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Abstract

This article presents voices from Egypt reflecting on the question of who has the right to have a voice in the
country in the first half of 2016. In the spirit of the research project “In 2016,” it aims to offer a snapshot of
how it “felt to live” in Egypt in 2016 as a member of the young generation (al-shabab) who actively use
social media and who position themselves critically towards the state’s official discourse. While the state
propagated a strategy focusing on educating and guiding young people towards becoming productive
members of a nation united under one leader, popular youth voices on the internet used music and satire to
claim their right to resist a retrograde patrimonial system that threatens every opposing voice with extinc-
tion. On both sides, a strongly antagonistic ‘you vs. us’ rhetoric is evident.

2016: “The Year of Egyptian Youth” (Sisi style)”

January 9, 2016 was celebrated in Egypt as Youth Day—a tradition with only a brief histo-
ry. The first Egyptian Youth Day had been marked on February 9, 2009; the date being
chosen by participants in the Second Egyptian Youth Conference in commemoration of the
martyrs of the famous 1946 student demonstrations that eventually led to the resignation of
then Prime Minister Nuqrashi. Observed in 2009 and 2010 with only low-key events, the
carnivalesque “18 days” of revolutionary unrest in January-February 2011 interrupted what

*  Rather than a conventional academic paper, this article aims to be a miniature snapshot of how it ‘felt’
to live in Egypt by mid-2016 as a member of the young generation (al-shabab) who have access to so-
cial media (ca. 70% of Egyptians aged 10-29 have a Facebook account; my calculation based on eMar-
keting Egypt: “Facebook in Egypt,” 4™ edn., Aug. 2013, and “Demographics of Egypt,” Wikipedia,
<http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Demographics_of Egypt>, accessed 26 Dec. 2016) and who position
themselves as outspoken members of this generation (gi/) upholding the tradition of the 25 January
2011 revolution. In this attempt, the article is no more than a first, exploratory step within the “In
2016” research project. It is primarily based on monitoring social media buzz throughout the first part
of this year, not least using <BuzzSumo.com> to track popular issues shared via social media. This was
supplemented by informal talks with bloggers, journalists, students, and former activists (from the
2011/12 period) in Cairo in January/February 2016. In the aim of providing a ‘snapshot,” the present
tense is used here to refer to observations pertaining to the ‘scene’ during the first half of 2016; while
the past tense refers to specific occurrences. For stylistic reasons, | do not transcribe the name of the
Egyptian president al-Sisi, but use the spelling Sisi throughout. Unless otherwise noted, all transcrip-
tions and translations in this article are mine.—Audio-visual predecessors of the article were presented
at conferences at the University of Oslo (Five Years after the Arab Spring: Political and Ideological
Trends), 10 June 2016, and the University of Southern Denmark (Formations of Middle Eastern Sub-
jectivities: Cultural Heritage, Global Structures and Local Practices), 22 September 2016. | am grate-
ful for the feedback received from the audience as well as from my peer reviewers.

Journal of Arabic and Islamic Studies * 16 (2016): 327-348
© Albrecht Hofheinz, Department of Culture Studies and Oriental Languages, University of Oslo, Norway


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Demographics_of_Egypt

328 Albrecht Hofheinz

largely had been youth processions preceded by police bands marching through provincial
capitals.! It was only five years later that Youth Day was revived, and on a different date,
perhaps to deflect attention from student demonstrations and those who were killed at the
hands of the police, perhaps to advance a government agenda aiming at harnessing young
people’s energy and dedication.’

Marking this day more prominently
than its precursors, the President chose
the stately stage of Cairo Opera House
for the occasion. Surrounding himself
with seventeen carefully selected young
men and women—all looking very re-
spectable and respectful—Sisi extolled
the devotion of these “children” of his as
a model when he declared the “Year of
Egyptian Youth” (‘Am al-Shabab al-
Miszi). In unreformed patriarchal style, as
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1 Muhammad SHANAH, “‘Yawm al-Shabab al-Misr’...tarikhuhu 9 Febrayir wa-"agarrat-hu al-dawla fi
2008 wa-’htufila bihi marratayn,” al-Wagan, 9 Jan. 2016, <http://www.elwatannews.com/news/details/
907456>; Haggai ERLICH, Students and University in 20" Century Egyptian Politics, London: Frank
Cass, 1989: 152.

