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Abstract

I analyze data from two indexes of media freedom, by Freedom House and Reporters Without Borders, 
in order to test  the plausiblity of connections between relative levels of censorship in states of the 
Middle  East  &  North  Africa  and  those  states'  proneness  to  regime-challenging  uprisings.  I  then 
consider in more detail the trajectory of censorship and media manipulation in Egypt and Tunisia over 
the past few decades, drawing mainly on key-informant interviews conducted January-March 2012. I 
argue that the Ben Ali regime's highly repressive approach in Tunisia was an ineffective response to 
international  developments,  technological  and  otherwise,  and  that  while  Egypt's  more  adaptive 
approach failed to preserve the Mubarak family's hold on power, it makes for a more useful toolkit in 
sustaining authoritarian rule. 



Introduction

This paper discusses repression of expression across the Middle East and North Africa (MENA), 

particularly in the run-up to the Arab uprisings of late 2010-2012. It then considers in comparative 

perspective the regimes of censorship and information management used by the former ruling groups in 

Egypt and Tunisia. Finally, it draws some preliminary conclusions about the possible role of mass 

media regulation in the failure of those regimes to maintain popular acquiescence to the continuation of  

dictatorial rule.

Repression of Expression across MENA: reviewing historical trends through indexes of press 
freedom1

The longest-running index of international press freedom is that compiled by Freedom House (FH), a 

U.S.-based democracy promotion non-profit organization. From 1980 to 1988 the index included 

separate scores for print and broadcast media, with a three-point scale of ‘free,’ ‘partially free’ and ‘not 

free.’ From 1989 to 1993 the index gave a single annual score on the three-point scale. From 1994 to 

the present the three-point scale persists, but is accompanied by scores out of 100, with 0 representing 

complete freedom and 100 total repression. Currently the scores are derived from a questionnaire 

covering three major categories: legal environment, political environment, and economic environment.  

Up to 40 points are scored on political environment, 30 each on the other two. The advantage of 

Freedom House’s index is that it offers 30 years of broadly comparable data on most countries of the 

world. The disadvantages include the two changes in coding, in 1989 and 1994.

Another useful, but more recent index is compiled by Reporters Without Borders (RSF). This runs from 

2002 to the present, and also covers almost all countries. As with Freedom House’s methodology, it is 

based upon a standard questionnaire addressing different aspects of freedom of expression. Until 2011, 

it included 43 questions (to Freedom House’s 23) covering: physical violence; number of journalists 

murdered, attacked, detained or threatened; harassment and access to information; censorship and self-

censorship; control of media; judicial, business and administrative pressure; and four questions on 

internet and new media. From 2011-12 onward additional questions have been added, which yields a 

wider range of scores, including for the first time negative scores, so that the freest states score -10.0. 

As with Freedom House, higher numbers indicate greater repression. But the maximum score is greater 

than 100: in 2009, for example, Iran scored 104. The addition of new questions will make it harder to 

1Parts of the data and argument in this section draw on my article “Holding Back The Flood: Regimes of Censorship in the 
Middle East & North Africa in Comparative Perspective” currently under review for the Global Media Journal, German  
Edition.
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compare scores over time. The compilers suggest comparing global rankings year-to-year, but that of 

course captures different information than tracking scores based on consistent questionnaires would.

By global standards, the MENA region stands out as repressive in terms of expression and media as 

well as in other respects. Just prior to the Arab uprisings, according to Freedom House's Freedom of the 

Press index, the region included only one state categorized as “Free” - Israel, just on the cusp of Partly 

Free - and only four that were “Partly Free” of which one, Egypt, had already lost that status by the end 

of 2010 (see 2011 scores in Table 1). A glance at Table 1, showing recent scores from both indexes, and 

Table 2, showing where regional states sit in RSF's global rankings, readily shows that this is a region 

where censorship and other restrictions on freedom of expression are all too common.

Table 1: Press Freedom scores in the run-up to the Arab uprisings

Freedom House (FH) scores Reporters Without Borders (RSF) scores
2010 2011 2010 2011-122

Algeria 64: Not Free 62: Not Free 47.33 56
Bahrain 71: Not Free 72: Not Free 51.38 125
Egypt 60: Partly Free 65: Not Free 43.33 97.5
Iran 89: Not Free 91: Not Free 94.56 136.6
Iraq 65: Not Free 68: Not Free 45.58 75.36
Israel 29: Free 29: Free 23.25 31.25
Jordan 63: Not Free 63: Not Free 37 56.8
KSA 83: Not Free 83: Not Free 61.5 83.25
Kuwait 55: Partly Free 57: Partly Free 23.75 28
Lebanon 55: Partly Free 53: Partly Free 20.5 31.5
Libya 94: Not Free 94: Not Free 63.5 77.5
Morocco 66: Not Free 68: Not Free 47.4 63.29
Oman 71: Not Free 71: Not Free 40.25 55
PA 84: Not Free 83: Not Free 56.13 76
Qatar 66: Not Free 66: Not Free 38 46
Syria 83: Not Free 84: Not Free 91.5 138
Tunisia 85: Not Free 85: Not Free 72.5 60.25
Turkey 51: Partly Free 54: Partly Free 49.25 70
UAE 71: Not Free 71: Not Free 23.75 45
Yemen 80: Not Free 83: Not Free 82.13 101

2As mentioned above, RSF changed coding for 2011-12, widening the range so that the least repressive (Finland and 
Norway) scored -10.0 and the most (Eritrea) scored 142.0. In 2010 the range was 0 (Finland, Iceland, Netherlands, Norway,  
Sweden, Switzerland) to  105.0 (Eritrea).
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Table 2: Press Freedom rankings before and during the Arab uprisings

Reporters Without Borders (RSF) rankings

2010 2011-12 Direction (global comparison)
Algeria 133 122 (-11) Less repressive
Bahrain 144 173 (+29) Much more repressive
Egypt 127 166 (+39) Much more repressive
Iran 175 175 (=) Static
Iraq 130 152 (+22) Much more repressive
Israel 86 92 (+6) A little more repressive
Jordan 120 128 (+8) A little more repressive
KSA 157 158 (+1) Static
Kuwait 87 78 (-9) A little less repressive
Lebanon 78 93 (+15) More repressive
Libya 160 154 (-6) A little less repressive
Morocco 135 138 (+3) A little more repressive
Oman 124 117 (-7) A little less repressive
PA 150 153 (+3) A little more repressive
Qatar 121 114 (-7) A little less repressive
Syria 173 176 (+3) A little more repressive
Tunisia 164 134 (-30) Much less represssive
Turkey 138 148 (+10) More repressive
UAE 87 112 (+25) Much more repressive
Yemen 170 171 (+1) Static

