But the process of creating a shared sense 
of injustice and claims making, which was a key factor in the success of various initiatives and 
ultimately the revolution, may be more difficult to do in the Twittersphere and even the 
blogosphere more broadly as it becomes even more diversified.  
 
                                                
48 https://www.facebook.com/ElShaheeed 
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Figure 2 Khaled Said Blog Campaign   Figure 3 Khaled Said after his death 

 

 

 
Arrests	  as	  a	  Galvanizing	  Force	  

 
Prior to bloggers taking up the issue of torture it was a ‘red line’ that was not discussed in the 
media or public sphere, even though everyone knew it occurred. Throughout the period of study 
cyberactivists were arrested, often for blogging or agitating against torture, and many of them 
were tortured, which helped turn them into folk heroes and become more widely known, 
especially when they returned to blogging or continued to blog from jail. In 2006, for example 
Muslim Brotherhood blogger Mohammed al-Sharkway was tortured, physically and sexually 
abused, but instead of remaining silent as would have been expected, he exposed and scandalized 
the police by blogging about it and talking to the media. “When they arrested Sharkawy and 
tortured him it was to intimidate the others, all the political activists, all the young activists of 
Kifaya, all the bloggers because Mohamed is a blogger as well,” said Zekry (Zekry 2008). 
Cyberactivists posted about Sharkawy’s arrest and other bloggers who were picked up during 
protests, writing about the torture they experienced in a way that no one had ever done before.49 
In fact, a journalist with Al Jazeera who made a documentary about torture in Egypt was 
convicted of damaging Egypt’s national interests and publishing false news and sentenced in 
absentia to six months in prison. Yet bloggers continued to raise awareness about torture and 
face personal risk. “From that time they threatened [Sharkawy] indirectly in several ways, they 
intimidated him several times,” explained another cyberactivist (Zekry 2008). Similarly Malek 
described his arrests almost as a badge of honor.“I got arrested three times in 2006, four times in 
2007, three times in 2008, but I never got arrested before 2006, now it’s 12 times and every time 
I go to start anything, it’s like ‘Oh Malek, oh come.’ I’m not doing anything and they just take 
me and beat me.” he said, referring to the security services (Mustafa 2008).  
 
The arrests of bloggers led to cyberactivist campaigns advocating for their release that activated 
transnational activist and media networks and deployed various social media tools to grab 
attention and force the regime to let them go, whether through direct pressure or circuitously via 
the moral power of international rights groups or the influence of governments such as the US or 
UK. The imprisonment of bloggers for their activism on the streets in demonstrations was a 
personal hardship but strengthened asabiyahi and helped draw attention to them and get youth 

                                                
49 see for example http://ircpresident.blogspot.com/2006/07/free-mohamed-el-sharkawy-and-karim-el.html 
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interested in learning about and working with the new technology. They also linked by their 
identity group ‘blogger.’ The importance of this identity in mobilizing support and solidarity, 
especially regarding issues of human rights, was evident in the various blogger campaigns. The 
state’s onslaught against media freedom and bloggers in 2006 and 20007 coincided with a 
broader political crackdown that included Kefaya and the Muslim Brotherhood (Egypt - annual 
report  2007; Egypt country summary  2007).50 One blogger termed the government’s harsh 
reactions a “War on Bloggers.”51 This could have been due their increased coverage of state-
sponsored violence and campaigns against torture in Egypt propelled the issue to the forefront of 
the public agenda and became one the most palpable examples of the framing impact of blogs 
and their ability to bring new issues into the public sphere.  
 
The campaigns to free arrested bloggers were also opportunities to try out new cyberactivist tools 
and virtual protest repertoires until eventually they had developed a set of tactics and 
mechanisms that could be activated as soon as someone was arrested. One of the most innovative 
was the campaign for Alaa Abdel Fattah, who was arrested in May 2006 fat a demonstration in 
solidarity with other arrested for supporting two judges who exerted their independence from the 
executive by standing up to Mubarak. “Without him, the police hoped, the Egyptian blogosphere 
would fall apart entirely. Ironically, for precisely that reason Alaa's arrest was not going to pass 
without some serious local and international scrutiny,” which included rallies in several Western 
capitals, coverage by major media heavyweights and leading bloggers, and an online petition that 
garnered more than 1000 signatures (Adam 2006). Cyberactivists set up a Free Alaa blog to 
aggregate information52 and linked up with cyberactivists from Global Voices to launch the 
“Google-bombing for Alaa campaign,” which involved manipulating search engine rankings for 
the word ‘Egypt’ so that the free-Alaa campaign site would top of the search results.53 Search 
results for the phrase FreeAlaa skyrocketed to 330,000 in the first weeks of the campaign to 
more than one million by June, according to one blogger’s test.54 Although the attempt at Google 
bombing was deemed a failure since ‘Egypt’ is to common a word, the innovative campaign 
tactic garnered such widespread attention in the media and among activists that in fact it was also 
a success. The thousands of bloggers who wrote about his case and posted banner ads calling for 
his release helped compel the mainstream media to cover his story and indirectly put pressure on 
the Egyptian government. “They can't silence us on the internet so they try to silence us on the 
street, and we won't give in on either front” wrote Sandmonkey in an op-ed for The Guardian 
(Adam 2006).  
 

 
 
                                                      
Mechanisms	  of	  Virtual	  Contention	  	  

                                                
50 see also http://arabist.net/arabawy/2007/03/25/police-crackdown-on-kefaya-demo-demonstrators-kidnapped/ 
51 http://norayounis.com/2007/05/08/180851 
52 freealaa.blogspot.com 
53 http://sabbah.biz/mt/archives/2006/05/10/google-bombing-for-alaa-press-release/  
54 http://adloyada.typepad.com/adloyada/2006/06/after_a_total_o.html 
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The campaigns to free bloggers/cyberactivists involved similar mechanisms and processes 
including posting information about their arrests, kidnapping and assaults on their blogs and 
social media, accompanied by pictures, video and detailed eye-witness accounts in an attempt to 
counteract official version of events and gain control of the dominant frame. These accounts also 
provided transnational human rights and journalist groups with information and documentation 
to enable them to get involved. Cyberactivists created banner ads, distributed logos calling on the 
government to “Free blogger x” and even posted messages on their blogs written by the 
imprisoned bloggers on paper smuggled out during visits, as in Alaa’s case. Supporters could 
then post these banners, or use replace their Facebook pictures with that of the imprisoned 
blogger, in an effort to raise awareness and show solidarity. Such campaigns, however, could 
become a double-edged sword as it raised their profile. Abbas acknowledged that publicity could 
be protective but also “hurt us to some extent because we became known to security forces and 
the public and we were no longer a vague journalist, it was easier when we weren’t know” 
(Abbas 2008). On the other hand, as Gaber observed, the government also wanted to keep 
bloggers out of the media which acted as a deterrent on arresting or torturing them as such 
actions would generate unwanted attention (Gaber 2008). Several bloggers said they would have 
been treated worse when they were arrested if not for their popularity and international 
recognition. The security services “are always afraid from someone like me, someone famous, 
someone with supporters outside and power of media to talk about him,” explained Gemyhood 
(Gemyhood 2008).  
 
The incident of the kidnapping/arrest of blogger Philip Rizk illustrates how the cyberactivism 
had become a standard part of protest repertoires but involved resources not available to those 
outside the blogosphere, and underscores the critical role that activating transnational pressure 
mechanisms played. In February 2009, Rizk was spirited away by the Egyptian police after he 
was 'detained' on his way back from a solidarity march for Gaza. As Sarah Carr, a Daily News 
journalist and blogger, reported he was surreptitiously taken from the police station right from 
under his lawyers noses and kept incommunicado for nearly six days until he was released.55 On 
the same day Rizk was detained, 70 Muslim Brotherhood activists were also jailed for 
demonstrating in support of Gaza, but they were not released as quickly and their stories were 
nearly absent from the Western and even Arab media. I found out about Philip's arrest on 
Facebook on Sunday, when Sarah Carr updated her Facebook status to read Philip Rizk arrested. 
A few hours later the story came in on the AFP wire. By then there was a Facebook group, which 
included an Amnesty letter writing campaign. Shortly thereafter friends set up a website in 
English and Arabic devoted to his release (Free Philip Rizk) and several activist bloggers had 
written about Rizk's arrest.  
 