2 During the event, Sisi officially launched the Egyptian Knowledge Bank (Bank al-Ma‘ifa al-Misr), an
online portal offering free access to a host of international publishers’ databases, journals, electronic
books and audio-visual media (<http://www.ekb.eg>, accessible only from Egyptian 1P addresses;
<http://fb.com/EgyptianKnowledgeBank>). See EIHassan ELSABRY, “Some Thoughts on the ‘Egyp-
tian Knowledge Bank,”” Backchannels, 14 Feb. 2016, <http://4sonline.org/blog/post/some_thoughts_
on_the_egyptian_knowledge_bank>; Pesha MAGID, “Egyptian Knowledge Bank to Give Free Access
to Online Journals, but Will it Fulfill its Promise?,” Mada Masr, 16 Nov. 2015, <http://madamasr.
com/en/2015/11/16/feature/society/egyptian-knowledge-bank-to-give-free-access-to-online-journals-
but-will-it-fulfill-its-promise>.
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Great Youth of Egypt! | speak to you today straight from the heart of a father
addressing his children. [...] My sons and daughters! Our heroic youth in the
armed forces and the civilian police [...] provide the most awesome exam-
ples of selflessness and sacrifice to protect the nation [al-waran; 10 sec. ap-
plause] from the forces of evil who meant to plant chaos and violence in our
land of peace (fi ardina al-tayyiba). [...] It is my sons and daughters in
schools and universities [...] and those who work in factories and farms who
forge the future for our nation (umma) and plant for us the seeds of hope.
Honourable sons of Egypt: to talk about hope, and to link it to the youth, is
not mere rhetoric | employ at an official event—it is an attempt to put things
straight again, so that this nation (umma) returns to her straight path and
takes the right steps to rise and progress. Therefore, today, on the Day of
Youth, surrounded by this magnificent youth of ours (wasta hadhihi ’I-
kawkaba min shababina al-ra’i), educated people, creative people, athletes,
politicians, | decided to declare this year 2016 a Year of the Egyptian Youth
[9 sec. applause].?

The networked youth reacted immediately, as in this Facebook post:
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Sisi: 2016 is the Year of Youth, and We’ll do our utmost to include them.
The Prison Authority: There’s no room left at all, Mr. President!
#Sisi_vs_Youth*

The glaring contrast between Sisi’s talk of inclusion and his regime’s practice of incarcer-
ating tens of thousands has been pointed out repeatedly during the year and developed into
a rhetorical topos used not only by obvious opponents of the regime, but also by people
working with it.° It epitomises the tension between the official celebratory discourse of

3 “Kalimat al-Ra’Ts al-Sist fT hafl Yawm al-Shabab al-Misri,” dkhbar Maspéra, 9 Jan. 2016, <https://
youtu.be/Ro9VjKx3f8k?t=192>; “Sisi: 2016 will be the year of Egyptian youth,” Mada Masr, 9 Jan.
2016, <http://madamasr.com/news/sisi-2016-will-be-year-egyptian-youth>.

4 Mahdy KHALED on his Facebook wall, 9 Jan. 2016, <http://fb.com/mahde.khaled/posts/
10208402604039596>. The hashtag —L.idl_sls:=W# (“youth inclusion™) exploded satirically on Twitter
on 9 Feb. 2016, with the same connotation: inclusion=imprisonment.

5 Examples from the Islamist opposition: “[Gamal] Sultan li-1-Sis’: Kayfa tusamma 2016 ‘Am al-Shabab
wa-l-alaf minhum dakhil al-sugin?” Rasd, 16 Jan. 2016, <http://rassd.com/173607.htm>; Islam RIDA,
“Huquqgiyytin yugibin.. 2016.. hal haqgan kan ‘am al-shabab?” al-Misriyyin, 1 Jan. 2017,
<https://is.gd/BwbiHY>. From the side working with and within the system, note the long and heartfelt
applause that the delegates to the First National Youth Conference in Sharm al-Shaykh on 25 October
2016 spontaneously broke into when Sisi announced that he would establish a committee to look into
the cases of young people in pre-trial detention (“Hasad 2016 ... “@m al-shabab al-misr7,” ON Live, 28
Dec. 2016, <https://youtu.be/85vtRvJfl44?t=161>). That this resulted in a meagre 83 people being re-
leased was bitterly noted in an end-of-year review on CBC’s evening talk-show Huna ’I-‘4sima (“Hal
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“my sons and daughters,” of “our youth” (shababunad) building Egypt, and between the
restless, impatient criticism expressed by many of those who self-consciously identify and
act as “shabab.” This tension was a most striking characteristic of the situation of young
people in Egypt in 2016, to such an extent that even pro-regime Egyptian media felt the
need to address it as an issue. Only three weeks after announcing the Year of Youth, Sisi
himself had to acknowledge, in a live TV interview, that he was out of touch with Egyptian
youth. The reporter asked him, somewhat timidly:
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Journalist: 60% of Egyptians are youth. [...] They don’t, perhaps, have the
same, well, patience that you find in older generations. [...] Does your Ex-
cellency, how should | say, get annoyed sometimes by this criticism from the
youth?

Sisi: As for the youth... listen: | have children—and | never get annoyed
with them. So why should I get annoyed by the children of Egypt? Egypt’s
children are a big part of her. But let me tell you something: We don’t
know... ehm... I’m speaking to you openly now, and I hope that they hear
me: we don’t know how to communicate with them. We don’t know how to
create avenues of mutual understanding.’

2016 kan ‘am al-shabab al-misr1?” CBC Mubashir, 25 Dec. 2016, <https://youtu.be/ 3Xa9hrljvQk>). A
few days later, on Dream TV’s widely watched al-‘Ashira Masa’an, parliamentarian R2’if Timraz of al-
Sharqgiyya said the government had not followed up (lam tafi) on Sisi’s promises when declaring 2016
as the Year of Youth, and that instead of being provided with the means to create a livelihood, “all of
Egypt is in jail” (“Barlamani: al-Hukiima mun‘azila tamaman ‘an mashakil al-fallah al-misiT,” talk
show, 28 Dec. 2016, <https://youtu.be/SguqgD8O6XmM?t=106>).