Table 2 is also suggestive of state responses to the challenge posed by the uprisings that started at the 

very end of 2010 and continue to this day. Tunisia, which is undergoing genuine regime change, has 

become far less repressive, although clearly there is a long way to go to pull away from the generally 

dismal regional standards. But Egypt's post-Mubarak military junta and Bahrain's conservative 

monarchy have both responded to uprisings with significant increases in repression of expression by 

this measure, although I believe the picture to be quite complicated in the case of Egypt. The United  

Arab Emirates has also apparently tightened restrictions. The other states that have seen significant 

uprisings, Libya, Syria, and Yemen, have seen smaller changes. The general picture across the region is 

not one of progress. Tunisia aside, only Algeria and arguably Kuwait appear to have responded with 

significant easing of restrictions. The net result across the region is fairly clearly a reduction in freedom 

of expression, including in democratic Israel and Turkey. As Reporters Without Borders put it in 

their analysis of 2011: 

The Arab world was the motor of history in 2011 but the Arab uprisings have had contrasting 
political outcomes so far, with Tunisia and Bahrain at opposite ends of the scale. Tunisia (134th) 
rose 30 places in index and, with much suffering, gave birth to a democratic regime that has not 
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yet fully accepted a free and independent press. Bahrain (173rd) fell 29 places because of its 
relentless crackdown on pro-democracy movements, its trials of human rights defenders and its 
suppression of all space for freedom.

While Libya (154th) turned the page on the Gaddafi era, Yemen succumbed to violence between 
President Ali Abdallah Saleh’s opponents and supporters and languished in 171st position. The 
future of both of these countries remains uncertain, and the place they will allow the media is 
undecided. The same goes for Egypt, which fell 39 places to 166th because the Supreme Council of 
the Armed Forces, in power since February, dashed the hopes of democrats by continuing the 
Mubarak dictatorship’s practices. There were three periods of exceptional violence for journalists: 
in February, November and December.

Already poorly ranked in 2010, Syria fell further in the index, to 176th position, because total 
censorship, widespread surveillance, indiscriminate violence and government manipulation made 
it impossible for journalists to work.3

Freedom House's report on changes during 2011 is not out yet in order to enable a direct comparison 

with the RSF figures (the FH 2011 report is based upon 2010 data). But the history of the two indexes 

suggests that it will not match RSF's assessment across the board, even if in some cases it shows 

similar patterns.  

Table 3 – MENA states' relative rankings within the region in 2010 indexes

FH rank within MENA 2010 RSF rank within MENA 2010
Algeria 7 10

Bahrain 11 (=) 13
Egypt 5 8

Iran 19 20
Iraq 8 9

Israel 1 2
Jordan 6 5

KSA 15 (=) 15
Kuwait 3 (=) 3 (=)

Lebanon 3 (=) 1
Libya 20 16

Morocco 9 (=) 11
Oman 11 (=) 7

PA 17 14
Qatar 9 (=) 6
Syria 15 (=) 19

Tunisia 18 17
Turkey 2 12

UAE 11 (=) 3 (=)
Yemen 14 18

Table 3 shows how the two indexes ranked regional states in their 2010 reports, that is, based on 

3Source: http:: : en.rsf.org: spip.php?page=classement&id_rubrique=1043 consulted 3: 26: 2012
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assessments of events in 2009. It is clear that the two indexes, while both addressing media freedom 

and both sharing a common basis in international human rights instruments and standards, do not 

generate the same results. There is overlap, in that one can identify clusters of states that in both 

indexes belong among the least repressive, most repressive, and middling groups. But there are some 

startling disparities between the indexes, too, such as Turkey and the UAE. I conclude from this that 

while both indexes can be useful, particularly in tracking change over time in any particular case or 

group of cases, nevertheless it is productive to supplement the indexes with more detailed assessments 

of cases of interest if one is to understand the trajectory of censorship.4

Case Studies: Egypt & Tunisia

A major concern of scholars of the politics of the MENA region, particularly since the end of the Cold 

War and the ‘Third Wave’ of democratization, has been to explain the apparent robustness of 

authoritarian regimes in the region, bucking international trends. The Arab uprisings and revolutionary 

changes demand that we revisit some of the arguments in order to assess the extent to which the 

apparent robustness of MENA authoritarianism may have been illusory. One prominent argument has 

been that autocrats have learned and adapted in order to hold on to power (Heydemann 2007). In what 

follows I examine the adaptive strategies of two regimes that arguably failed, since they saw the 

emergence in 2011 of effective regime-challenging popular protest. 

What part does censorship play in adaptive authoritarianism? Every regime, of whatever type, relies on 

a mixture of coercion and consent. Weber’s classic definition of a state as an organization maintaining a 

monopoly on the legitimate use of force over a given territory implies this combination, force and 

legitimacy. Holding down a population by force alone is expensive and unsustainable, so some degree 

of consent must be generated. Of Weber’s ideal types of authority, charismatic authority most obviously 

depends on information management – propaganda of word and deed to maintain the aura of the ruling 

person or group. But while bureaucratic-rational authority can be generated by institutions that 

command respect, even this route depends on common consent to a myth of social contract or similar, 

requiring in turn some degree of ideological machinery. The Gramscian concept of ideological 

hegemony and Althusser’s identification of the machinery that generates it are of interest here. In order  

4Newer still than RSF's index, but potentially of particular value for future research, is the Economist Intelligence Unit’s 
Index of Democracy. It offers scores in five categories, the last of which is Civil Liberties. This is based, like the other 
indexes, on surveying key informants around the world. Of the 17 questions on which the Civil Liberties score is based, five 
relate directly to media or internet freedom. The scores are out of 10, where 10 is fully functioning democracy and 0  
complete repression. 
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to generate hegemony, the “common senseness” or taken for granted nature of particular ruling 

arrangements, it is important both that certain ideas be propagated and that others be excluded from the 

public sphere, either by simply not appearing or by being so marginalized as to be deemed ridiculous 

(Gramsci, 1971). Althusser itemizes the ‘ideological state apparatuses’ that are the complements of the  

coercive apparatuses, including educational systems, religious institutions and, of course, mass media. 

One doesn’t need to subscribe to a totalizing Marxian vision of the modern state to perceive that even 

pluralist systems rely on the propagation of certain common ideas through these apparatuses – for 

example, nationalism or patriotism, attachment to the rule of law and the constitution, acceptance of the  

procedures for alternation of power. Every state relies on certain ‘common sense’ shared 

understandings of how things are and how they are to be done and must make sure that those 

understandings are reproduced through education of new generations and reinforced in political 

discourse. The boundaries of acceptable political discourse are, of course, narrowed in systems where 

pluralism is restricted or excluded. Propaganda and censorship are to be expected in authoritarian 

systems.

