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Summary 

This paper examines the integral role of the media in shaping the domestic 

perception of Egypt’s ongoing conflict. It offers an analysis of how the media 

have become a battleground for political struggles, how those in power have 

suppressed the media outlets of their rivals, and how this, as well as the 

aggravation of the political conflict, affects the way individual Egyptians respond 

to overall developments in the country. 
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Introduction 

Media contributes to the process of writing history. It provides the public with 

constant updates, building up their view of what is happening. This is often 

regarded as the objective “truth.” But “truth,” as Michel Foucault noted, does 

not exist independent of power. Truth is a social product and therefore relative. 

Much like knowledge, it is bound to power and operates among the individuals 

and institutions that generate and sustain it. In countries undergoing political 

transformation, like Egypt, the media take up the role not only of informing the 

public on those changes but also of shaping public opinion, the narrative(s) 

around the present, and the very course of history. 

This paper examines the media’s integral role in Egypt’s ongoing conflict. It 

offers an analysis of how the media have become a battleground for political 

conflicts, how the authorities have suppressed the media outlets of their rivals, 

and how this, as well as the aggravation of the political conflict, affects the way 

individuals see the conflict and overall developments in the country. 

 

A Transforming Scene  

Egypt’s media platforms can be mapped into three categories based on their 

ownership and political stance: state-owned media, Islamist media (privately 

owned by Islamist economic and political forces), and private media (platforms 

owned by wealthy businessmen with a non-Islamist agenda). 
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The decade preceding Egypt’s 2011 uprising witnessed the state media’s loss of 

monopoly and influence. The rapid ascent of private media (e.g. ONTV, Dream 

TV and other channels, owned primarily by seven business tycoons1) provided 

new space for the opposition to reach out to the public. This rise of private 

media was also a manifestation of Egypt’s neoliberal transformation, which was 

accompanied by the decade-long grooming of Hosni Mubarak’s son, Gamal 

Mubarak, for the political scene. Parallel to this, a handful of apolitical Islamist 

channels were established. These primarily hosted Salafi preachers and 

televangelist preachers, and while they were thick on ritual, they were remarkably 

thin on dissent. 

The outbreak of protest in 2011 brought more changes to the scene. Private 

channels mushroomed, and their significance saw a boost. While diverse in 

discourse and biases, almost all media outlets were heavily influenced by power 

and economic interests.  

Generally, the media scene during the 2011–12 transitional period can be 

divided into two categories: anti-government private media and pro-government 

Islamist and state media. During the earlier days of protest, Islamist media 

mostly maintained its political quietism, with some active discouragement of 

revolting against rulers.2 Upon Mubarak’s ouster, however, Islamist TV stations 

took part in political campaigning, notably with the March 2011 Constitutional 

Referendum (the “Vote Yes to Islam” campaign). Notwithstanding the fact that 

they were not a homogeneous body, the prevalent tendency in the private non-

Islamist media during the transitional period let by SCAF (Supreme Council of 

the Armed Forces), was to oppose the military while maintaining a level of 

commitment to impartial reporting standards. On the other hand, the 

incompetent state media became completely toothless after losing their fight in 

defense of Mubarak and his entourage. As a result, the post-2011 authorities 

made several attempts to introduce reforms to state media. All of these failed 

until Mohamed Morsi’s rise to power.3  
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Reshuffling Alliances 

Between November 2011 and June 2012, the Muslim Brotherhood (MB) rapidly 

ascended to power by winning the presidency and parliamentary plurality. This 

provoked more tensions within the “revolutionary” camp and forced the 

redefinition of lines and realignment of camps. Intensification of the political 

struggle took several turns. The most important of these were the October 2012 

protests in Tahrir square, the November 2012 Constitutional Declaration, the 

December 2012 Constitutional Referendum, the January 2013 mass protests, 

arrests of journalists, the Shura Council’s laws and draft-laws, the MB’s 

“crackdown” on the judiciary, and finally, the preparation for the June 30 

protests. 