6 As will become evident in this article, the concept of ‘shabab’ is multi-faceted and not easy to pin
down; its precise use during 2016 warrants a separate study into who it is applied to and by whom, in
what contexts, and with what values attached. Here, | am less thinking of the irreducible diversity of an
age group, but of the multitude of cultural constructions of the concept by a variety of social actors, not
only among those who sometimes are stylized as the ‘generation’ of the Jan. 2011 revolution (gil al-
thawra) (on the latter, cf. Richard JACQUEMOND, “Un mai 68 arabe? La révolution arabe au prisme du
culturel,” Revue des mondes musulmans et de la Meéditerranée 138, 2015: 131-46,
<https://doi.org/10.4000/remmm.9247>).

7 “al-Mudakhala al-kamila li-1-Ra’Ts “Abd al-Fattah al-Sisi ma‘a ‘Amr Adib wa-tasrihat hamma li-shabab
al-Ultras,” al-Qahira al-Yawm, 1 Feb. 2016, <https://youtu.be/vqrwKaz9KRY?t=838>. The interview
contains other characteristic elements of Sisi’s views: ‘This country was about to collapse in 2011;
since 30 June 2013, things are slowly getting better as “we” are trying to build it up again. No patriotic
official will ever harm as much as the fingernail of an Egyptian. | have great hopes for this country;
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Indeed. Although jails were filled
to the brim with tens of thousands
of young people, Sisi’s police zeal-
ously continued to clamp down
on almost every one daring to raise
their voice, or even merely per-
ceived to be a regime critic, what-
ever their political stance.® Under
these circumstances, any meaning-
ful dialogue was rendered impossi-
ble, and sarcasm often seems the
only way out.® Young Egyptians
are honing their skills in this art;
and they are—often bravely—
facing the consequences. Not only,
however, is there a glaring gap be-
tween the official discourse of ‘in-
clusion’ and the actual treatment of
the youth—a gap that vastly popu-
lar cartoonist Islam Gawish, whose
Facebook page has over 2 million
likes, captured in the cartoon
shown here, with a whole genera-
tion being put behind bars.® More
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striking perhaps is the regime’s utter lack of sensibility for how its own acts, its own clum-
siness, its own paranoia in the face of critique, helps to provoke ever more

tomorrow you’ll see the progress that God is helping us to achieve’:

9
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On the unprecedented expansion of the number of prisons since the military takeover in July 2013, see
Ahmad Gamal ZiYADA and Gamal Ip, “Hunaka muttasa‘ li-l-gami‘: sugiin Misr gabla wa-ba‘da
thawrat Yanayir,” al-Shabaka al-‘Arabiyya li-Malamat Huqiiq al-Insan, 5 Sep. 2016, <https://anhri.
net/?p=173465>.
Nada RASHWAN: “al-Sukhriyya akhir manafidh al-tabir li-I-shabab al-mu’ayyid li-‘25 Yanayir® fi
Misr,” BBC ‘Arabi, 24 Jan. 2016, <http://www.bbc.com/arabic/middleeast/2016/01/160123_egypt_
uprising_anniversary_humour>.

il-Waraqa — Islam Gawish, certified account, <http://fb.com/Gawish.Elwarka>; Islam GAWISH, il-
Waraga Book: al-guz’ al-thant, Cairo: Dar Toya, 2016: 157; “Abraz 10 rusimat tasabbabat 1 ’1-qabd
‘ala ‘Islam Gawish’ ‘dawla takhaf min waraqa’ (suwar),” Infirad, 31 Jan. 2016, <https://is.gd/
mt97MQ>; “Gawla fi ‘Waraqat’ Islam Gawish,” Shababik, 31 Jan. 2016, <http://shbabbek.com/SH-
43504>. The cartoon reads: (Line 1): “Who’s here from the generation of the eighties and nineties?”—
“All of us.”—(Line 2-3): “You need somebody to embrace you! Come here...”
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&.59 P=¥- ,,,,a;_‘l _w,b:,“:i sarcasm.™ Islam Gawish was arrested
@93\9_,3 just as he was in the limelight more
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than ever, with his second cartoon col-
r-"”\“@‘/ Q lection to be presented in print at the
e \6/..\,0 . . -
(vl J 2016 Cairo Book Fair; prosecution then
- s wavered in what he should be accused
of—insulting the President and the
state? Spreading news on Facebook
without government permission? Using
pirated software? In the end, and because scorn was pouring in the minute his arrest be-
came known, Gawish was released under the excuse that it was his employer who had de-
ployed the pirated software. .."?