There have been significant challenges for MENA’s adaptive autocracies in recent decades in 

maintaining necessary levels of popular consent, driven by global as well as local developments. The 

two case studies that follow show both commonalities and divergence in attempts to sustain ideological  

hegemony in a rapidly changing world.

Why these cases?

There are a number of factors that make these two cases of particular interest. First, clearly, is the 

intrinsic importance and interest of the outcome of popular uprisings in the two countries – mostly 

peaceful regime change in Tunisia; slightly less peaceful but still non-militarized possible, at least  

partial, regime change in Egypt. Moreover, in terms of sequence, these were the first two that seem to 

have triggered other uprisings in Bahrain, Yemen, Libya and Syria, as well as to have inspired smaller 

protests and some reforms in Morocco, Algeria, and Jordan, and precautionary actions, both economic 

and security focused, in the GCC countries. They matter.

Secondly, what makes them of particular theoretical interest in considering the politics of censorship 

and adaptive authoritarianism is that they have taken quite different paths in recent history. Each 

MENA regime has its own mix of challenges, of course, but some are common to most or all states of 
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the region. Over the past two decades, authoritarian states in MENA have had to contend with 

international political and economic changes, such as the wider spread of democracy and economic 

liberalization promoted by western powers and international organizations, as well as important 

regional developments such as the Iraq wars, the second Intifada, the rise of Al Qa’ida and others. local 

economic and demographic trends have also posed particular difficulties (UNDP, 2009; Soliman, 

2011), and technological developments, particularly in the domain of information and communications 

technologies such as satellite television and the internet have directly affected the ideological space of  

regional states (Howard, 2011; Lynch, 2006; Seib, 2007).

As then President Hosni Mubarak said in one of his now infamous televised addresses to the people of 

Egypt, on 28 January 2011, “These demonstrations … wouldn’t have taken place without a broad 

domain of freedom of expression, freedom of press, and many other forms of freedoms that were 

granted to the Egyptian people by the reforms Egypt is embracing.” He seems to suggest that a harsher 

regime of censorship might have averted the uprising, that easing repression has produced a challenge 

to his rule. Is there anything in that? It is clear that Egypt was no liberal democracy with guaranteed 

freedom of expression. But had there been meaningful reforms in this domain as part of the Egyptian 

regime’s responses to the pressures mentioned above? 

Figures 1-3 tell part of the story, and it is an interesting one. Figure 1 tracks the Freedom House index 

from the first year of numerical scores, 1994, until 20115 for the six countries that have seen the most 

significant uprisings thus far: Bahrain, Egypt, Libya, Syria, Tunisia, Yemen. None of them has spent 

much of that period even in ‘partly free’ territory of 60 or below. But consider the trajectory. Every 

state except Egypt ended this period more repressive than at the start. With some changes of direction 

here and there (the 2001 ‘Damascus Spring’ after Bashar al Assad became President, for example), 

Syria and Libya start high and get higher. Tunisia and Yemen start just below the threshold between 

‘partly free’ and ‘not free’ and end well into the repressive zone, competing with Syria. Bahrain’s 

increase is more moderate, but clear nonetheless. Egypt’s pattern is quite different, remaining 

repressive but with a downward trajectory, particularly steep from around 2003-4 onward. So, 

according to FH Egypt does appear to have liberalized. But in doing so, it was bucking a regional trend, 

particularly among the states that have faced uprisings, throwing doubt on any generalizable causal link 

between liberalization and popular mobilization.

5 Each year’s score reflects events of the year prior, so that the effective range covered here is 1993-2010, until the very start  
of the uprisings.
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Figure 1 – Freedom House index for six MENA countries that saw significant uprisings in 2011-12
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Figure 2 – Freedom House index for Egypt & Tunisia 1994-2011

Figure 3 – Reporters Without Borders index for Egypt & Tunisia 2002-2010
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Figure 2 isolates the Egyptian and Tunisian data, with trend lines added. The contrast is clear. However, 

Figure 3 introduces some ambiguity with the RSF data, showing a high but flatter trend for Tunisia, and 

a slight upward tendency for Egypt over the 2002-10 period, suggesting the cases are more similar than 

do the FH data. Perhaps more detailed case studies can illuminate which index better reflects the 

realities of the two media environments.

The case studies draw primarily on 42 key informant interviews carried out in Cairo & Tunis between 

mid-January and mid-March 2012. I conducted semi-structured interviews in Arabic, French and 

English of 1-2 hours each, covering interviewees’ professional experiences with particular emphases on 

direct, personal encounters with different kinds of censorship or other interventions in their activities.  

Interviewees were almost all journalists at different career stages, mostly in print (both government and 

privately owned publications) but also a few in television and radio and some, including independent 

journalists, working across several media. Some interviewees were in addition members of the board of 

their professional syndicate (union), and others were involved in training or regulating journalists.6 

All interviewees were offered the possibility of having identities protected by pseudonyms, but none 

wished to, itself remarkable given the history of repression. All but one interviewee (in Tunis) 

consented to have the interview digitally recorded. All were offered the right to have parts of the 

interviews removed from the record: only a very few did so, either by indicating during an interview 

that certain, limited remarks were not intended to be further disseminated or, in two cases in Tunis,  

contacting me by telephone the following day to ask that a certain brief portion be disregarded. On the 

whole, my hunch that after the uprisings media professionals would be willing, even eager, to discuss 

their experiences of censorship and other forms of control under the pre-revolutionary regimes in both 

countries was borne out.

There are further interviews to conduct and more data processing to carry out.7 What follows, then, is a 

preliminary account of patterns of censorship in the two countries based on interviews supplemented 

with written sources such as the FH and RSF annual reports. I intend to publish further analyses in the 

near future, based on a more finely-grained review of the interview data collected, and incorporating 

feedback from ISA attendees. 
6 Some of my analysis has also been informed by informal conversations in both countries with expert observers such as 
diplomats and foreign journalists, whose assistance I gratefully acknowledge, but whose specific remarks and identities  
should remain anonymous.
7 Some intended interviewees were unavailable during my visit, and have agreed to be interviewed via email, Skype or other  
means.
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Egypt

Egyptian mass media have a history extending back to the 19 th century. Since independence, following 

the Free Officers’ coup and the rise of Nasser in the early 1950s, there have been some consistencies in 

state management of mass media, but also some important changes.