Incompetent state media responded to the rise of the MB with an 

unprecedented level of non-alignment. The conflicting wills within the Ministry 

of Information – between rising MB power and anti-MB sentiment, which was 

deeply entrenched – allowed more space for dissent. The comportment of news 

anchor Bouthayna Kamel provides a good example of how personnel within 

Cairo’s Maspero building (which houses the Egyptian Radio and Television 

Union) defied general state media policy at the time. Kamel, in one incident, 

explicitly mocked Morsi’s government twice on state television. She also referred 

to Morsi’s opponents as “the political and revolutionary forces,” thereby 

excluding the Islamist forces from the “revolutionary” camp. 

Meanwhile, relations between private media and the MB were far from 

straightforward. Initially, there were different reactions to Morsi’s ascent. While 

some outlets like the weekly newspaper Al Dustour and others more or less 

affiliated with the Mubarak camp swiftly attempted to undermine the new 

president’ power, others were less hostile. Morsi’s prompt response to the 

August 2012 arrest of journalists with a law abolishing detention pending trial of 

journalists accused of insulting the president showed some promise that 

understanding could be reached between the MB and the media.4 The détente 
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was short lived, however, and came to an end with the October protests, which 

showed that the MB was largely a closed society.5 

It was not long before private media became increasingly united against the MB 

and the latter’s attempts to monopolize power. Morsi’s instigation against private 

media, which he persistently referred to as a “feloul-led conspiracy” (feloul used as 

a pejorative term to refer to the “remnants” of the Mubarak regime) made 

journalists as well as activists worry that Morsi was becoming a typical post-

revolutionary dictator who would exploit public fear of the past regime’s return 

to suppress basic liberties and monopolize the earnings of the revolution. This 

fear was reinforced by the constitutional declaration of November 2012, which 

virtually put Morsi above the rule of law. Activists were particularly unsettled to 

see their slogan “The People Demand the Purge of Media” (which had been 

chanted against the state media throughout the January uprising and the SCAF-

led transitional period) being used by Morsi and the MB against private media.  

Meanwhile, Islamist media continued to support the MB blindly and take part in 

campaigns against opposition figures and private non-Islamist media. 

Despite the MB’s demonization of private media, the latter remained to a certain 

extent committed to professional media standards, even after the constitutional 

declaration. On December 5, 2012, for instance, they reported on the MB’s 

armed assault on peaceful protesters before the Ittihadiyya presidential palace, as 

well as the protesters’ attempts to regain their lost ground, which developed into 

an armed defense. At the same time, almost all private media platforms 

constantly communicated to the public all Islamist forces’ arguments and 

reported on MB demonstrations during this period.  

Conversely, Islamist media only focused on communicating their own versions 

of events. Only Islamist figures were featured in the news and hosted on 

programs, and all oppositionists to Morsi were portrayed as “blasphemers” and 

feloul. For example, in the above-mentioned events that took place in December 

2012 before the Ittihadiyya, the Islamist media refrained from reporting that the 
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MB attacked protesters and focused instead on the protesters’ armed attempt to 

regain their position, framing them as “paid thugs” of the feloul. In addition, they 

only showed sympathy with the MB casualties.  

Meanwhile the MB was embedding in the draft constitution significant 

infringements on media freedom and the protection of journalists. On 

November 20, 2012 the elected Journalist Syndicate board withdrew from the 

Constituent Assembly to protest “media restrictive provisions” in the draft-

constitution. In its statement, the board warned that the draft constitution 

abolished protections against imprisonment in opinion crimes and eliminated 

the prohibition of confiscation and closure of newspapers. Despite the 

contentious political climate, however, the constitution was hastily pushed 

through on December 26.6  

 

The MB’s Downfall 

Matters escalated quickly after the controversial new constitution was adopted. 

Morsi made no attempts to contain protests politically. The sole response to the 

angry protesters who took to the streets in January 2013 was excessive use of 

force. In late January, news spread that the ministries of Justice and of the 

Interior were working with the Shura Council (the upper house of parliament) 

on draft laws restricting the rights to freedom of assembly and association. 