Similarly ‘hilarious’ was the regime’s reaction to the so-called “condom incident”
(wagi‘at al-wagqi al-dhakart). On the fifth anniversary of the January 25 Revolution—
heavy-handedly restyled by the authorities as the Police Day (/d al-Shurza) that it had been
before 2011—two young men braved the security clampdown on Tahrir Square to distrib-
ute condom balloons to unsuspecting police officers, with the message, ‘“From the youth of
Egypt to the police” (min shabab Masr li-I-shurza).”® This can be interpreted not only as a
note to the police—as in, “We don’t want you to produce more of your kind’—»but also as a
satirical reaction to the omnipresent slogan, Takya Masr (“Long live Egypt”) that the re-
gime had appropriated for itself. The video that the two young men produced went viral,
receiving close to 2 million hits within 48 hours, and soon, images of ‘security condoms’
appeared on Facebook.’ Meanwhile, the airwaves were filled with endless talk-shows re-
gurgitating “public outcry’ over such indecency.™ Eventually, the interior ministry re-
frained from arresting the culprits (who were famous due to their involvement in popular

11 The cartoon by Ahmed OKASHA shown here reads: “HEEELLP! An enemy of the state... Regime
critic... Rejects any change... Contempt of religion... Brotherhood... [Running:] The dignity of the
state...” (“Islam Gawish... ‘il-Waraqa’ sana‘at batal ‘ya dawla bitkhaf min qalam,”” al-Tahrir, 31 Jan.
2016, <http://is.gd/x1JZR3>). For further cartoons, see Stizan ‘ABD AL-GHANI: “Rassama ’l-karikatér
yatadamaniin ma‘a Islam GawTsh bi-10 rusumat: sa-tazall il-Waraqa baqiya,” al-Bidaya, 1 Feb. 20186,
<http://albedaiah.com/news/2016/02/01/106057>; “Caricaturistas egipcios se solidarizan con su com-
pafiero detenido, Islam Gawish,” Fundacion Al Fanar, 1 Feb. 2016, <http://www.fundacionalfanar.
com/caricaturistas-egipcios-se-solidarizan-con-su-companero-detenido-islam-gawish>.

12 “Cartoonist Islam Gawish arrested for anti-gov’t comics,” Mada Masr, 31 Jan. 2016, <http://www.
madamasr.com/en/2016/01/31/news/culture/cartoonist-islam-gawish-arrested-for-anti-govt-comics>;
Sami ‘ABD AL-RADL: ““Agil | Mufaga’a... ikhla’ sabil Islim Gawish diina tawgih ayy ittihamat
nih@’iyyan,” al-Waran, 1 Feb. 2016, <http://www.elwatannews.com/news/details/950155>.

13 The video was published by Shady H. ABUZAID on his Facebook wall on the evening of 25 Jan. 2015
(<http://fb.com/shady.h.abuzaid/videos/10156459593545402>); two days later, it had 1.9 million views
there. Numerous copies were also republished on other sites.

14 E.g. Sanaa SEIF, 26 Jan. 2016, <http://fb.com/photo.php?fbid=10153951222971340>;, Ammar ABO
BAKR, 26 Jan. 2016, <http://fb.com/photo.php?fhid=10153913219169645> and <http://fb.com/photo.
php?fhid=10153913332684645>.

15 Muhammad ‘ABD AL-RAZIQ: “Shahid: Wagi‘at ‘al-Waqt ’1-dhakart’ tuthir al-gadal bayn al-i‘lamiyyin,”
Bawwabat al-Wafd, 26 Jan. 2016, <http://is.gd/SfMzjp>.
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TV series'®), declaring instead: “We left them for society to deal with” (lit., to put them on
trial: taraknahum kay yuhakimahum al-mugtama‘). “What’s that?,” the comedian was
quick to react;
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“Incitement to violence? [...] So your media label us ‘US-Israeli spies’ and
‘Masonics’ and ‘foreign agents’ and ‘thugs’—and after all that you say, ‘we
left them to be dealt with by society’? Or does your excellency plan to send
over some plain-clothes informants as usual to abuse us and then say, ‘that
was society’?”

Generation Stuck

Evidently, when Sisi complained that avenues of understanding were lacking, he merely
recognized what many young Egyptians were feeling: that there was a wall between the
regime on one side, and ‘the youth’ on the other. “We” face “them;” “they” cause problems
for “us™: this rhetoric can be found on both sides.*® While Sisi wondered why so many
young people were not amenable to his paternal exhortations, the young, on the other side,
were exasperated over being ‘stuck’. As pop star Hamza Namira reacted to the arrest of
Islam Gawish:
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So what do you expect of us, the young? Should we stop laughing, painting,
singing, thinking, dreaming? We’ve turned grey before time; we’re stuck
with no taste left for life; and still you’re not pleased.*®

An Egyptian activist and blogger | interviewed in Cairo in January 2016 described the situ-
ation in similar words. He did, however, indicate that below the political stagnation, this
generation was seeking a way out:

16 Shadi Hasan Abi Zayd was correspondent to the comedy show “Abla Fahita”; Ahmad Malik is a suc-
cessful TV actor.

17 Shady H. ABUZAID [sic] on his Facebook wall, 9 Feb. 2016, <http://fb.com/shady.h.abuzaid/posts/
10156508213150402>.

18 Examples can be seen in most quotations in this article, beginning with Sisi’s TV interview referred to
in footnote 7 above.