In the Nasser period, media were nationalized and considered an extension of the ruling party and the 

state itself, ‘mobilization’ media whose role was to support and implement the top-down social,  

economic and political revolution (Rugh, 1979). Nasser implemented a formal system of censorship 

whereby each newspaper had an official censor on the premises through whom copy had to pass, 

usually a military or intelligence officer. As part of his policies of reform and realignment ( infitah), 

Sadat did away with formal censorship. But other formal as well as informal mechanisms of control 

replaced that system and remained in place until the end of the Mubarak period, indeed in some senses 

to the present.

I asked journalists about both content and methods of censorship, in other words what was censored as 

well as how.  The following topics are those mentioned by most or all those questioned as having been 

“red lines”:

1. The military – under a Nasser-era law journalists are unable to publish any news item, however 

innocuous, about the military without the permission of a specialized army public affairs unit.  

Circulars sometimes arrive at news organizations specifically instructing them not to report on a 

particular story.8 This law remains on the books after the revolution. However, journalists noted 

that the ruling Supreme Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF) had become the object of 

widespread coverage, including very critical coverage, since it took over the running of the 

country. Nevertheless, journalists still felt constrained in reporting on the military itself apart  

from the SCAF, whether by law or conditioning.9 Intelligence and security affairs were also 

handled with great caution, generally left to journalists with close working relationships with 

the relevant bodies. 

2. The president and his family – every journalist mentioned this red line. No news item critical of 

the president and close family members could appear, although other government figures could 

8 One interlocutor mentioned such a circular relating to a volleyball competition where an army team had lost to the team 
of another Arab state.

9 One younger journalist at a government-owned newspaper, who generally opposed self-censorship, admitted to me 
having deliberately altered his report of a book launch in late 2011 during which the book's author had criticized the 
army as an institution. His motives were, he said, to protect the author, but also to make sure his story ran, since he 
believed his editors would have axed the story if it included direct criticism of the military. He now regretted the 
decision.
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be criticized up to a point. When I asked how journalists knew this, most mentioned the 

socialization of growing up with media that never criticized the president rather than any 

specific instruction or incident in their professional careers. This red line softened around the 

time of the 2005 presidential election (the first with more than one candidate) as regards the 

president himself. The family remained more protected, though, even as their political and 

economic activities became of more national significance. Indeed, the period 2006-2010 was 

marked by intensive efforts across many media to promote the president's son, Gamal, as 

successor to his father, of which more below.

3. Religion, sectarianism and minorities – almost all mentioned these as red lines. Frequently, 

trouble between Muslims and Christians had to be reported as purely personal matters, with any 

sectarian dimension omitted from reporting. The problems of unrecognized minorities such as 

Baha'is were simply ignored by the vast majority of the media. Any religious issue was 

understood to be highly sensitive, and religions themselves beyond criticism.10

4. Sexual issues – mentioned by some as a 'softer' red line, but real nonetheless. Any questions 

related to sexuality, including sexual health and harassment, were exceptionally hard to publish.

5. Saudi Arabia – not all agreed on this, but many saw this as a very important red line. The 

Kingdom's political and economic significance, particularly the presence of up to 1.5 million 

Egyptian workers there,11  bought it respectful coverage or tactful lack of coverage from all 

government-owned newspapers and some of the private sector. The same treatment was not 

afforded to other allies, certainly not to the same degree.

On all these issues there is more latitude in foreign language media, even those with primarily a local  

audience, than in Arabic. Al Ahram Weekly, for instance, was strikingly more critical in its reporting and 

commentary than Al Ahram's various Arabic editions from the moment it was founded by Hosny 

Guindy in the early 1990s. Hani Shukrallah, a Weekly alumnus, continues the tradition today at Al 

Ahram Online. Likewise in the private sector, Egypt Independent can get away with more than its 

stablemate Al Masry Al Yom.

In Peleg’s (1993) survey of methods of censorship used in developing countries, he includes banning 

authors or works, expulsion, imprisonment, economic steps such as expulsion from the national writers' 

union, control of publishing businesses, murders, executions, or disappearances. All of these have been 

10 The seriousness of this issue was reflected in an order to ban possession, not simply distribution, of an issue of Cairo 
Times that covered sectarian violence in the Coptic village of Al Kosheh - 1 October 1998. Vol. 2, No. 16. Steve Negus 
"Village of Fear." The distributors told the publisher they had not received an order of that severity since Nasser's time.  

11  Interview with Salama Ahmad Salama, Ash-Shorouq newspaper, 7 February 2012.
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used in MENA, and most in Egypt, although the more extreme measures at the end of that list have 

been rare. In 2005 an Egyptian journalist confirmed their continuing existence into recent years, noting 

particularly "a working traditional and effective mechanism by which authorities in Arab countries use 

both carrots and sticks to keep journalists in line," mentioning special privileges for the profession, an 

“arsenal of press laws,” intimidation, harassment, criminal prosecution, imprisonment, and closure of 

newspapers (Gorguissian, Khouri, Nematt, Al-Mirazi, & Hudson, 2005). 

Laws

In 2010 RSF noted that “despite a state of emergency and draconian laws, Egyptian journalists do their 

utmost to roll back the limits imposed on them.” The laws are many (RSF mentions 32, FH 35) and 

punitive, and defamation lawsuits against journalists frequent. Among the grounds on which journalists 

(and others, such as the actor Adel Imam or the academic Nasr Hamad Abou Zayd) can be prosecuted 

under hesba law is failing to show sufficient respect to Islam, although such prosecutions have become 

less frequent than they were in the late 1990s. Among the effective legal tools in curbing journalists'  

activities is the issuing or withholding of permits, which came up in several of my interviews. Specific 

activities such as filming in the streets require individual permits. And journalists work unprotected 

unless they have official documentation, which is not made available, for example, to those who work 

for online publications or as freelancers.

Ownership

All terrestrial television broadcasters were and are state-owned, but private and pan-Arab stations are 

accessible via satellite. The state's radio monopoly ended in 2003, but private radio concentrated on 

entertainment programming rather than news or politics until the revolution.  In 2005, Gorguissian 

noted that "The print media ... is witnessing a big boom, at least quantitatively. Dozens of newspapers,  

mainly of tabloid style, have appeared.… A lot of local publications are coming out, and they have 

good circulation. The opinion pages in the print media and especially in the so-called 'independent'  

newspapers are vivid and full of debate on religious and social issues" (Gorguissian et al, 2005). In its 

2010 annual report FH argued that the more than 550 print publications disguised the government's role 

as owner and sponsor, not least through ownership of 99% of newspaper retail outlets and financial 

support of state media. Private organizations can be pressured through government control over 

materials such as newsprint or facilities such as the Free Zone, where many private magazines were 

printed in the 1990s until it was closed in 1998, forcing the magazines to move their printing operations 
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to Cyprus. The system has clearly become far more diverse than the 1970s (Rugh, 2004). But through 