The Facebook updates and the group started by Rizk's family provided journalists with the latest 
information about him and the tribulations of his family (whose house was broken into by police) 
and support of lawyers etc. Twitter messages from activist bloggers provided the latest updates. 
By this time it appeared cyberactivists had the process down to a science, activating their 
networks within hours, and effectively managing to broadcast their message to the international 
media, amplifying their voices and strengthening their ability to put pressure on the Egyptian 
                                                
55 http://thedailynewsegypt.com/article.aspx?ArticleID=19621 and 
http://www.alarabiya.net/articles/2009/02/11/66254.html 
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government. By Monday the New York Times' had picked up the story along with other leading 
media outlets (Slackman 2009). Hardly any media, with the exception of my reports for Al 
Arabiya mentioned the other arrests; the Muslim Brotherhood did not have the same access to 
cyberactivist and journalistic networks in multiple languages that their activist counterparts had. 
 
Identity	  claims:	  Choosing	  Levels	  of	  Anonymity	  

 
Given the prevalence of state-sponsored violence and the intimidation and fear the arrests and 
torture of such a wide swath of bloggers must have engendered, it is somewhat surprising that so 
many Egyptian bloggers chose to use their real names. Egyptian bloggers pursued one of three 
strategies in enacting their identity online: anonymity, pseudo-anonymity and full identification. 
Psuedo-anonymity ranged from those who used pseudonyms and offered few details in their 
profile but blogged about their personal lives with enough detail that if someone were motivated 
to they could figure out who it was to actively providing a range of identifiable details such as 
first name, hometown, profession etc. but possibly leaving off a last name.  
  
Hardly any bloggers, particularly among the cyberactivists, were truly anonymous, that is, 
masking their identities so that even those in their communities would not know them. Baheyya, 
for example, was a truly anonymous blogger and one of the most famous and influential in the 
blogosphere. She56 writes insightful and influential political analysis about current issues in 
Egypt in English and was rumored to be a member of the ruling NDP. Even the most well-known 
bloggers did not know who she is. She never did interviews, was unknown to journalists and 
other bloggers, yet wrote one of the most influential Egyptian blogs domestically and 
internationally. Few other blogs pursued a strategy of complete anonymity, and certainly none of 
the other famous bloggers, citizen journalists or cyberactivists. Anonymity and celebrity rarely 
go together. The only community that chose anonymity across the board were homosexual 
bloggers, who adopted pseudonyms and limited personally identifying information as a survival 
strategy. Several Bahai bloggers also chose anonymity because their religion is not recognized in 
Egypt and they wrote about being persecuted. In fact, a study of a snapshot of the Arab 
blogosphere in 2009 found that Arabic bloggers generally were likely to use their name than blog 
anonymously (Etling et al. 2009, 5). The exceptions are Syrian, Kuwaiti, and Maghreb/French 
Bridge bloggers, as well as a small cluster of Egyptian Baha’i bloggers, who write about their 
persecution. Generally, women are more likely to blog anonymously than men. 
 
But anonymity, particularly among cyberactivists, could be seen in a negative light and 
undermine asabiyah. The choise of anonymity indicated that someone was scared or worried 
about political or legal repercussions, which empowered the state and detracted from the strength 
of the blogosphere. “I don’t have anything to hide. I believe I am true so I have nothing to hide” 
said one blogger (Fattah 2008). Or as another blogger proclaimed: 
 

I don't respect the anonymous. Anyone can go and write a big thing, but if he’s afraid to 
talk with his real name I don’t respect him. If you have a cause you must show yourself. I 
am here, I am real and I am not afraid, sitting in my home with my laptop. If you’re 
afraid, don’t do it (Mustafa 2008).  

 
                                                
56 According to the blogger profile, Baheyya is an Egyptian female name that has come to stand in for Egypt itself. 
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Pseudo-anonymity was far more common, although even those who used a pseudonym usually 
provided enough information to easily identified by friends. This was even the case among the 
Muslim Brotherhood members whose public membership in the banned organization ostensibly 
could have gotten them arrested. The Berkman study found that in the Muslim Brotherhood 
cluster 78 percent used their names, a higher percentage than any other community in the Arabic 
blogosphere (Etling et al. 2009, 19). Muslim Sister bloggers who were not activists, however, 
were more likely to maintain a certain level of vagueness about their identity by using only their 
first names and not linking as pervasively to the broader blogosphere. Concerns about security, 
however, were rarely invoked as explanations for choosing this particular identification strategy. 
Rather these young bloggers were more concerned about their parents or employers finding out 
and causing worry or negative repercussions at work. 
 
“I sometimes give identifying details that make it easy to find out my real name. A lot of people 
who read my blog know me personally to begin with and I’ve gotten to know lots and lots of 
people through it. Ultimately, the only reason I even bother with this thin anonymity is because I 
don't want my parents to come across the blog,” explained nominally anonymous blogger 
Forsoothsayer. Similarly Sandmonkey, who was nominally anonymous until revealing himself to 
be Mahmoud Salem in the wake of the 2011 revolution, blogged pseudonymously because his 
mother was a member of the ruling NDP party and he doubted his employers would look 
favorably upon it. But the tension between publicity and popularity could compromise attempts 
at to keep one’s identity under wraps. A 2007 article in Arab Media & Society, for example, 
identified Forsoothsayer’s full name, age, occupation and other identifying information even 
though the author said she blogged anonymously.57 She noted this in a comment in the article 
and specifically refuted that she did not like her job, an identifying detail mentioned in the article 
that could have potentially resulted in her losing her job. Thus by the time I spoke to her in 2008 
she was wary of giving up her name and continued to attempt to maintain a cloak of anonymity, 
specifically mentioning the problem caused by slopping journalism. Similarly Sandmonkey was 
so regularly interviewed and profiled that most people within the Egyptian blogosphere knew 
who he was, and anyone who really wanted to find out could easily do so given the level of 
specificity about his personal life on his blog. 
 
Still others, like Gemyhood and Ahmed Naje, who went by Biso for awhile, simply adopted 
monikers as a type of pen name. “It’s like Robin Hood because I believe in same ideas as Robin 
Hood. I’m not trying to be anonymous,” explained Mohammad Gamal. “Everyone already 
knows that I am Gemmy. I’m was already doing the same thing before blogging through Yahoo 
groups, forums and chatting so I already had a character before blogging. And I’m not worried 
about the security services.” Naje similarly explained that his pseudonym was not inteded to 
disguise his identity as much as it was part of it: “Before I published my book I was anonymous 
– people reading my blog didn’t know who I was, it was Biso. Now everyone knows Biso is 
Ahmed Naje. And before this most people know Ahmed Naje is Biso. But I wasn’t scared yaani” 
(2008).  
 
Most of the bloggers I interviewed wrote using their real name because it was a means of 
defiance or mechanism for establishing credibility. Several bloggers agreed that anonymity was 
                                                
57 Forsoothsayer asked me to maintain her anonymity and thus I am not providing a link to the aforementioned 
article.  
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not the norm in the Egyptian blog, as this illustrative quote by a blogger who said she followed 
an average of 100 blogs daily notes, “most bloggers put their real information, at least the 
bloggers I know” (Zeinab 2008). Bloggers, like those quoted above, downplayed concerns about 
surveillance or security. “I am not anonymous because I am writing with my name, because I am 
not a hidden person. I am not popular but I am known by police and security so there’s no point 
in hiding your name. And my picture is published” (Fattah 2008). Zeinab similarly said she did 
not think much about security, but that even if she did she did not think they would care about 
her blog (2008). Credibility was a particularly importance mechanism for citizen journalists, 
whose authority came from their reputation. For example, Atef initially started her anti-torture 
blog without identifying herself because she thought it should not matter who the author of the 
blog was. But when she migrated her blog from Blogspot to Wordpress and sought to enhance its 
credibility with a wider audience she realized she needed to attach a name to her blog. “I want to 
make it professional. Already the people know the editor is Noha,” she explained to me at a café 
not far from the American University. “In beginning I thought that even if I face the same 
security problems I won’t face serious problems because I rely on real sources, I don’t fabricate 
anything; if I publish report by NGO I just bring it to the public, I don’t fabricate it.” Most of the 
bloggers who migrated onto Twitter adopted similar identity strategies. And of course the terms 
of service for Facebook required users to use their real names.  