19 Hamza NAMIRA’s official Twitter account, 31 Jan. 2016, <http://twitter.com/hamzanamira/status/
693820451357880321>. On Namira, see further below, p. 335.
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We’re stuck, he said as his hands moved to illustrate a scene of exuberant
energy blocked and stuck. We’re stuck—but Cairo has never been as inter-
esting as now. I’ve lived here for over a decade, and Cairo has never been as
interesting as now. There’s so much going on, in so many ways, there are so
many initiatives, cultural initiatives, social initiatives, neighbourhood pro-
jects, moves against gentrification, art cinema clubs where people are watch-
ing and debating interesting movies...”* After they took from us the street,
blocked us from politics, we went home, but we didn’t just go home and sit
there; many of us went into another field, work in culture and so on. In a
way, it was a good thing that they took the street from us, since we were too
engaged in the hot day-to-day fights; we were in a way naive, many people
really believed that we just had to remove Mubarak and everything would be
fine. I heard people chanting, ‘Yes! Now we can marry!’ (ha-nitgawwiz ha-
nitgawwiz!) on Feb. 11 [2011], can you imagine? They really believed that it
was so easy! So therefore there’s a good side to that they took the street from
us. We forgot that revolutions take time. All revolutions do. [...] Now we’re
in a phase where there’s all this activity on the cultural and the social plan,
and that is revolutionary.

But we still are stuck. This generation (gi/) is stuck. I’'m not optimistic;
I’m just observing. And I’m challenging the notion that nothing is happening
[after the crackdown following the army takeover in June 2013]. The sense
of defeat is misleading. Yes, the defeat was heavy, and yes, there’s plenty of
depression (ikti’ab). But this impression is misleading, given the important
dynamics in the cultural and social fields that are noticeable below the politi-
cal stagnation [and, one might add, the economic crises that increasingly
made headlines over the second part of the year].**

The same view was offered a few months later by well-known cartoonist Andeel:

A lot of Egyptian culture producers nowadays have zero trust or hope in the
government’s plans for cultural production, which means more innovative
ideas, solutions and possibilities for newer and more liberated arts. This is
what has to happen if the government continues making it impossible for
people to gather in the streets or public places, or even have access to decent
cultural services.

Initiatives like these [independent cultural projects] can grow a genera-
tion that believes in freedom and the right to think and choose and know

20 For an end-of-year review of some of these alternative cultural undertakings, see “Culture A-Z: Only a
Few Shining Moments Punctuated the Gloom in Egypt’s Arts this Year,” Mada Masr, 21 Dec. 2016,
<http://www.madamasr.com/en/2016/12/21/feature/culture/a-sad-dangerous-and-somewhat-dull-year-
for-arts-in-egypt>. For an example of a socioeconomic initiative aiming to improve Egyptians’ diet and
to re-establish local control over seeds, see Dina HUSSEIN, “On the question of food,” Mada Masr, 11
Apr. 2016, <http://www.madamasr.com/en/2016/04/11/feature/society/on-the-question-of-food>.

21 Interview with an Egyptian activist and blogger in his thirties, Cairo, February 2016; my translation.
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about the world a lot more than us and our parents. So many years from now,
an [extra-ordinary] event like yesterday’s [...] can become a usual thing.?

“The main thing” Andeel identified in these micro-level cultural initiatives “is a sense of
independence. These are people who seem to have visions for themselves.” This sense of
independence, of claiming the right to think and plan and act “myself” may be most elabo-
rately celebrated in a few relatively privileged, alternative cultural spaces. My impressions
from observing Egyptian social media, and the exponential growth of public uttering on
social media itself, however, suggest that this wish to express ‘myself” resonates on a wider
scale.

Listen to me! ME!!

Among the most conspicuous attitudes that young Egyptians display on social media is the
insistence to be heard, the claim that Me and My Voice have a right to be uttered and heard,
in spite of and right in the face of the “old men” who “live in the past but want to control
the present.”? This attitude finds its programmatic expression in the song Ismai (“Listen
to me!”) that became the most popular hit among Egyptian youth in 2015. It was performed
by superstar Hamza Namira, the same singer whose frustration over the young generation
being ‘stuck’” we have just noted.?* Hamza Namira had issued a number of songs that be-
came emblematic for the mood of Egyptian youth over the past few years. His first big hit,
back in 2009, was IThlam ma‘aya where the refrain was “ihlam ma‘aya... bi-bukra gay / wi-
law ma-gdash... ihna n’giboh b’nafsina” (“Dream with me / of a tomorrow that’s coming /
and if it doesn’t come / we’ll bring it on ourselves!”). On the eve of the 25 January 2011
demonstrations, this was the song that was put on the revolutionary Facebook page Kullina
Khalid Sa‘id to underscore the call to realize a common dream.? When the revolution came

22 ANDEEL, “Bread, Salt, and Film,” MadaMasr, 16 May 2016, <http://www.madamasr.com/en/2016/05/
16/feature/culture/bread-salt-and-film> (emphasis mine).

23 CAIROKEE: “Akher Oghney” (see below, footnote 34). For examples from the Sudan for this demand to
be heard, see Albrecht HOFHEINZ, “Broken Walls: Challenges to Patriarchal Authority in the Eyes of
Sudanese Social Media Actors,” forthcoming in Die Welt des Islams, 2017.

24 Hamza NAMIRA, “Isma‘ni,” from the 2014 album Isma‘i; the official video reached over 6.8 million
views on YouTube by June 2016, <http://youtu.be/38gWv8vozt4>; cf. Ayman AL-SAYYAD, “Wa-
lakinnahu.. «‘Am al-Shabab» !, al-Shuriig, 7 Feb. 2016, <http://www.shorouknews.com/columns/
view.aspx?cdate=06022016&id=ef9bdbe9-66da-42f8-a797-fch10f86e3d5>).