2010 the dominant organs were still state-owned or significantly influenced by the government. In the 

state-owned papers, even if there was theoretical editorial independence, the government was able to 

exercise 'censorship via appointment,' making sure the senior management seats were occupied by 

those who could be relied upon to shape the message in helpful ways and to obviate the need for formal 

censors by making sure nothing objectionable could get through. The caveat on 'independent' in the 

Gorguissian's quotation above is probably due to the sense I got from most of my interlocutors that 

many of the private media in Egypt were viewed with caution due to their tendency to ultimately reflect  

the agenda of their owners, most of whom were not too far outside the Mubarak circle – if they had not 

been, they would be unlikely to be granted licenses.12

Physical coercion and threats

Some mentioned to me fears for their own safety, particularly since the revolution when the SCAF and 

others had started to incite against the profession as foreign agents and trouble-makers. Two Syndicate 

officials I spoke to both mentioned safety as a very high priority. Before and after the revolution, the 

state's security agents have either actively targeted journalists or been negligent in protecting them, 

including some incidents notorious among journalists which have a chilling effect on them, such as the 

abduction, beating, and abandonment naked in the desert of Al Arabi editor Abdul Halim Qandil on 2 

November 2004.13 In its 2010 report, FH notes that as well as “legal and regulatory harassment, 

journalists and bloggers in 2009 commonly faced physical assaults, illegal detention, abduction, and 

confiscation of equipment.” That situation became worse during the 2010 election season, according to 

my interlocutors, and remains bad today, with numerous instances of journalists beaten, wounded, and 

even killed by or in the presence of police or other security forces.

State Security Investigations, the Interior Ministry's political police renamed since the revolution as  

National Security, has a long tradition of interfering in journalists' work, both by recruiting some 

journalists to work for them as informants or propagandists, or both, and by intimidating others over 

their reporting. “They're always trying to intimidate you or do you favors” as Hisham Kassem put it, 

who was first summoned to State Security in the early 1990s and many times since. They were able to 

12 Hisham Kassem, who published the independent Cairo Times from the late 1990s until 2003, when it failed financially, 
at least in part due to government pressure, helped establish Al Masry Al Yom, but resigned due to editorial interference 
from the owners. Journalists working at the paper and its English-language sister Egypt Independent have alluded to the 
influence of the owners' interests in editorial priorities. Salama Ahmad Salama claimed that Ash-Shorouq had measures  
in place protecting editorial independence from both owners and advertisers.

13 http://carnegieendowment.org/2008/08/20/egyptian-opposition-journalist-attacked/6cbl   Some credit Al Arabi the 
Nasserist paper, with raising the ceiling on criticism of the president.
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threaten jail sentences or offer all kinds of material inducements.

Economic Tools

Journalists in Egypt are susceptible to material inducements because in general they are underpaid.  

Many work two or three jobs to make ends meet, particularly those who are (under-)employed at the 

large state-owned enterprises. Various branches of the state could offer 'gifts' or intervene to secure 

promotions or assist workers in regularizing their contracts. One of my interviewees reported being 

offered an envelope by President Mubarak himself, via a fellow presidential reporter! In addition to 

influencing individuals this way, one could argue that financially essential state support for the 

Syndicate of Journalists, which offers services on which many journalists rely such as subsidized 

housing, health insurance, and pensions, helped to limit that organization's effectiveness in 

campaigning on freedom of expression, legal reform and other issues of importance to the membership.

Individual newspapers and other organizations are also vulnerable due to their reliance on advertisers, 

in an economy where the state is so dominant (the Egyptian military controls as much as 40% of the 

economy, by some estimates) and where reforms over the past two decades have led to crony 

capitalism and oligarchy rather than free market competition. Several interviewees described as  

common practice a lack of separation between editorial and advertising sections of newspapers and 

magazines, particularly the large state-owned organizations. Journalists and editors could be tasked 

with securing advertising to support their sections or pages, with obvious effects on the independence 

of the content. Some ministries essentially sponsored entire pages of state-owned newspapers.

Trajectory of censorship

All these phenomena and others resulted in media that: 1) was manipulable and manipulated; 2) lacked 

investigative reporting and effective scrutiny of government and businesses; 3) displayed weak ethical 

standards, being prone to poorly-sourced, sensationalist stories on the one hand, and reproductions of 

government statements and news releases on the other. Of course some journalists have tried to 

maintain higher standards, but the environment has been unconducive.

Interviewees' assessments more or less agreed that there was an opening of the media environment, a 

'raising of the ceiling' in the favored local metaphor, some time around 2003-4, and certainly by the 

time of the 2005 presidential election. Explanations for this included: 1) foreign pressure, particularly  

from the United States as part of democratization efforts in the region, becoming more urgent at that  
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time as it became clear that the invasion of Iraq would not produce the hoped-for outcome in the short  

term; 2) an adaptive response by state elites to technological change, in particular wanting to encourage 

the emergence of local alternatives that might attract viewers away from trans-national satellite  

broadcasters and also recognizing that expanding internet use was an economic necessity, and that the 

middle class was already accessing more credible news via social media; 3) popular mobilization in 

support of the Second Intifada, then against the invasion of Iraq, and then in the Kefaya (“enough”) 

movement against Mubarak, pushing the state elite to seek means of tanfis, letting out air, or a safety-

valve effect.14

Some saw this as a ratchet effect, that once an opening took place, it was hard for the state to lower the 

ceiling once again, although others pointed to countervailing pressures from the state, particularly in  

the 2010 parliamentary election year. The elements of opening included licensing privately-owned 

newspapers, most importantly Al Masri Al Yom which grew by the end of the decade to challenge and 

even surpass the state's flagship Al Ahram, but also later in the decade Ash-Shorouq.15 Privately-owned 

radio and satellite television stations also significantly expanded the diversity of local media available  

to Egyptians. As mentioned above, the red line on critical coverage of the President was lifted around 

2004-5, although important limits remained, as signalled by the prosecution of Al Dustour editor 

Ibrahim Eissa for discussing Mubarak's serious health problems in 2007.16 Managing more diverse 

private media, particularly when they are pushing at the ceiling, requires more subtle methods, 'softer'  

management as AUC Professor Samer Soliman put it to me, making it harder to put the genie back in 

the bottle.

But the state-owned media saw no parallel significant opening, and remained more or less directly 

controlled by state and party elites. In 2006 the long-standing editors-in-chief of many state-owned 

newspapers were changed, in what some at the time took to be a sign of impending reforms. Instead it 

became clear that the new appointees' chief qualification for the job was their closeness to Gamal 

Mubarak and his business associates, and their willingness to use the papers as a tool for promoting 

14 Private satellite channels such as Dream TV and ONTV may have been particularly useful for tanfis, with their widely-
watched evening chat shows that aired mild criticism of the government and sometimes interceded with officials to 
resolve individual citizens' problems without addressing systemic shortcomings.