Kefaya’s	  Decline	  and	  the	  Continuation	  of	  Cyberactivism	  
	  
The blogosphere’s transition from a site dominated by secular activists to a more diversified 
arena coincided with the decline of Kefaya as a salient social movement that bloggers supported 
and the expansion of blogs more widely in the Muslim Brotherhood and among the general 
public. Many of the Core bloggers said Kefaya’s death knoll came in late 2006/early 2007, and 
once again they were inextricably linked to each other’s trajectories even while remaining 
independent. An examination of the dynamics behind the decline offers insight into why the 
rupture emerged and what the activists learned for future moments of contestation and mass 
mobilization. 
 
Kefaya’s decline began over the summer with a series of arrests of prominent bloggers for their 
participation in and support of the judges demonstrations and their growing disillusionment with 
the movement’s leaders. By late 2006 the bloggers were abandoning Kefaya, and the 
movement’s decline was fueled in part by withdrawal of support by Core and Activist bloggers. 
Many bloggers who began blogging when Kefaya started were disenchanted by the ossification 
of the movement into what they viewed as the same type of corrupt, self-serving organization 
that characterized all the other political parties. The lack of participation by many of the leaders 
in the street demonstrations and their willingness to allow young activists to bear the brunt of the 
repercussions disillusioned several of the activist bloggers and put up barriers to collective 
action. Others remained nominally involved but wondered if it was even a movement anymore.  
 
Some bloggers said the end of Kefaya came in Dec. 2006 when only a handful of people turned 
out to support the Sudanese refugees who, after months of protest in Mohandessin, were being 
thrown out. Brotherhood members who joined Kefaya or participated in the 2005-2006 
demonstrations also tolled its death knell and for the large part withdrew their support: “It’s 
dead, they were powerful but they had internal fighting” (Badr 2008). The final death-knell came 
in 2007.  
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Nawara Negm, daughter of a famous dissident father and Islamic feminist mother and author of 
the blog The Popular Front for Raving,58 described what happened. At one of the demonstrations 
where several bloggers got arrested, Kefaya leaders were nowhere to be found, and she and other 
key cyberactivists decided that demonstrating in the street was counterproductive: 
 

You know, I though Kefaya was a joke. Because they started as a joke, starting with the 
name, Kefaya. Stop it. As if someone is raping somebody and they are saying ‘Kefaya’. 
And actually they did nothing. Many young people who believed in Kefaya, and they 
made great sacrifices, and once Kefaya says we are going to have a demonstration of this 
day they go… but big heads of Kefaya they vanish on this day. I can remember… we 
even call them and they don’t answer. They turn their phones off! And the young people 
are arrested. You know I remember this day of the constitution, sort of constitution, and 
Kefaya said we are going to have demos in Tharir Square and all young people went 
there. One of them was Gemyhood and Malek all those… (Negm 2008) 

 
Bloggers and activists were arrested, beaten and tortured but the leaders of Kefaya were 
conspicuously absent, their mobile phones switched off, and the lawyers unreachable. Yet those 
same figures appeared on Al Jazeera “talking about their heroism,” said Negm. After that many 
of the activist bloggers decided they would no longer participate in Kefaya-sponsored activities 
or demonstrate on the street. “I don’t believe in demonstrating, especially in Tharir Square. I 
don’t encourage people to go to demonstration because you don’t want to, to take those 
members, those activists and give them home-delivery to the police… Delivering your most 
activist, most trustful activist to the police people and what you gain? You gain those great 
elitists, huh?! Appearing on TV saying that they are heroes. But they’re not.”59  
 
 But while Kefaya may have facilitated and nurtured the growth of the blogosphere during the 
Activist phase, its decline as a political force did not coincide with the decline of blogging and 
cyberactivism. By then the blogosphere had grown, matured and diversified so that by the 
transition to the third stage in late 2006, early 2007 the activists were but one community of 
bloggers among several others and they had to some extent disengaged from their previously 
close relationship to the movement. “I start with blogging when Kefaya started existing. Now 
Kefaya is dead and we continue” (Mustafa 2008). 
 
And so they did, multiplying the ranks of activist bloggers by teaching each other how to start a 
blog, how to post photos, and encouraging them to try (Zeinab 2008). In 2006 a young Egyptian 
woman decided to start the blog Torture in Egypt. “My little blog was not very well read,” said 
Noha Atef, but in 2007 she decided she wanted to enlarge her “traffic rank.” So she contacted 
Alaa and Amr Gharbeia, two bloggers she did not know personally but whose blogs she was 
familiar with. “They said it was very good that I made a blog on torture,” she said. “Then they 
helped me create a better blog, not on blogspot, then I started to learn how to use blogs, it was 
user friendly” (Atef 2008). The Core remained but a much larger group of activists developed 
and the blogosphere lost it center, becoming a network of identity communities linked in a 

                                                
58 http://tahyyes.blogspot.com/  
59 Negm, Nawara. 2008. Personal communication. Personal communication, 3 April, Cairo. 
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virtual place by virtue of their Egyptianness. Having a blog became a necessity for staying up to 
date with activists and activities and being an activist (Gaber 2008). 

Stage	  3:	  Diversification	  
 
The third stage of Egyptian blogging was marked not only by an expansion of the numbers and 
types of Egyptian who blogged, but also a diversification of the platforms for blogging and the 
increased popularity in particular of social networking platforms. By 2007 greater numbers of 
Egyptians were starting blogs of all different types, and the Egyptian Blog Ring counted at least 
1400 Egyptian blogs in early 2007, with more than 900 awaiting moderation (Al Malky). By 
April 2008, there were about 160,000 blogs, according to a government study, with more than 
two thirds, 67.8 percent, in Arabic (Zaghloul 2010). The increase in the percentage of Arabic-
language blogs reflected the increased popularity among the public and the fact that Egyptians 
were talking more amongst themselves and with other Arabs. English language only blogs made 
up only 9.5 percent of Egyptian blogs, with the remaining 20.8 percent blogging in both 
languages, meaning that the vast majority of bloggers were communicating with the rest of the 
Arabic blogosphere, of which Egyptians represented about a third. The study also found that 18.9 
percent were politically oriented, the highest for any particular topic, with another 30.7 percent 
classified as tackling a variety of issues. 
 
Although official connectivity remained low at about 12 percent in 2008, internet access was 
widely available to students and youth in major cities and cheap.60 Anyone who wanted to could 
relatively easily blog of Facebook, even in the poorer and less cosmopolitan areas of Upper 
Egypt. The prices for internet were not necessarily a barrier to blogging, as blogger Malek 
Mustafa noted: 

 
It’s huge now [2008]… I’m thinking of guy in Minya for example, no talent, no money, 
no connection, who becomes a journalist. He has no interest in being a journalist but he 
wants to talk. He can go to any cyber café and an hour is 1LE or .5 LE ($0.10-.20) and he 
can have cable in his house – illegal cable— for 20 LE/month ($4). So it’s not a big deal 
and he can talk and he can do anything he wants (Mustafa 2008).  

 
The transition to the third phase in the development of the Egyptian blogosphere was propelled 
not only by the increasing numbers of bloggers and their diversity but also by shifting domestic 
political dynamics, especially disenchantment with Kefaya and government repression, and 
external factors, namely the shift in American support for democracy following the Palestinian 
elections in 2006 that resulted in a Hamas-dominated parliament. Technological developments 
and ever-increasing levels of internet and mobile phone penetration were particularly influential 
in shifting the dynamics of the Egyptian blogosphere as it transitioned from one found primarily 
on blogging services like Workpress and Blogger to a move diverse array of fora, most 
significantly Facebook and Twitter. Social media use in the MENA region expanded 
exponentially with the introduction of Twitter and Facebook in 2007, which Egyptian 
cyberactivists immediately adapted for political activism but also which inspired a new cohort of 

                                                
60 According to the ITU as reflected on http://www.internetworldstats.com/af/eg.htm. Accessed 10 March 2009 
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youth to become active online. As editor of the Daily News Egypt, Rania Al Malky, described on 
her site Egypt Blog Review: 

 
In a country like Egypt where state control of the media has reached such 
epidemic proportions that self-censorship has become a worse threat than direct 
censorship, the empowering effect of a blog is undeniable. It was only natural that 
political activists would pick it up to spread their pro-reform message and 
coordinate demonstrations and other forms of civil action which have been slowly 
gaining momentum in the past two years. And they now have the tools to tell the 
real story of how their peaceful protests are "controlled" (Quoted in Radsch 2007) 