Prominent journalists were prosecuted. CBC, a prominent private TV channel, 

received a closure notice from the authorities on account of the satirical news 

program hosted by Bassem Youssef. The conflict between Islamists and the 

judiciary reached its peak with the judicial authority draft law, which was 

considered by many as a “crackdown” on the judiciary.7 

All these and other factors caused many journalists to completely lose their 

commitment to professional ethics and standards. There was a general feeling 

that the very basic character of the country was being altered and that the 



- 7 - 

 

1

 

struggle with the MB was not a struggle between two counterparts but 

something far more existential. As a result, by February–March 2013, Egypt’s 

private media scene had become a battlefield. Islamist media adopted the 

discourse of a “feloul/heretic conspiracy against the legitimate Muslim president,” 

while non-Islamist media magnified Morsi’s mistakes and spoke of an “Ikhwani 

conspiracy to Ikhwanize Egypt.”8 Meanwhile the neutralized state media 

remained impotent. 

The intensity of the political struggle that reached its peak by June 2013 was 

reflected in private media, which by that time had reached unprecedented 

partisan levels. By July 3, the situation had been completely overturned. Islamist 

media were on the defeated side, their protector, Morsi, under house arrest, and 

his government ousted. 

During Morsi’s last week in power, Islamist TV channels had turned into 

platforms for incitement, both accusing Morsi’s rivals of infidelity and 

promoting fatwas that allowed for their killing on political/religious basis.9 On 

July 3, the new authorities shut a handful of Islamist channels as well as the 

MB’s Misr 25 Channel. Egyptians widely supported these measures, despite their 

illegality. Many argued that Islamist channels did not fall within the scope of 

freedom of expression because they promulgated hate speech. Very few 

denounced the action as an illegal infringement on freedom of speech. As noted 

below, private TV channels owned by the business tycoons unanimously 

supported these measures; their business interests implied support for alleged 

stability.  

A few months later, Egypt’s Administrative Court backed the closure of Al 

Hafez, a Salafist Islamist television channel. Other MB affiliated channels were 

also closed. Ever since the closing of these media outlets, the MB has 

communicated with the public via online platforms and satellite channels 

broadcasting from outside Egypt such as Al Jazeera and Al-Jazeera Mubasher 

Misr. 
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International media operating in Egypt experienced their share of pressure, both 

from the Egyptian public and the government, which led a more threatening and 

stressful work environment for foreign journalists. Many Egyptians felt that the 

majority of Western media had adopted a pro-MB discourse in the months 

following the fall of the MB government. 

Popular outrage at international media coverage, typically directed against 

American and British media, took different forms. Signs proclaiming “CNN, 

shame on you” appeared in Tahrir square in July 2013.10 Egyptian Facebook 

pages and Twitter accounts announced to the world (and its media) that this was 

“not a coup.” And there were attacks on journalists from different foreign 

outlets.11 This situation escalated following the dismantlement of pro-Morsi sit-

ins in Rab’a and Nahda. International media quickly termed the act “a 

crackdown on civilians,” while the interim government, local media, and 

mainstream Egyptian public opinion broadly supported the narrative of a “war 

on terrorism.” Many criticized Western media for failing to adequately cover the 

violence committed by MB supporters.12 As a result of this discontent, an 

unprecedented number of Western journalists were attacked during 2013. 

Adel Iskandar, a media expert, has argued that “international media had 

essentially missed out [during Morsi’s presidency] on a growing discouragement 

within Egyptian society toward the Muslim Brotherhood.” After missing a year 

of domestic developments and neglecting to document the public’s “strong 

disgruntlement,” international headlines seemed to switch abruptly from one 

narrative to another: “One minute we have [in the headlines] a democratically 

elected president. The next minute he’s being toppled by the military.” In other 

words, foreign media had failed to pick up on hatred toward the MB or supply 

any context for the public’s broad support of Morsi’s ouster.13 This lack of 

context contributed to the strong disparity in the labels given to events in 

domestic and the foreign media accounts. 
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Media: A Battlefield 

As violence gradually increased by July, reaching its peak in August after the pro-

Morsi sit-ins were dispersed, Egyptian media seemed to have voluntarily 

dispensed with its ethical standards and reporting norms. Polarization in the 

local media scene was of course nothing new. Now, however, the bias in 

Egyptian coverage of the confrontations between the country’s new government 

and MB members and supporters was especially stark, particularly in audio-

visual media.  