15 Since the revolution there has been an explosion of new private and party dailies and weeklies, of varying qualities and 
leanings. Among the most notable are Ibrahim Eissa's At-Tahrir and the Muslim Brotherhood's Al-Hurriya wal-3adala 
(Freedom and Justice). It is not clear that even with the vastly increased appetite for information in the post-Mubarak 
era, that the market can sustain so many. The leftist Al Badil (The Alternative) has already had to go to an online only 
edition, and the successful online Al Yom as-Sabi3 seems to be struggling with low circulation of its print edition. But 
since circulation figures are treated as a secret in Egypt, it is hard to be certain.

16 Jeff Black, “Editor faces jail over Mubarak health rumour” The Independent 2 October 2007, 
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/africa/editor-faces-jail-over-mubarak-health-rumour-394135.html
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Gamal's succession to the presidency, the project of “tawrith” i.e. bequeathing.17 All state television and 

radio stations remained essentially propaganda organs. 

One can certainly see the arc of the decade as being one of opening in a way that matches the Freedom 

House index. But if one focuses on the working environment for journalists or the situation of state-

owned media, one can take a gloomier view as does the RSF index. On balance, I incline to the former 

view more – the media environment became less heavily censored and more diverse in the second half  

of the decade, even while propaganda remained the dominant mode in the very large state sector.

Arguably, the more plural environment, locally and internationally, reduced the effectiveness of state  

organs considerably by contrast. The 2010 elections, in which the ruling party won almost all the seats 

in parliament rather than its customary roughly two-thirds in a campaign marked by widely-recognized,  

egregious abuses, strained the state's propaganda machinery beyond its capacity to deliver public 

acquiescence. Along with socio-economic factors and the example of Tunisia, the changed mass-media 

landscape may have helped provide fertile ground for the work of political and labor activists who 

overthrew Mubarak in early 2011.

Tunisia

In his classic study published in 1979, Rugh described Tunisia's press system as loyalist, i.e. private, 

but not diverse, and supportive of the regime. By 2004 he considered it to be transitional, that is more 

diverse and with more space for opposition (Rugh, 1979: 2004). But this does not track closely with the 

accounts I was given by the longer-established journalists with whom I spoke, many of whom were 

active under Bourguiba in the 1970s and 1980s, in one case since the 1960s, and experienced the 

transition to Ben Ali in November 1987. I describe the trajectory as I understand it below.

On red lines, Tunisian interviewees came up with a much shorter list than their Egyptian counterparts,  

perhaps surprisingly given that the environment shows up as more repressive on the FH and RSF 

indexes. All said that the president and his family were the one red line. The ceiling for covering all  

politics was exceptionally low for most of the Ben Ali period – one editor told me “everything was a 

red line!” - but most said only the President and his entourage were a consistent and absolute red line. 

In other words, the president and his family were to be reported positively or not at all, and refusing to 

cover them when instructed to do so was hard.18  This apparently led some of my interlocutors to 

17 Salama Ahmad Salama, who had worked in state-owned newspapers since the 1950s and was by that time a very senior  
figure at Al Ahram, left the organization as a result and helped found Ash-Shorouq.

18 An editor at a privately-owned newspaper described receiving instructions from the palace to run an interview with then  
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actively avoid working in areas where they might have to report on the presidency, working in culture 

or other non-political fields despite political commitments and activist backgrounds. “I avoided 

domestic politics, I found other compensations,” said one prominent columnist. 

The only other issue that one journalist described to me as a red line in the Bourguiba era, particularly 

the 1980s which he described as a period of 'relative freedom' for the press otherwise, was the question 

of the succession of power, of when, how and who should succeed the aging president. Another noted 

the succession struggle as having a chilling effect on the media as the 1980s wore on, particularly after 

the bread riots of January 1984. Given the problems the succession issue posed to the Mubarak regime, 

and arguably the Ben Ali regime towards its end, it is worth considering that this issue might be a 

particular systemic weakness for the region's authoritarian systems, and a particular challenge for the 

machinery whose role it is to manufacture popular consent.

As in Egypt, there is a difference between the Arabic-language and European-language media in their  

margin of freedom, although French is more widely read and understood in Tunisia than are English or 

French in Egypt, relative to population size, and the differences seem to me to be less stark.

Laws

Only one of my interviewees had spent significant time in prison, but several mentioned fear of it as a 

factor in professional decisions, since Ben Ali's Tunisia was far from averse to jailing media workers. 

Apart from the penal code, the main instrument for regulating journalists was the Press Code Law 

number 75-32.19 Even as it stands, there are authoritarian elements, as Barata Mir (2011) comments. 

For instance, Articles 48 and 49 prescribe fines or imprisonment for insults to the President, other 

senior political figures, or recognized religions, or for spreading 'false news' likely to trouble public 

order.20 But in its implementation it became even more arbitrary and authoritarian. For instance, Article  

13 requires certain information to be submitted to the Minister of Interior giving notice of intent to 

publish a periodical, and Article 14 stipulates that a receipt from the Ministry is required before the first  

edition can be printed. A 1993 amendment says that a receipt must be issued within a year. Several 

interviewees had first- or second-hand accounts of receipts never emerging, effectively blocking 

first lady Leila Trabelsi that was appearing in a government-owned daily. The paper prevaricated, arguing that it was late  
in the day, that they were unable to receive the story by fax etc, and in the end got away with a brief report that the 
interview had taken place, rather than publishing the interview itself.

19 Not 75-82, as stated in Barata Mir (2011). The text of the law is at 
http://www.jurisitetunisie.com/tunisie/codes/cpresse/menu.html 

20 The 1993 amendment confines protection to the President and religions only, not other officials.
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publication, even though this was legislated as a notification rather than an application and approval  

process. 

Ownership

In early 2010 RSF reported “Virtually the entire media landscape is under the direct control of the 

government or owned by those close to the president.” Tunisian media ownership patterns are mixed, 

and have been so for a long time – unlike Nasser, Bourguiba did not nationalize all major newspapers, 

for instance. The state-owned newspaper group that owns La Presse and As-Sahafa competes with the 

venerable, privately-held group of Le Temps and As-Sabah. But Ben Ali's son-in-law Sakhr El-Matri 

bought a majority stake in the latter group in 2009, keeping it technically private but practically under  

regime control.21  Terrestrial television is entirely state-owned. Privately-owned radio has existed only 

in the past decade, when radio licenses were granted to family and associates of President Ben Ali, 

including music and variety stations like  Shems FM and the Islamic Al Zitouna (another El-Matri 

project). Party newspapers, predominantly those of Bourguiba's Neo-Dustour Party and its successor, 

Ben Ali's RCD, were also significant until 2011, although reportedly not widely respected.