 
These ‘real’ stories became important sources of information for citizens in the Arab world as 
well as for foreign journalists, governments and citizens. In 2008 blogs were well known in the 
media industry and by journalists whereas few journalists interviewed in 2006 had heard of a 
blog much less make reading them a part of their daily journalistic routine. Even the new 
generation of journalists working for the prestigious satellite news channels did not consider 
blogs important yet in 2006 but, noting their freedom from rules and regulations, thought the 
media should take them into consideration more (Ghadban 2006). All the independent media 
outlets and the most important talk shows in Egypt regularly discussed blogs and blogging by the 
Diversification Stage, following the use of Facebook and Twitter in particular as indicative of a 
progression of Egyptian cyberactivism into new realms. Blogs were firmly entrenched on the 
radars of the mainstream media and satellite channels like Al Jazeera, OTV and Dream TV and 
independent papers like Al Masry Al Youm and Al Destour regularly cover them and use them as 
information sources, becoming firmly entrenched as story subject in what one Egyptian 
journalist called “the Western media’s obsession with blogs” (Hawaidy 2008).61 Bloggers spoke 
about issues of social justice, political reform, and human rights, reframing the public agenda 
and daring to talk openly about previously taboo subjects.  
 
This time period also marked the end of the so-called “Arab Spring” of 2005-2006 during which 
the Bush democracy promotion program helped open up some political space in several Arab 
states including Egypt (Ali Khalidi 2009). It was during this phase that members of the Muslim 
Brotherhood started to emerge publicly on blogs, identifying themselves as members of the 
banned organization, in exemplifying both the diversification of the blogosphere and their refusal 
to be silenced by the regime. As I’ve discussed elsewhere, the history of the MB blogs parallels 
that of the larger blogosphere in that it began with a few bloggers who knew each other then 
expanded to become dominated by MB activists and journalists before diversifying (Radsch 
2012b). Although the cyberactivists continued to play an active and defining role in the 
blogosphere, they were less active on the streets between 2007 and 2010 and there were more 
activists with more issues blogging.  

Communities,	  Subalterns	  and	  the	  Import	  of	  Publicity	  
 
From Aiza Gowaz (Wanna Be A Bride), which described the trials and tribulations of finding a 
husband, to literary/poetry, graphic art and photography sites to “saidi” blogs by Upper 
Egyptians, bloggers in Egypt came from throughout society and represented a wide range of 
                                                
61  See also Weyman, Goerge. 2007b. Western journalists report on egyptian bloggers. Nieman Reports 61, no. 2. 
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subjects. As the blogosphere expanded and diversified, identity communities began to form. 
Bloggers who identified themselves as Coptic, Bahai, salafi, gay created blogs and read and 
commented on each others posts. Subaltern groups found solidarity through blogs and often 
attempted to use them instrumentally for activist goals, such as the Bahai identity card 
movement. But the Egyptian blogosphere was no longer a neighborhood where everyone kind of 
knew each other, but rather a city where porous enclaves of different types of people got together 
and primarily commented on each other’s blogs but still networked across the broader 
blogosphere. These porous, networked enclaves included citizen journalists, non-denominational 
activists, leftists/socialists, Muslim Brotherhood and Islamists, cultural/artsy, open 
source/technology activists, English language political commentary, strictly personal and 
countless others.  
 
Yet even as the blogosphere expanded exponentially, the Core bloggers remained 
disproportionately influential and read. This was due to the technological characteristics of 
expanding networks in which preferential attachment maintains the hub-dominated (in this case 
Core bloggers) scale-free topology because, as Barabási explains, “new nodes prefer to link to 
the more connected nodes, early nodes with more links will be selected more often and will grow 
faster than their younger and less connected peers” (Barabási 2003, 87-88, 91). This is why the 
Core bloggers continued to remain a focal point and function as key nodes in the network of the 
Egyptian blogosphere. Most Egyptians who were not part of the blogosphere likely heard about 
blogging through their friends or via the mainstream media, and if via the later, they most likely 
heard about one or more of the Core bloggers and would link to them in their blogrolls as a form 
of self-certification and identification with the Egyptian blogosphere. Thus as long as the Core 
remained active they continued to garner the most links and the most press coverage, further 
reinforcing their role as the key nodes. This observation was backed up by interviews with 
bloggers and journalists who told me they had to be selective in what they read, and that the Core 
bloggers still figured most prominently on everyone’s reading list. Wael Abbas’ Misr Digital, 
Beheyya, Nora Younis, Hossam el-Hamalwey’s Arabawy, Abd Al Moneim Mahmoud’s Ana 
Ihkwan and Sandmonkey remained among the most regularly read by both journalists and 
bloggers. RSS feeds, which enable people to follow updates by automatically aggregating new 
content from chosen sources, helped expand the influence of some of the less famous blogs by 
making the new content rather than forcing the users to check themselves. Thus the liberal 
activist bloggers remain disproportionately influential, and it is more often than not their blogs 
that are held up as examples of why people blog. And despite the myriad of blog types the fact 
remains that Egypt’s blogosphere is distinct from its regional counterparts, where the majority of 
blogs are personal. “In most of other Arab countries blogs are personal not activist, Egypt is 
exceptional,” explained on cyberactivist (Mahmoud 2008). 
 
Furthermore, as bloggers became media-darlings they also inspired others who wanted to be 
famous to start blogs. “We now have young bloggers who come up to many of us "Old Guard" 
and tell us how they are such great fans of ours, and how we are their role models and heroes and 
how they are starting to blog because of our ‘courageous example,’” wrote Sandmonkey.62 But 
there were also more ordinary citizens just starting personal blogs to connect with their friends 
and speak their mind (Weyman 2007a). Muslim Brotherhood bloggers climbed to prominence in 
this third phase, propelled by arrests of its more famous bloggers, the military tribunals and 
                                                
62 http://www.sandmonkey.org/2007/04/28/done/ 
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Ensaa’s coverage of them, and public debates about internal matters. The vast majority of 
Egyptian blogs were by now in Arabic, and State Security monitored the influential activist blogs 
and most of the Muslim Brotherhood blogs that are not strictly personal. Cyberactivists knew 
they were being monitored to some extent, but at least one Core blogger found the pressure and 
surveillance too much to bear. This prolific, outspoken blogger was one of the few who actually 
attempted to maintain his anonymity, but in a post entitled “Done” he wrote that he was quitting 
blogging because of increased intimidation by the security apparatus and a failure of the 
Egyptian blogosphere to “focus” and use the media attention and admiration it garnered to do 
something substantial and meaningful to improve the political situation. “One has to wonder at 
some point the futulity (sic) of being a keyboard warrior in a country where nothing seems to 
matter to its people anymore,” he wrote before going on to criticize his fellow bloggers for 
becoming “the egyptian blogsphere's equivelant of Paris Hilton (sic)” in what he termed the 
"Iconography phase.”63 Indeed 2007 saw an increase in the regime’s campaign against 
cyberactivists, including more arrests of several prominent bloggers, yet very few decided to 
give up blogging, and even Sandmonkey returned to blogging a few months later. 
 

Expansion	  of	  Social	  Media	  Platforms	  
	  
By the beginning of the third phase of expansion new social media platforms were also emerging 
and gaining popularity with young Egyptians. In March 2006 the microblog Twitter was created, 
allowing people to compose 140 character messages called tweets via the internet or mobile 
phone that would then be broadcast to their followers. Available only in English at first, Twitter 
really did not start gaining popularity in the Middle East until 2008, when tech savvy youth and 
cyber activists started incorporating into their repertoires of contention. These early adopters 
tweeted mainly in English, not Arabic (99% in English, 26% in Arabic), were largely male 
(twice as many men as women tweeted in mid-2009), and interacted primarily with bloggers, 
with more than 80 percent using Twitter to find news and stay updated, according to March 2009 
estimates (Malin 2009). Even midway through 2009 Twitter was still a “new phenomenon.”64 
The same survey indicated there were only about 3,000 Twitter users in the Middle East at that 
time, with that number growing to around 40,000 by mid-2010 (Malin 2010b). Nine percent of 
MENA internet users said in a 2010 survey said they used Twitter, with Egyptians representing 
13 percent of the region’s users, the second highest usage after the UAE (Malin 2009, 2010a). 
Despite the small number of users, particularly as a percentage of the population, they were 
nonetheless at the vanguard of creating new and innovative uses for the service.  
 