State and private TV stations presented the dismantlement of the MB sit-ins as a 

mere necessity, part of the “war on terror.” Live footage of the clearance of the 

sit-ins was accompanied by a critical tone toward the armed demonstrators and a 

focus on the losses among security forces. Certainly, these stations did not 

emphasize security forces violating the rights of peaceful civilians. For their part, 

private TV stations owned by business interests offered a discourse that 

harmonized with state media. This can be explained by their ownership’s overall 

support for army’s promises of “order” and “stability.” In contrast, TV stations 

affiliated with the MB (now operating outside of Egypt) showed nothing but 

outrage against the military. No images of armed protesters were visible within 

the general emphasis on the number of dead protesters. The focus instead was 

on visuals of the dead and wounded. Within the international media, Al Jazeera 

stood out as the main outlet defending the MB.  

Compared to television, coverage seemed to be more accurate in print and 

online media. Despite the existence of many partisan newspapers, major private 

newspapers like Al-Masry Al-Youm and Al-Shorouk were more careful about 

presenting facts from credible sources and seemed to maintain standards of 

media professionalism. These independent newspapers regularly run opinion 

pieces that are highly critical of the military. 

In response to this highly polarized mainstream media environment, a “third 

camp” has emerged to represent those who reject both discourses. Social media 
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and online outlets such as Mada Masr have given this voice a platform, a sort of 

haven for free speech.14 

 

The Lack of a Common Narrative  

It is unlikely that anything resembling a common narrative of what happened in 

Egypt over the past three years will come about in the near future, neither on 

the national or international level. Indeed, conflicting narratives proliferate about 

even the most basic, defining incidents. For example, accounts of how 

protesters were killed during the uprising of January 2011 – and by whom – 

remain controversial. The same ambiguity surrounds many other crucial events 

that significantly affect an assessment of post-Mubarak developments in Egypt. 

Who for instance was responsible for the Port-Saied Stadium killings in 

February 2012? SCAF or the MB? 

This paper has argued that “truth” does not exist independent of power. 

Accordingly, conflicting narratives have all been drastically affected by the status 

quo that was established after Morsi’s overthrow on July 3. Nonetheless, it 

seems that in the age of globalization and increasing Western cultural influence 

in the Middle East and North Africa, national powers no longer hold a media 

monopoly. Rather, media today is highly affected by the international balance of 

powers. In fact, international discourse plays a greater role in shaping national 

accounts of “the truth” than ever before. For example, the ‘coup’ narrative in 

the West does not only make a dialogue between people from there and the 

majority of Egyptians lack agreement on basic givens, but it is also widely used 

by the Morsi partisans as a supporting argument of their version of truth. 

How Egypt’s uprising will be told to future generations depends greatly on those 

in power. At present it seems that the current regime’s instability will not allow 

for the emergence of a common narrative. Furthermore, the “third,” or 

“revolutionary,” camp that stands at an equal distance from the conflict’s most 

powerful parties is not yet influential enough to neutralize the two extreme sides 
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of the story: that of political Islam’s forces on the one hand, and that of Egypt’s 

old and deep (military) state on the other. As for the media, it is highly unlikely 

that drastic structural changes will happen in the near future. Ownership and 

media control are tied to the political and business elites. In a polarized society, 

these actors use the media as tools for propagating their versions of “the truth.” 

However, journalists can play a crucial role within their respective media outlets. 

By striving to preserve journalistic ethics and standards, by exercising self-

criticism, and by giving priority to facts over meta-narratives, conscientious 

journalists can help shape a different discourse, even within the constraints of 

their politicized outlets. In a time where trust in the entire system to represent 

the interests of the people has been lost, hope lies in individuals and small 

collectives to build up new credibility, one careful report at a time. 
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figures. The appointment of Nasserist/ leftist figure Hussein Abdel Ghany as president of 
the state-owned Nile News was also briefly considered, though this did not take place. 
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(in Arabic), Shorouk News, August 23, 2012  
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