Physical Coercion and Threats

The Committee to Protect Journalists reports only one killing in Tunisia since 1992, a photographer 

killed in January 2011, making it far safer than neighboring Algeria or other regional danger zones for 

journalists, such as Iraq and Turkey.22 Yet the death in custody of the blogger Zouhair Yahyaoui is a 

sign of the abuse that the Ben Ali regime was willing to apply.23 Fathi Beleid, an experienced Tunis-

based photographer for AFP, told me of being hidden from security forces by rural protesters late in the 

Ben Ali era, knowing that he could be severely mistreated if caught covering the protests. A senior 

security official made a  direct death threat against Beleid over his coverage of protests, to his face on a 

downtown street in Tunis. The AFP bureau was threatened with closure more or less 'daily' and at one 

point without a correspondent after the security forces entrapped the bureau chief (a French national of 

Egyptian origin) with false charges of assault against a prostitute.24 

21 Leaked US cables paint a troubling picture of El-Matri as he was beginning to be groomed to succeed Ben Ali:  
http://www.tlaxcala-int.org/article.asp?reference=3200 Since the revolution the group has been taken over by the state 
and put under a receiver, as have Zitouna and Shams FM http://www.tap.info.tn/en/en/media/5256-new-nominations-in-
information-sector.html 

22 http://cpj.org/2012/02/attacks-on-the-press-in-2011-tunisia.php  
23 http://cpj.org/blog/2011/01/freed-fahem-boukadous-released-in-tunisia.php   
24 For more on direct repression of journalists, see Kamal Labidi, “Circle of media repression widens over Tunisia’s 

history” CPJ  http://cpj.org/blog/2010/08/circle-of-media-repression-widens-over-tunisias-hi.php 
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Economic Tools

President Ben Ali's media adviser, and effectively the manager of the Tunisian media, was Abdelwahab 

Abdallah. Among his favored tools was the Agence tunisienne de communication extérieure (ATCE), 

an agency formed to promote Tunisia internationally but also responsible for advertising by 

government and government-related entities. Many interviewees described how the ATCE could punish 

or even kill a newspaper or, on the other hand, reward it, simply through selective deployment of the 

state's advertising budget. Since the revolution, the ATCE has been investigated for corruption, and 

some of its activities have been revealed, but its files remain sealed for the moment, so the full extent  

of its involvement in manipulating journalists and organizations remains unclear.25 Interviewees spoke 

frankly of newspapers or magazines being 'bought' by the regime, with favorable coverage being 

secured by financial inducements, advertising masquerading as reportage.

Conversely, individual journalists who crossed a line could also be punished financially by ending their 

employment, including by withdrawing accreditation. Kamel Labidi, a journalist and more recently  

human rights activist and head of INRIC, the body charged with reviewing media regulation, described 

to me losing his job with the national news agency TAP in 1994 and being prevented from working as a 

freelance journalist after the French newspaper La Croix published his interview with Moncef 

Marzouki, now President of Tunisia, but at that time an activist who had announced his intention to 

challenge Ben Ali for the presidency. Zyed El Hani of Ash-Shorouq newspaper was banned in that same 

year from working as a journalist for eight years. Other interviewees had lost their job or seen their 

newspapers closed by government action, leading them to take breaks from the profession (e.g. Zied 

Krichen, Al Maghreb), to leave the country (Labidi) to seek alternative venues (El Hani, who became a 

prominent blogger) or, if permitted, to work only for foreign publications (Slaheddine Jourchi).

Trajectory of censorship

When asked about changing levels of repression and censorship over time, Tunisians reached for the 

metaphor of a raising and lowering ceiling, like their Egyptian counterparts. Mostly they had to reach 

back well into the Bourguiba era or the very first years of Ben Ali to think of a time when the ceiling 

was higher. Not all would agree, but the majority view was that in the late 70s Bourguiba's 

governments allowed a raising of the ceiling, including allowing the emergence of critical publications  

such as Al Ra'i and Islamist periodicals. A crackdown on Islamists in the early 80s was accompanied by 
25 Wafa Sdiri, “CNICM: L’ATCE a dépensé 637 mille 943 dinars pour fêter le 7 novembre” 17 November, 2011 

TAP/Tunisie Numerique    http://www.tunisienumerique.com/cnicm-latce-a-depense-637-mille-943-dinars-pour-feter-le-
7-novembre/86530 
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some general lowering of the ceiling, but Al-Ra'i, Al Maghreb and others persisted even as succession 

concerns and the 1984 riots led to tighter controls. Several interviewees recalled the first two years or 

so of Ben Ali's period of rule, until late 1989 or into 1990, as a relatively free period. Others pointed 

out that he closed down Al-Ra'i within weeks of coming to power over a mildly critical article by the 

prominent journalist Naziha Rejiba (known as Um Ziad), a sign of things to come. From 1990 onward, 

there is consensus, though, that the ceiling came down and stayed down, driven by a combination of 

external factors (Tunisia, partly due to its being host of the PLO at that time, refused to back the 

coalition effort to liberate Kuwait in 1990-1, causing tensions with western and other states) and 

internal, including renewed confrontation between the state and Islamists. Veteran journalist Abdellatif  

Fourati argued that the state shifted in the early 90s from more indirect methods of information 

management to more active intervention, for example through planting false news. Publications closed,  

journalists and activists went into exile or prison. The apparent diversification that Rugh saw in the 

early 2000's turns out to have been mostly the ruling family extending its control over existing media or 

seizing commercial opportunities opened up by new technologies such as satellite television.

The results of all this, according to most of my Tunisian interlocutors inside the media or outside, was 

that by the time of the workers' uprising in 2008 and the broader events of 2010-11, no-one paid much 

attention to Tunisian media at all. The television news was considered a joke (whereas after the 

revolution the 8pm news bulletin has become something like required viewing for an information-

hungry public), the newspapers barely worth reading. As in Egypt, newspaper circulation figures were 

and are considered secret, but there are data from media monitoring organizations, principally Sigma,  

that show sharp rises in audience for national television and both private and state-owned radio over the 

year since Ben Ali left. What this meant at the time of the 2010-11 uprising was that nobody paid 

attention to the regime's official information output. Images and videos circulated by social media and 

amplified by Al Jazeera were able to have a very wide impact at least in part because Tunisian mass 

media was no longer a credible source of information.