Originally envisioned as a way for individuals to use SMS messages to communicate with a 
small group, Egyptians adapted it to their context and it quickly became a popular platform for 
cyberactivists. Twitter became one of the most important tools in their repertoire of contention, 
useful for amplifying their messages, framing their grievances and demands, and organizing 
social protest. Conversations on a particular topic are organized through the use of ‘hashtags’. 
Hashtags are searchable and the top ten hashtags globally are featured on a side bar. Becoming a 
trending topic became a key goal for social movements, since it could result in news coverage, 
favorable framing and greater attention by Western governments, all key strategic goals for 

                                                
63 http://www.sandmonkey.org/2007/04/28/done/ 
64 http://www.scene-heard.com/post/2009/04/19/Twitter-war.aspx  



ISA	  2012:	  The	  Revolution	  Will	  Be	  Blogged:	  Cyberactivism	  in	  Egypt	  
Courtney	  C.	  Radsch	  
	  

 34 

activists. Activists in the region explicitly stated this goal, and the accounts of elite media and 
journalists who follow them on Twitter bear this out. Since the beginning, Twitter has been used 
in the Middle East to communicate with journalists, perhaps explaining the fact that most users 
tweeted in English;65 the same 2009 survey found that nearly 60 percent of respondents said they 
interacted most often with media and journalists, coming in just after friends at 70 percent (Malin 
2009). Cyber activists also used Twitter to strengthen their networked links with each other, 
journalists and transnational rights groups, providing a measure of protection and publicity when 
the regime attempted to arrest or harass them. 
 
In 2008, for example, an activist in Egypt in 2008 “tweeted” himself out of jail following his 
arrest in Mahalla during the strike that marked the birth of the April 6 movement. The UC 
Berkeley graduate student, James Buck, was in Mahalla with several Egyptian cyberactivists and 
was taken by police as he was covering the protests, but managed to send the tweet Arrested via 
his mobile phone before being hauled off to jail. Because Buck’s followers included several of 
Egypt’s leading digital dissidents, they transmitted his tweet through their networks of domestic 
and foreign journalists, amplifying his predicament and prompting worldwide coverage of his 
brief detention and framing the event as a moment of cyberactivism in which David stood up to 
Goliath (the Egyptian authorities).66 As Twitter evolved to handle photos, it became an even 
more powerful way for cyber activists to ensure their messages and documentation of abuses got 
out, because there would be no way to staunch the flow of messages short of shutting down the 
mobile phone network. Twitter is harder to block than other internet sites because it can be 
accessed via clients as well as directly through the site. 
 
Egyptian cyber activists provided inspiration to the rest of the region and activists around the 
world. In June 2009, Iranian youth protesting flawed elections used Twitter to communicate with 
foreign journalists and bypass censorship of the internet and SMS messages.  In January of that 
year Twitter had a mere 130 employees, yet by June it was recognized as such a powerful 
communication and organization tool that the US government intervened to ask Twitter to delay 
scheduled maintenance that would have taken the site offline temporarily; Twitter agreed to 
postpone what it called a “critical network upgrade” because of “the role Twitter is currently 
playing as an important communication tool in Iran” (Radsch 2009).  
 
Egypt was also an early adopted of the social networking site Facebook. Facebook quickly 
became a popular platform among Egyptian youth and spurred many more people to connect 
online without the dedication required to produce a blog. In 2007 there were three million people 
in the Egypt network, although unlike blog profiles that list a blogger’s hometown, people can 
belong to multiple Facebook networks and that figure likely includes many diaspora and expats 
(Hassan 2008). Egypt Today dubbed 2007 as the “year of Facebook”, although it called the 
social network a fad and contrasted it with blogging, noting that “the blogging scene has 
apparently picked up where Facebook left off” (Hassan 2008). Similarly, blogger Zeinobia noted 
in a comment on her blog: “I think blogging is a better way to speak our minds without being 

                                                
65 Part of this linguistic choice may be the fact that the Twitter platform is only available in English. 
66 Simon, Mallory. Student 'twitters' his way out of jail. 
http://www.cnn.com/2008/TECH/04/25/twitter.buck/index.html (accessed 6 July), Simon, Mallory. Student 'twitters' 
his way out of jail. http://www.cnn.com/2008/TECH/04/25/twitter.buck/index.html (accessed 6 July). 
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editted (sic) by anyone”67 While labeling Facebook a fad may have been short-sited given its 
growth and its critical role as an organizing and communication platform throughout the next 
several years, such comments underscore that bloggers were once again among the early 
adopters of this new platform and there was a differentiation between the platforms given that 
Facebook is a quasi private network whereas blogging was very much about participating in the 
public sphere. The ethos of Facebook in some ways went against that of blogging because it was 
not as unfiltered and open. “The difference with Facebook is that thty have an administrator and 
anytime they can delete your account, but in blogs anyone can read what you are writing so the 
blogosphere is open whereas Facebook is closed,” explained Malek Mustafa (Mustafa 2008). “I 
have account on Facebook, but I don’t like it, it’s closed, no one can see it without approval, if 
we are friends… but it’s closed.” He opined that nothing would replace the blog since this was 
the primary mechanism by which the public at large could happen across a blog and find out 
more. Indeed the open nature of the blogosphere contributed to its scale-free growth because of 
power laws and the influence of key, highly-connected early adopters. But the growth of 
Facebook also occurred dramatically because each user leveraged the power of their own social 
networks, and it was a somewhat more private way or organizing and mobilizing collective 
action. 
 
By early 2010, Facebook was the second most popular site in Egypt (after Google) with 2.4 
million users, with the most traffic to the site of any Arab country and the 23rd highest globally 
(Zaghloul 2010). Once again, Egyptian cyber activists appropriated a platform that had started 
off as a way to stay connected with college friends (and to find dates, according to the quasi-
biographical film about founder Mark Zuckerberg, The Social Network) to their political 
purposes. The April 6, 2008 Facebook Strike was a case in point. 

Birth	  of	  the	  April	  6	  Movement	  
 
In mid-2008 there was a political re-awakening as a new cohort of youth joined the blogosphere 
through social media like Facebook and Twitter, the proliferation of mobile phones continued 
unabated, and the media began to wake up to the political effects of blogging and cyber-activism. 
This re-awakening followed Mubarak’s post-Hamas 2006 crackdown and subsequent lack of 
focus among cyberactivists who lacked a centralizing vision or mission as they had during the 
2005 demonstrations and Kefaya. April 2008 became a watershed moment in the region amid 
rising discontent and labor strikes over the prices of food.68 The year kicked off with the Israeli 
war on Gaza, which rallied Egyptian youth and activists around a tried-and-true cause, Palestine, 
but which was very much wrapped up in domestic politics. Bloggers called on Mubarak to cease 
gas exports to Israel, open the border with Rafah and expel the ambassador. The proximity and 
intensity with which bloggers and cyberactivist identified with Gaza once again propelled them 
into the streets in numbers not seen since the Kefaya-led protests in 2005, and prompted a 
backlash. Throughout 2007 and 2008 there were also been hundreds of worker strikes around the 
country, chronicled in blogs that emerged specifically devoted to the issue, such as Egyptian 
Workers by Kareem El Beheiri69 and Tadamon Masr (Egyptian Solidarity)70 and by Core blogger 

                                                
67 http://egyptianchronicles.blogspot.com/2007/10/real-facebook-groups.html 
68 http://globalvoicesonline.org/2008/05/01/arabeyes-looming-food-crisis/. 
69 http://egyworkers.blogspot.com/ 
70 http://tadamonmasr.wordpress.com/ 
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Hossam el-Hamalawey. The workers at Kubra al-Mahalla, the largest textile factory in Egypt, 
had been holding strikes and demonstrations over several months, and another strike was planned 
for April 6, 2008. 
 