25 “ElShaheed — lhlam Ma‘aya,” Kullina Khalid Sa‘id, 25 Jan. 2011, <http://fb.com/ElShaheeed/posts/
183815268315700>. Wa’il Ghunaym, the admin of this page, used the song repeatedly—first on 2 Sep.
2010—to call Egyptians to “dream of a better tomorrow that we would share in making” (Wael
GHONIM, Revolution 2.0: The Power of the People is Greater than the People in Power, London:
Fourth Estate, 2012: 174; <http://fb.com/ElShaheeed/posts/150668221629621>; see also AbdEIRah-
man HUSSIEN, “Dream With Me (Ehlam Ma'aya) - 25 Jan Revolution,” YouTube, 5 Feb. 2011,
<http://youtu.be/zHZbZm69PCE>; Ibrahim ELMASRY, “Hamza Namira | al-Lahazat al-ula li-’ntilaq al-
thawra min masgid Mustafa Mahmud,” YouTube, 16 March 2011, <http:// youtu.be/ltzXrHPRChY>;
Sean FOLEY, “The Artist of the Revolution: Hamza Namira, the Arab Spring, and the Dream of a Free
Egypt,” Middle East Institute, 10 Apr. 2012, <http://www. mei.edu/content/artist-revolution-hamza-
namira-arab-spring-and-dream-free-egypt#edn4>.
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under siege in summer 2011, Hamza Namira encouraged his fellow human beings, his fel-
low Insan, to Hasir hisarak, “Besiege what besieges you / Tomorrow you’ll see victory /
you’ll fill the heart of darkness with light / as long as your heart beats on.”? After Sisi’s
takeover in June 2013, Hamza Namira dared to call this a “coup,” and the regime banned
his songs from state radio.”” Immediately after this move to silence Namira’s voice, “Listen

to me!” was released; by June 2016, it approached 7 million views on YouTube:
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My life has never been one of my own choosing,

You’re the one who’s been forcing me and making my decisions for me.
You treat me like I’m just a shadow,

Like me and my whole generation are just kids.

No! We’re fed up of staying silent,

No! I’'m going to say this at the top of my lungs:

Listen to me!

You 're the one making me lose everything, taking me back to the past

and wanting to imprison me in it.

You're the one who's destroying my dreams, when you took control of
them.

So what’s left for me?

We’re the generation that’s become grey-haired in their youth.

Every dream brings more pain, and every footstep more agony.

We’ve carried the burden of life and tasted its bitterness for many years,
And you still want us to live in humiliation

No! In one word | say to you:

No! I will not be a clone of your past!
Listen to me! [...refrain]

Why should | be a carbon copy of you,
just barely alive?

And become lost in this life.

26 Hamza NAMIRA, “Hasir hisarak,” on Hamza Namira Official, “Albam Insan,” YouTube, <https://

www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLgeyfgGgoMdgjOJOEUVP1AX9THS_IC70R>;

my translation.

“Hasir hisarak” may be a phrase loaned from Mahmud Darwish’s Madih al-zill al-‘ali: qasida tasjiliyya

(Beirut: Dar al-‘Awda, 1983).

27 Dina ‘ABD AL-KHALIQ: “Ra’s al-idha‘a al-misriyya ba‘da man® aghani Hamza Namira: yara anna ‘30
Yiniy@’ inqilab,” al-Wazan, 19 Nov. 2014, <http://www.elwatannews.com/news/details/600604>.
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5 S leng g lall jlen t..Y  No, I will choose my own way, and | will stubbornly resist
T Ul 539 This is my time to shine!?®

Authority, predictably, is taken aback by this popular claim that ‘My Voice’ be heard, and
scrambles to maintain control, in no equivocal terms. “Don’t listen to anybody’s words but
me,” Sisi thundered when launching his government’s strategic “Egypt Vision 2030” on 24
February. Speaking in front of a backdrop reading ‘“2016—the Year of Egyptian Youth,”
his body language and facial expression played up to his words in betraying a wounded
patriarchal attitude on the defense:?
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Look: | know Egypt, as intimately as | can see all of you before me here, and
I also know the remedy for her [sc. Egypt], as well as | can see you before
me here. And | say this to everyone listening to me in Egypt: If you please,

do not listen to anybody’s words but mine! [5 sec. applause] We... [goes
back to emphasize:] I’'m utterly serious: don’t listen to anybody’s words but