Analysis

The immediate post-independence period in both countries saw charismatic and visionary anti-colonial  

leaders pursue ambitious projects of social, economic and political transformation. State institutions  

and co-opted private institutions were harnessed for these projects, including the mass media. The legal 

frameworks and political practices used to manage the media were accordingly directive and 

monolithic, admitting only limited pluralism as time went on. Such systems have limitations, no doubt,  
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but there is at least a logical congruence between the projects and the tools, and in their time they 

worked reasonably well. In the last 20 years or more in both countries, though, there has been a 

transition from regimes with overtly ideological and transformational projects to corrupt, non-

ideological family-led regimes. The problem then becomes not one of mobilizing the population behind 

the state (while of course putting down too-strongly dissenting voices) but rather ensuring passive 

acquiescence. Mobilizational media systems must become demobilizational in order to avert popular  

uprisings rather than to generate enthusiasm. The Mubarak approach included a mixture of dull, 

controlled state media with limited outlets for discontent, safety-valves for tanfis. Ben Ali, on the other 

hand, chose a path of ever-tightening control and micromanagement, particularly of his image and that  

of his family, yielding credibility problems. 

Allied to this dynamic is the problem of succession that these authoritarian systems faced. Toleration of 

dissent within relatively clear lines gave way to more arbitrary, repressive practices over the course of  

the 1980s as Bourguiba's aging posed this question more urgently, although in retrospect this period 

seems relatively free compared to what happened once Ben Ali's police state swung into effect in the 

1990s. Mubarak's relative opening starting around 2004-5 hit this snag also, seen in the repression of 

Ibrahim Eissa when he raised the question by discussing Mubarak's failing health in 2007, and in the 

appointment of despised toadies to edit national newspapers and magazines as part of the process of 

preparing the public and other key actors for Gamal's probable succession. The increase in Ben Ali's 

children's media holdings also seems at least partly tied to preparations for his son in law Sakhr El-

Matri to succeed him in power. The jamlakia (hereditary republic) regime type has significant 

legitimation problems, that may be beyond the ability of compromised mass media systems to resolve.

Technological changes have been critical in the trajectories of the past decade in particular. The  

challenges of transnational satellite media and the internet produced different responses in the two 

countries. Egypt responded with limited diversification in order to provide attractive local alternatives  

to international sources, adapting to the new media rather than fully resisting them. Tunisia's regime 

chose to continue its path of tight control and attempted exclusion of troubling outside influences by 

means of technological fixes to technological problems – advanced internet filtering being the most  

prominent example – along with old-fashioned fixes to human problems, such as jailing bloggers and 

excluding foreign television crews.
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After the revolution in Tunisia there has been a complete collapse of the old machinery, with the 

Ministry of Information abolished, the party and its newspaper closed down, the family's media 

holdings under receivership, and regulatory and other reforms under way. The chief problems facing 

the media today are questions of standards, ethics, general quality, and also breaking some of the bad 

habits of earlier times such as a lack of firewalls between advertising and editorial in some institutions.  

There are concerns over freedom of expression, of course, particularly with the ascendancy of 

Islamists, but on the whole this is a period of exuberance bordering on anarchy in Tunisian media.

Egypt's media system, by contrast, has shifted less radically and retains some elements useful to 

whomever is in power – the SCAF for the moment – and less healthy for any emergent pluralist 

democracy. State-owned media, broadcast and print, retain the habits of obedience and the imperative 

of serving the paymasters. They have shown enough flashes of independence to allow them some small 

amount of credibility with the public – enough, certainly, to make them useful in sowing doubt, 

whipping up accusations against activists and foreigners, for example. And they are simply too large to 

reform in a climate of high unemployment – no government wants to throw thousands out of work now. 

The Press Syndicate is now more democratic, but is more concerned about its members' safety than 

about pushing hard for liberalization. The flurry of new private newspapers is likely to burn itself out 

for economic reasons, possibly leaving only those owned by wealthy business interests that were 

around before the uprising of 2011.The Egyptian media are freer, but they are also meeting plenty of 

constraints, and the state retains many techniques of control.

Conclusion

“They broke the tools,” one seasoned observer of Egyptian politics told me. Allowing diversification 

within limits undermined the reach of unreformed state media. The 2010 elections were disastrous in 

terms of managing regime legitimacy, as the ruling party swept away even token opposition and the 

corruption of the elite, both party and ruling family, became crushingly apparent. The tawrith  project, 

preparing the way for Gamal, became linked to broader corruption and injustice and a hard sell to a 

skeptical public. During the revolutionary uprising, state-owned media did all they could to deny the 

scale of the uprising, to conjure popular support for the incumbent, to paint demonstrators as foreign 

agents etc. But with local as well as transnational alternatives to turn to, Egyptians were not as readily  

manipulated as they might have been in the past. Several interviewees noted Wael Ghonim's 

appearance on Dream TV after his release from detention, when he wept for those killed in Tahrir, as a 
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significant turning point in widening the appeal of the revolutionaries and dispelling the myths peddled 

by state-owned media. This all suggests Mubarak was on to something when he argued that the popular 

demonstrations were in part the result of an easing of the repression of expression. At least, their wider 

success was assisted by a somewhat diversified media ecology.

Yet there had been no such easing in Tunisia. Did they also break the tools, but in a different way? The 

near universal accounts of the Tunisian media's lack of credibility before 2011 suggests that by 

lowering the ceiling as much as it did, the Ben Ali regime broke its tools even more thoroughly than did 

Mubarak. Despite its careful image management, the regime could not control the message, because 

people looked elsewhere entirely for information, and the controlled media were largely irrelevant.  

Despite its extensive use of world-leading internet filtering technology, social media use, blogging, and 

proxy access to international sources of information were exceptionally high by regional standards 

before the revolution. Al Jazeera was, in common with many other foreign media organizations, not 

permitted to operate inside the country, but citizen journalists found ways to supply them with the 

material that grabbed the world's attention, as well as that of the mass of Tunisians. The absence of 

tanfis, of controlled diversity of sources and views, led Tunisians to find technological ways to beat the 

system, leaving the system largely useless in influencing public opinion.

Does this all mean that there is no right choice for an autocrat wishing to hold on to power? Lose if you 

censor, lose if you don't? It might. But for all that it failed to sell the tawrith project and prevent 

Mubarak's downfall, the diversified Egyptian system remains a more flexible and adaptable tool, which 

has been deployed by SCAF in ways that may yet serve a counter-revolution very well: the tools are 

not entirely broken. As a response to global changes and technological developments, the Egyptian 

regime's limited reforms strike me as smarter than Ben Ali's low ceiling approach. The majority of 

states that have seen incumbents forced out or under very serious popular pressure look more like 

Tunisia than like Egypt in terms of their censorship profile. On the other hand, this isn't over yet.
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