The activist-bloggers had paved the way for a wider swath of youth to engage in political 
activism through the use of digital technology.  Leftist bloggers like Hossam el-Hamalawey who 
blogged with Issanr al Amarani at the Arabist before launching his own 3arabayw blog, and 
Ganobi, had already been integrating social media in the workers movement because of their 
interest in economic and political systems of exploitation and labor issues. Several of these 
leftist/socialist bloggers had focused on giving workers logistical and media relations support, 
rather than leading demonstrations or strikes, over the years. This was a tactical move designed 
to protect the workers and their indigenous efforts from accusations by the government that they 
were being co-opted by cyber activists and thus ‘tainted’ by association. These cyber activists 
seemed to find renewed inspiration in the activism of workers and sympathetic university 
students to reenergize and unify their political activism. 
 
But it was not they who called for a general strike in solidarity with the workers, it was a young 
human resources professional who was not a blogger and a young man who felt he had to do 
something to bring change (Abdel Fattah 2010). In mid-March, 27-year-olds Esraa Abdel Fattah 
and Ahmed Maher created the April 6 Day of Anger Facebook group called on people to stay 
home that day in solidarity with the Mahalla workers.71 It gathered 70,000 members in the two 
weeks prior to the strike and commentators began referring to the newly active youth as the 
‘Facebook Party,’ an impressive feat given that only 17 percent of the population was even 
online.72 The youth who joined the Facebook group were sympathetic with the plight of the 22 
percent of their fellow citizens who live in poverty, and joined the strike out of solidarity with 
the economic hardships brought on by rising bread prices and low wages, but it quickly took on a 
life of its own (World development indicators  2008). Supporters were also disillusioned with 
limitations on their freedoms, including fundamental freedoms of expression and of association, 
whether online or off, and clicking ‘RSVP’ or ‘liking’ the strike on Facebook was a relatively 
anodyne way of showing support. Kefaya jumped on the strike bandwagon – in a move that 
some saw as the movement struggling to resurrect itself - although the Muslim Brotherhood was 
conspicuously absent from the milieu of supporters, a fact that probelmetized the collective 
action frame activists were trying to convey. Several MB citizen journalists like Abdel Menem 
Mahmoud and Abdulrahman Mansour nonetheless covered the April 6 strike and many MB 
bloggers were among those who called for another strike on May 4. The support of opposition 
parties and professional associations came with a long list of claims that were unfocused and 
irrelevant to the economic demands of the workers, muddling the collective action frame and 
putting a political imprint on the movement. The MB did not come out as an organization in 
support of the general strike, with oblique statements by senior leaders that appeared to 
alternately condemn the protests or leave open the possibility of its member participating as 
individuals.73 AbdelRahman Ayyash, a young MB blogger, wondered on his blog why the 

                                                
71 http://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=9973986703  
72 Based on population and internet connectivity statistics from the World Bank, 
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/IT.NET.USER?display=default 
73 http://www.arabawy.org/2008/06/21/mahalla-testimony-6/ 
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Muslim Brotherhood did not actively support the strike.74 Other young Muslim Brotherhood 
members interviewed also supported the strike and acknowledged that they did not understand 
why per se the leadership has not taken an active position to support the strike, prompting 
several to post scathing critiques of the leadership.75 Of course one reason for the absence of 
official endorsement could be the fact that the MB had faced a severe crackdown on their 
leadership, with several leaders, especially those involved in the media, arrested not to mention 
the general harassment faced by individual members.  
 
The blogosphere was full of debate about the goals and effectiveness of a strike and whether 
people should bother taking to the streets, with seasoned activist bloggers like Nwara Negm, 
Mahmoud Salem (Sandmonkey) and Mina Zekri feeling it would be futile to protest in the streets 
and simply invite arrests and detentions of activists, effectively taking them out of commission 
(Negm 2008; Zekry 2008). Salem wrote a scathing critique of the strikers demands, ending his 
March 24 post with “I am going to my job, and so should any of you with two cells of logic or 
reason in your heads!”76 Although many of the Core bloggers supported the ideals, they often 
disagreed with the means, seeing street protests as futile and likely to just lead to arrest.  
 
The government’s response to calls for a strike backfired, however, as media censorship along 
with arrests of activists and politicians actually made the regime appear scared and precarious. 
The police also alerted people to the fact that there was going to be a strike through their 
intimidation and questioning of ordinary citizens. “A lot of people will participate in it not only 
because know about it online and from Al Jazeera, but because police go and threaten them if 
they strike,” explained Mustafa (Mustafa 2008). The Facebook group administrators were also 
arrested, including Esraa Abdel Fattah, who was arrested and not heard from for 23 days, and 
Ahmed Maher, who was arrested and tortured. “I had no idea what April 6 would become when I 
started it,” Esraa said, but added that so many people sent her messages the day before the strike 
asking if she had been arrested that she started to consider the possibility (Abdel Fattah 2010). 
She gave her friend Maher her Facebook password and when the police did indeed arrest her she 
was only able to give then the old password. She also had a text message saved in her drafts 
folder on her mobile so she could send it out if something happened. Shortly after Esraa’s arrest, 
Maher, a former member of the Ghad Party and the Youth Movement for Change, was also 
arrested. He had been an activist since the 2006 Judges Club protests and one of the new 
generation of cyber activists who relied primarily of Facebook’s social networking capabilities to 
organize politically. Maher was tortured while in custody, which Abbas reported on in a post 
entitled “The Newest Egyptian Method to Find Out Your Facebook's Account Password,” 
meticulously documenting Maher’s injuries and torn clothing and attempting to correct the 
dominant media narrative that described Esraa abdel Fattah as the creator of the group after 
Maher’s name had been removed.77 Abbas said Facebook “considered him (Maher) a spammer 
and closed his account while Esraa's role was just to help administer the site and delete 
derogatory comments.”78 In fact, upon being released from jail Esraa told a reporter with Al 

                                                
74 http://al-ghareeb.blogspot.com/2008/04/blog-post.html 
75 http://atebaabelahokook.blogspot.com/2008/03/blog-post_28.html 
76 http://www.sandmonkey.org/2008/03/24/the-6th-of-april-strike/ 
77 http://misrdigital.blogspirit.com/archive/2008/05/.html 
78 http://misrdigital.blogspirit.com/archive/2008/05/.html 
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Qahera al Youm that she would not be organizing any more political protests online.79 The 
struggle to define who was the creator of the group only became even more consequential as the 
April 6 strike group developed into a youth movement and became one of the prime articulators 
of a reform agenda and cyberactivism, and both Esraa and Ahmed continued to be leading 
activists in the youth movement.  
 

 
Figure 4 Ahmed Maher's injuries as documented by Wael  
Abbas on Misr Digital. Used with permission. 
 
Several other cyberactivists including Malek Mustafa80 and Karim el-Beheiri,81 were arrested, 
prompting an outcry and awareness raising campaign among bloggers. “[M]alek is in the police 
station with lawyers, let's [sic] hope they release him soon,” Alaa Abdel Fattah tweeted to his 
hundreds of followers the day before the strike.82 The security forces were out in full force in 
Tahrir Square that day and threatened to arrest anyone who attempted to take pictures, as I 
discovered the hard way. Esraa became a cause célèbre among the Core cyberactivists, even 
though she was relatively unknown prior to her arrest, as they deployed lawyers and other 
experience human rights activists to find where she had been taken. They also succeeded in 
getting the attention of the international media, which covered her case and adopted the frame 
put forth by the cyberactivists. 
 
One way in which they coordinated framing was through a group blog 6 April 08 (in Arabic) to 
gather information and submissions from cyber activists throughout the country and provide 
information about legal assistance,83 link up protesters with human rights groups and lawyers to 
provide support to those who might be arrested, help recruit other lawyers,84 and set up email 
addresses and phone numbers to compliment their social media accounts and ensure people had 
as many ways as possible to connect. They also used the Facebook page and posted videos to 

                                                
79 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RloHJx2fhyw&list=PL16B278B98902A1CA&index=3&feature=plpp_video 
80 http://malek-x.net/node/467 
81 http://tadamonmasr.wordpress.com/2008/04/08/ا�ل�ب�ح�ي/-�ك�ر�ي�م-�ا�ل�م�ح�ل�ة-�م�د�و�ن-�ت�ع�ذ�ي�ب-�و�ه�ا�م-�ع�ا�ج�ل� 
82 https://twitter.com/#!/alaa/statuses/783497170 
83 http://6april08.blogspot.com/  
84 http://6april08.blogspot.com/2008/04/blog-post_1921.html 
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YouTube and Flikr to ensure that information and images of the violence in Mahalla and the 
police presence in Cairo were documented and verifiable.  
 