28 Lyrics and translation as per the subtitles in the official video (see footnote 24); refrain highlighted.

29 Abdelfattah ELsISI, “Kalimat al-ra’ts ‘Abd al-Fattah al-Sist khilal mu’tamar istratigiyyat Misr li-I-
tanmiya | Ru’yat #Misr_2030,” YouTube, 24 Feb. 2016, <http://youtu.be/iiht9hEKIAE?t=677>; the pas-
sage translated here can be watched in better quality at the extract posted by Mehwar TV Channel, “al-
Sisi: Ma-tisma‘tsh kalam hadd gh@ri ana 1a akdib wa-1a aliff wa-’adiir ... ana ma-lish maslaha ghér
baladi,” YouTube, 24 Feb. 2016, <https://youtu.be/m1LFp5sbHg8>. See also ?.Sh.?, “Bi’l-video: kali-
mat al-SisT fT hafl tadshin ‘Misr 2030” (nass kamil),” al-Masri al-Yawm, 24 Feb. 2016, <http://www.
almasryalyoum.com/news/details/898741>; “Sisi: Don’t listen to anyone but me,” Mada Masr, 24 Feb.
2016, <http://www.madamasr.com/news/sisi-dont-listen-anyone-me>. For the “Egypt Vision 2030,”
see its official website, <http://sdsegypt2030.com> (which has not been updated further between its
launch in February 2016 and the end of the year).
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mine! I’'m a man of my words; | don’t waver; and | have no other interest in
mind than my country. My country alone! [5 sec. applause] And not only an
interest other than her [sic]—I also have the right understanding of what I'm
saying. The right understanding of what I’'m saying! This programme that we
are putting in place here was designed to let our young people (shababna),
for the first time, know what Egypt’s true cause is, through an 8-month pro-
gramme. We’re going to finalise the necessary studies and get a good grip on
it... [Sisi pauses, and his focus visibly shifts] ... but are we going to rip
Egypt to pieces or what? | shall not tolerate this! Watch out! [4 sec. ap-
plause] Watch out! | shall not tolerate this! [Sisi’s voice and face take on an
increasingly stern expression] No-one should think that my patience and my
good nature mean that this country can fall. | swear to God: anyone who tries
to trespass on her, I’ll erase him from the face of the earth! [17 sec. ap-
plause] I’'m telling this to all of you, to every Egyptian listening to me...
what do you think this is all about!? Do you want to... do you... Who are
you anyhow? Who are you? ... Ha! ... No! ... Here’s 90 million! [He raises
his fist] And | am responsible before Our Lord in that I’1l stand before Him
on Judgment Day to tell Him: ‘I took care of them’ [makes a gesture of an
enclosure]. If you want to take care of them, with me: welcome! If you don’t,
well, then please: shut up! [makes a decisive cut-off gesture]*

The president positions himself as the omniscient leader who alone knows and can tell his
countrymen how to run Egypt; an expert doctor who alone knows how to remedy what’s
wrong with her. To listen to anybody else would make the country fall. The young are ig-
norant; they have never before been told what the country needs; now finally, a wise and
strong leader comes to the rescue. But—and it is at this point that Sisi’s mood visibly dark-
ens—a few nobodies are trying to disrupt this work and ruin the country. This cannot be
tolerated. Who are they anyhow to dare to speak up? They must be silenced. They will be
eradicated. Ferociously. This is the righteous leader’s duty, in fulfilment of his ultimate
responsibility before God to take care of his flock.

Egyptians, in the president’s vision, fall into two categories. Either they belong to the
people—all the 90 million—who stand behind their leader and follow his word. Or else,
they have no right to speak. They have no right to exist.*

30 The translation and transcription here follow the text as recorded on the video; al-Masri al-Yawm’s
transcription is ‘smoothed’ a little, replacing a few colloquial expressions with Modern Standard Ara-
bic, and omitting the passage “Who are you anyhow? Who are you? ...Ha! ...No! ...Here’s 90 mil-
lion!”

31 Sisi reproduces here a familiar populist pattern, also expressed by Donald Trump in a campaign
speech: “The only important thing is the unification of the people—because the other people don’t
mean anything” (“Full Event: Donald Trump Holds MASSIVE Rally in Eugene, OR (5-6-16),” Right
Side Broadcasting, 6 May 2016, <https://youtu.be/qIi7ThTkZOjKY?t=2529>). Cf., i.a., Jan-Werner
MULLER, “Trump, Erdogan, Farage: The attractions of populism for politicians, the dangers for democ-
racy,” The Guardian, 2 Sep. 2016, <https://www.theguardian.com/books/2016/sep/02/trump-erdogan-
farage-the-attractions-of-populism-for-politicians-the-dangers-for-democracy>.
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Sisi cares for Egypt. Sisi leads Egypt. Sisi is Egypt. Nothing else can be true. Anyone
who disagrees will be mercilessly crushed by the mighty power of the President and His
People.

Defiant hope; no illusions, but ire and persistence

It is no wonder that such an attitude makes it difficult to find “avenues of mutual under-
standing.” What is more striking is that many of the ‘nobodies’ threatened in no vague
terms by Egypt’s strongman continue to raise their voice, right in the face of such threats.
Two weeks after Sisi spit out his “silence!” (uskutiz) command, the band Cairokee defiantly
retorted: we are “voice when they want everyone to keep silent.” Cairokee’s “Voice of
freedom” (“Sot il-hurriyya”) had been one of the emblematic songs of the 2011 revolu-
tion;* on 12 March 2016, they released their “Akhir ughniyya,” their “Last song,” which
quickly became a super-hit with over 1.2 million views on YouTube during the first three
weeks alone.