By this time the government had discovered Facebook. Mubarak supporters figured they could 
rally support around opposition to the planned strike and attempted to start their own social 
media compaign.85 Blogger Gemyhood noted that anti-strike Facebook groups had sprouted and 
that an active campaign against the strike was being publicized on the popular social networking 
platform: “Suddenly you find a paid advertisement on the left of the Facebook site, which 
condemns rioting and disturbing Egypt's national security and calls for participating in a 
Facebook group against the idea of the strike and what happened during it of disturbance to 
Egypt's national security.”86 These pages, however, were far less popular and garnered far fewer 
supporters than the pro-strike pages. One Facebook page, for example, called  ل�ا �ل�ل�ش�غ�ب �ل�ا�
 No to youth, no to riot that destroy the“ �ل�ت�د�م�ي�ر �م�م�ت�ل�ك�ا�ت �ا�ل�ن�ا�س �ل�ا �ل�ل�ع�ب�ث �ب�ا�ل�ا�م�ن �ا�ل�ق�و�م�ى �ا�ل�م�ص�ر�ى 
property of the people do not tamper with the Egyptian national security” got a mere 1,000 
followers, or not even two percent of the amount that the pro-strike group got. The Facebookers 
of 2008 were overwhelmingly young, connected, urbanites who found inspiration in opposition 
to the regime rather than fidelity to it. 
 
Twitter also came into its own during this period of contestation because of the facility of mobile 
micro-blogging for coordinating collective action, responding to developments in real-time and 
adapting strategies accordingly as well as posting updates via mobile phone while following 
other in the cyberactivist network. Twitter also provided strategic linkages with media outlets 
and journalists and overcame the problem of the cost of sending mass numbers of text messages 
and proactively collecting mobile phone numbers. Cyberctivists used SMS and Twitter to send 
updates on the violence, imprisonment and State Security locations to their networks of 
journalists, bloggers and human rights activists. The microblog Twitter became a powerful 
citizen tool in the face of a repressive regime as a critical mass signed onto the site, merging the 
publishing potential of blogs with the distribution possibilities of text messaging. Cyberactivists 
and ordinary Egyptians who used Facebook to stay updated with friends “RSVPed” to the strike 
and ‘liked’ it, lending virtual support to the efforts on the ground. Thousands of people 
worldwide, including human rights organizations, government officials and other bloggers 
followed the minute-by-minute accounts of cyberactivists while others created Facebook groups 
and published updates. Arrested activists and journalists sent messages announcing their arrests, 
offering information about police locations and organizing lawyers in advance of expected 
arrests.87 Esraa said she had a message about her arrest that she wrote in advance and saved in 
her drafts folder on her mobile. The photo-sharing site Flikr let activists get pictures out 
immediately to the blogs and the mainstream media, domestic and foreign, feeding the 24-hour 
news cycle.  
 
The instantaneous transmission of a single SMS message to hundreds of people coupled with 
direct photo uploading to Flikr helped make mobile blogging more common in the wake of April 
6, especially when Facebook and Twitter incorporated mobile updates into their service platform. 

                                                
85 See for example http://apps.facebook.com/group.php?gid=11562192083  
86 http://www.gemyhood.com/2008/04/blog-post_9472.html  
87 Description based upon participant observation conducted at that time in Cairo. 
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Egypt’s story offered inspiration to activists around the world, but also provided a cautionary tale 
about the importance of linking cyberactivism with good old-fashioned grassroots organizing.  
 
Whether the strike was a success or not depends on who was asked. But most agreed that it was 
practice for later and not meant to be the endgame. The blogosphere was humming with 
discussions about the “Day of Rage” coming in the future, about this being practice for the “long 
revolution.” Some activists, inspired by what they saw as the success of April 6, called for 
another General Strike on May 4 to coincide with Mubarak’s birthday.88 But seasoned activists 
and bloggers thought this was too soon and would dilute the power of a general strike in the 
future. Although the Muslim Brotherhood said its members would participate that time around, 
the strike never got out of the ether of cyberspace. According to Malek Mustafa, “6 April 
succeed because lots of things, workers in Alex, Cairo, Aswan, Mahalla, went on strike, it wasn’t 
only Facebook,” whereas the May 4 strike was “only on FB” and was  “too fucking soon, 
everyone is exhausted after April 6” (Mustafa 2008). April 6 inspired others to demand change 
and become politically active using social media tools that were becoming increasingly popular 
in Egypt. A page called Facebookist Movement to Overthrow Mubarak was one example, and 
from then on protest movements throughout the region made use of the social networking 
platform to build support and awareness.89 In the wake of April 6 and May 4, cyberactivists tried 
to maintain dignity by defining the strike as a success, defining the situation as one of practice 
for the future and preserving the possibility of working together. 
 
The April 6 activists were strategic and committed to a struggle, asking via their blog and 
Facebook pages why to bother making small changes when the entire package needed to be 
changed. Indeed, they started asking why they should not talk about changing the whole system 
– the constitution, the government, people’s sociopolitical habits, as in this post from the April 6 
Youth Movement Facebook page: 

 
People want to change, but there’s no reason to make small changes, the whole thing 
needs to be changed, the entire package, we’re not talking about hanging a person but 
changing the whole system- the constitution, the government and ministries, punishments 
and change people’s habits where they think that the way they are cannot be changed or 
fixed.  

 
These calls for radical, revolutionary change from a post on Sept. 27 were preceded by a demand 
to know where the thousands who were on the streets for the Iraq war and Kefaya’s apex in 2005 
had gone. “So how are we going to get to a million person demonstration? People are scared to 
follow someone they don’t know if they can trust, they’re afraid to go into the street. You have to 
connect people and connect the revolution of freedom with the revolution of bread.” 
 
The next year on the eve of the one year anniversary of the April 6 Youth Movement, Abdul 
Halim Kandil called for a day of rage (the same term used in 2011) to protest Mubarak and lift 
the veil of fear.90 He discussed how originally they were going to call for Kefaya and 
opposition/banned parties to join in a General Strike, the call from the first year, but instead they 
                                                
88 http://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=14667406431 
89 http://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=11913159095 
90 March 31 Facebook page update 
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called it a Day of Rage. Again they wrote that this was not just a protest to mark the anniversary 
but rather planning for the future, for more protests until the day of the 2011 parliamentary 
elections. “Egypt will not be the same by the end of 2011,” he wrote, noting that a fuse had been 
lit and the regime was delusional and falling apart, and perhaps would not even last until the 
election. 
 
These online debates and street protests opened up fundamental questions about what type of 
political system Egypt should have, further weakening the status quo. “Openly debating who 
should rule the country and how they obtain this power is now a defining feature of the political 
landscape,” as anonymous Baheyya put it on her blog post from Aug. 15, 2009.  In the post she 
blamed “change-hating Mubarak” for making “everything up for debate.” She similarly saw the 
current political contestation as part of a longer movement. “This does not mean that Egypt’s 
citizens are on the cusp of choosing who rules them. Not soon and not for some time to come, 
alas.” That time would be Jan. 25, 2011. Egypt’s first April 6 General Strike exemplified the 
convergence of new media platforms and political activism but also the necessity of linking 
online movements to offline organizing. What started as a workers strike in Mahalla burgeoned 
into a nationwide movement propelled by popular discontent with skyrocketing inflation and a 
commitment by its leaders to about the strike being practice for the “long revolution.” Although 
cyberactivists failed to mobilize the broader public for the April 6, 2008 Facebook strike because 
they lacked a clear definition of the claim they were making and the injustice they were 
articulating, it got people talking and marked a critical convergence point in the use of all the 
various blogging and social media platforms, proving that indeed cyberactivists could activate 
support beyond their social networks. At stake in the political struggles in Egypt was the 
“capacity to impose a way of seeing the world,” which could inspire and mobilize a generation 
(Bourdieu 1998, 21).  
 
The Egyptian Facebook strike inspired Arab youth throughout the region, with solidarity strikes 
being called for by cyberactivists in Jordan and a special coverage page on Global Voices.91 “It 
is a protest against the situation in the country in general and in solidarity with a similar strike 
being held in Egypt on the same day,” the blogger at Jordanian Issues wrote in a post.92 Another 
blogger, Ibrahim Safa wrote on Al Jazeera Talk that the call for a solidarity strike “has triggered 
a call for strikes across the region against increasing prices in the Arab world,”93 with another 
adding “[t]he reason is to send a message that the people of Jordan are not able to withstand 
more.”94 Yet there was very little discussion in Jordan about upending the system, as blame more 
often lays with the government not the royal family. In fact just two months later the king gave a 
wide-ranging, detailed interview addressing economic issues and criticism, and even left a 
comment on a blog, thought to be the first time a royal monarch directly interacted on a blog.95 
This action garnered him significant good will, yet there is no evidence to suggest Mubarak ever 
directly interacted with his cyberactivist citizens. Other countries also covered the Egyptian 
blogosphere, such as Kuwait, where a newspaper inaugurated its blog coverage with an interview 

                                                
91 http://globalvoicesonline.org/specialcoverage/2008-special-coverage/egypt-general-strike-2008/ 
92 http://jordanianissues.blogspot.com/2008/04/blog-post_21.html 
93 http://www.aljazeeratalk.net/portal/content/view/2599/8/ 
94 http://globalvoicesonline.org/2008/05/03/jordan-gearing-up-for-strike/ 
95 http://www.black-iris.com/2008/07/02/candid-interview-king-abdullah-tackles-the-latest-controversial-issues-in-
jordan/#comment-121666 
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with Sandmonkey (also prompting dismay from Kuwaiti blogger).96 And efforts to organize and 
collectivize Arab bloggers resulted in the first Arab Bloggers Meeting in Beirut, a self-organized 
organic conference where they set the agenda and held training for each other. 
 
Over the next two-and-a-half years the April 6 Movement grew to become one of the leading 
youth movements   
 

Conclusion	  
 
Blogging was the predominant form of narrating, framing and making visible the injustice 
suffered by the Egyptian public, and it was the cyber activists who led the way in making claims 
on the government about their fundamental rights to freedom of expression and association. 
Bloggers succeeded in erasing red lines, bringing new topics into the public sphere and 
expanding the right to freedom of speech. Twitter made blogging even easier, with 140-character 
length messages that could be posted via an internet connection or mobile phone. And Facebook 
provided yet another platform for speaking, meeting and discussing among networks of 
likeminded individuals. These social media platforms enabled dialogue and conversation, and it 
was through these interactions and informed discussions that Egypt’s youth developed the 
capacity to act in concert and even laid the foundations for a democratic polis. Whether meeting 
and talking in person or virtually, bloggers and other cyberactivists generated a capacity for 
concerted action. They were also the media though which activists effectively influenced how 
the mainstream Egyptian media functioned. 
 
The symbiosis between Kefaya and blogging created a new form of engagement in the public 
sphere that was both subversive to the state and empowering to the public - cyberactivism. The 
certification role of media, transnational activist networks and even the national government in 
legitimizing cyberactivism and bringing it into being through the act of naming was also 
significant, adding to the narrative and expanding it beyond the digirati. As Lynch noted: “Since 
much of the new energy in Arab politics comes from relatively small groups of activists, a 
technology which empowers their efforts could have a disproportionate impact even if it does not 
reach a mass base” (Lynch 2007). Kefaya-led protests and the Egyptian blogosphere developed 
symbiotically as Kefaya’s message inspired youth who I turn supported the movement by 
blogging and demonstrating in the streets. The bloggers were able to gain practice using digital 
media platforms to organize political contestation. The Kefaya movement helped create 
conditions on the ground that enabled a new form of activism to emerge and become politically 
consequential. Unlike in other Middle Eastern countries, where there was no symbiotic political 
movement in which young cyber activists could cut their teeth and hone their skills, Egypt’s 
Kefaya movement provided an incubator or political activism. Blogging became both an outlet 
for political activism as well as a practice that often led to political awakening and awareness as 
apolitical youth started blogging and through blogging became politically active. Even the small 
act of writing a post, a tweet or linking to a video was a political one that could give youth a 
feeling of empowerment and involvement. 

                                                
96 http://globalvoicesonline.org/2008/07/17/kuwait-blogs-in-the-news/. 
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April 6 inspired many to start using the social networking platform Facebook, which once again 
garnered the imprimatur of cyberactivists before expanding to include a wide swath of the 
Egyptian public. Yet in the micropolitics of the day-to-day interactions, conversations and lived 
practices on Facebook and Twitter, individuals can be politically consequential and lead to 
political change since, as Goldfarb notes, “consequential political life develops in small spaces 
where dialogue generates political power” (Goldfarb 2006, , 98). Egyptian social media users 
were far more activist and able to mobilize far more supporters than any of their fellows in the 
broader Arab blogosphere, aided by the fact that many of them were among the early adopters of 
new media platforms like Twitter and Facebook because of their broader networks within 
transnational activist and journalist networks. Blogger Elijah Zarwan, however, cautioned that 
“[i]f it’s dangerous to dismiss what’s happened in Egypt as mere agitating on the part of a few 
left-wing activists, it’s equally dangerous to imagine that Facebook and Twitter are going to 
usher in a Gucci Revolution in Egypt.”97 Yet only a few years later, cyberactivsits using these 
new technologies helped instigate the revolution that toppled Mubarak. Indeed the innovations of 
political culture in the era of networked media are found in the microstructures of social 
interaction on blogs, Facebook and such, which through their interactive contexts constitute 
political power in the public sphere (Goldfarb 2006, 38). 
 
Yet Mubarak and the ruling party were conspicuously absent in the formative years of the 
blogosphere. Unlike their Chinese, Iranian, Israeli and Saudi Arabian counterparts who paid 
legions of bloggers to post, comment and tweet pro-government messages in hopes of 
influencing public opinion in the cybersphere and countering the effect of anti-regime rhetoric, 
Mubarak never adopted this approach. He never really used social media, or created official 
accounts to facilitate information flows as presidents elsewhere were wont to do, essentially 
abdicating control and narrative to oppositional voices and the youth. The Egyptian military, on 
the other hand, started a Facebook page as soon as it came to power and regularly used it to make 
announcements and break news.  
 
The youth movements that drove the 2011 uprising were leaderless networks of impassioned and 
fed-up Egyptians, but included many of the Core bloggers who were among Egypt’s initial cyber 
activists. As the protests continued and drew Egyptians from the opposition, the Muslim 
Brotherhood, the military and the public at large, there was no single person or group leading the 
revolution, so that even as Mubarak clung to power it was unclear with whom exactly he was to 
negotiate. The lack of clear leadership and the amorphous, networked nature of the movement 
meant that when Mubarak left and an interim military government took over it was unclear who 
they should involve in discussions to set up a new government, write a new constitution or 
generally include in the new political process going forward. As with Kefaya, which succeeded 
as a leaderless movement until it ossified into yet another political power structure, the 
movement that led to Mubarak’s ouster benefited from the strength of networks. Technological 
developments in new media platforms like Twitter, Flikr and Facebook coupled with the 
convergence of mobile and internet technology had changed the environment and hence the 
dynamics of the Egyptian blogosphere, making it nearly impossible for the authorities to staunch 
the flow of information without a full-scale shut down of the internet and mobile phone 
networks. This was in fact the step Mubarak took in late January 2011 in an attempt to thwart the 
                                                
97 http://elijahzarwan.net/blog/?p=612 
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wave of popular protest against his rule, but it backfired and rather than staunching the 
organizational and publicity capabilities of activists it encouraged average Egyptians to take to 
the streets to find out for themselves what was happening and demand political change.  
 
The blogosphere thus developed as a realm of activism devoted to political change, human rights 
and social justice, rather than a mélange of media, business and personal blogs as in the case of 
the US and Europe. Blogging was a decisively political practice, creating new dynamics 
configured by the politico-economic, technological and legal opportunity structures.  The 
opportunities structures thus configured helped bloggers propel Egyptian cyberactivism into the 
limelight and channel the blogosphere’s development into an activist sphere of contestation. The 
Egyptian blogosphere was born of experimentation with political activism, setting it on a 
trajectory that favored and amplified the voices and organizers of political dissent even as it 
expanded to include Egyptians who were not activists. The pattern of progression from 
experimentation to activism to diversification also appears to be common to subaltern virtual 
spaces and their enclaves, such as the Muslim Brotherhood and women (Radsch 2012a). The 
development of the sub-sphere of MB bloggers paralleled that of the Egyptian blogosphere more 
generally.  
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