“As long as there’s fear, we can’t be free,” is their starting point: /@ hurriyya ma“ al-
khawf. They have no illusions about the state of the nation. Fear is back in force; fear dom-
inates. But as obstinately as the creator of the condom prank,® the group repeats: “Even if
this is my last song, I’ll go on to sing for freedom!”” The song is worth reading and trans-
lating in full; for—as one of the top comments on YouTube put it—"“this is not a song, but
a revolutionary communiqué speaking for all our generation” (di mish ughniyya, drf [...]
bayan sawri bi-’ism gilna kulluh):**

BWi( & cc‘\ Let me tell you something useful:
Ay S wlale  [there are] plenty of defects and traditions;
N Cwé\ society is united against change;

32 CAIROKEE, “Sout Al Horeya [...],” YouTube, 10 Feb. 2011, <http://youtu.be/Fgw_zfLLvh8>.
33 Shady H. ABUZAID on his Facebook wall, 26 Jan. 2016, <http://fb.com/shady.h.abuzaid/posts/
10156462830755402>:
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34 Cairokee: “Akher Oghneya,” CairokeeOfficial, 12 March 2016, <http://youtu.be/TZu2euuj2GE>. The
comment is by Mohamed Hagag, <https://is.gd/3TsX7h>. The Arabic text is taken from the official
YouTube site; the translation is mine, adapted from the official subtitles.
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the way people think is sick, tired, and weak;
come on, let’s look together for the one who’s benefitting from

this!

The one who’s benefitting is the one who controls you, who’s mov-
ing you around, dictating you where to go, subjugating you.

They’ve imprisoned you inside your own mind, behind the bars of
your own fear.

You’re afraid to think freely ’cause someone might catch you.

| speak out not only against the system, | speak out against the
slave mentality [lit. ‘the slaves’]

[since otherwise,] even if the system collapses a thousand times,

we’d still be stuck in the same place.

There are things, problems, there are traditions that turned into
defects,

there are habits that need to be changed! But history is repeating
itself...

There’s a war against freedom, freedom’s always forbidden.

All these retrograde minds, they are the ones being listened to.

We’ve been raised to always think that the walls have ears.

Alright, turn this music down, | want them to hear my full voice:

If this is my last song,

I'll be singing about freedom.

Come on, sing along loudly:

“Freedom!”

Freedom means change.

It means freedom of thought and expression.
Freedom means your choice, not someone else’s.
It’s a generational conflict, it’s so obvious,

and we all know it.

They want you to walk their path

and not yours

The old man wants to live in the past and control the present;
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these guys remind me of the “Skenshizer” commercial.
No matter what | say, they never listen to me

to them all my words are rubbish and must be banned.

Let me have a new dream, an extra-ordinary one:

I don’t want to be walking with a herd of sheep!

Our country is young, its majority are youth;

you killed their loyalty, you closed every door in their face.
We have so many dreams, give me a chance to drive;

all I want is see my country rising.

The number 7 [V, in Arabic] can become an 8 [A]

if you look at it from the other side.

If this is my last song,
I’ll be singing about freedom.
Come on, sing along loudly:

“Freedom!”

Guess what—they say I’m afraid?!

Get out of the way, put on some lipstick®® :->

I made a revolution inside me and it continues;

the dream lives on in me, and my voice is still free.

In every age I’ve been singing; I’ve been voice when they wanted
everyone to keep silent.

Freedom means sacrifice; it’s a real test, but I’'m up to the chal-
lenge and I’ll continue until we’ve achieved our goal.

I’m not alone, I'm an idea, like a seed, if you bury it, it’ll bear

fruit tomorrow.

35 This refers to a promotion video for Nestlé Crunch screened in Ramadan 2015 that plays on the genera-
tion gap and that gained great popularity in Egypt. It contrasts Crunch as a cool chocolate bar for the
young with ‘Skenshizer,” an (imaginary) product old men are nostalgically rattling on about. See “Kay-
fa sahamat ‘al-social media’ fi nagah hamlat ‘iSkenshizer’?,” DotMasr, 24 June 2015, <https://is.gd/
7e3mgo>. The video itself can be watched at <http://youtu.be/37NrOj2NCC4>.

36 Cairokee were criticised for the male chauvinist tone of this line; they were quick to apologise, saying
that it was an expression common in the street (lughat shari®), but that it was wrong to use it (May
AHMAD, “Video: Ahad a‘da’ ‘Cairdkee’ ya‘tadhir ‘an ‘hutt ahmar shafayif” fi ughniyyatihim al-akhira:
mumkin titfihim taqlil min il-mar’a... asif,” al-Bidaya, 13 March 2016, <http://albedaiah.com/news/

2016/03/13/108856>).
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Where Sisi poses as the only legitimate voice of Egypt, Cairokee perform as the persistent
voice of the young generation. Where Sisi portrays this generation as in need of his expert
guidance, they insist that the old man’s prescriptions are perpetuating a sick society of
sheep subjugated by fear. Imprisoned in their own slave mentality, Sisi’s followers are un-
able to see that this system only serves the dictator in power and his cronies. It is this mind-
set that needs to change; otherwise, no regime change can bring real progress. Therefore,
the energy and enthusiasm of the young generation needs to be set free. Where Sisi imagi-
nes that 90 million are standing behind him, in reality, the majority of Egyptians are young
people who feel that all doors have been shut in their face. Like Sisi, the young want their
country to flourish; but it can only do so if the doors are opened, if freedom and self-
responsibility replace sheepish fear and submissiveness. Sisi may threaten to bury the nay-
sayers underground; but the seed of free minds lives on in many a heart, and is bound to
bear fruit one day.

Cairokee filmed their video in selfie style; as commentators on YouTube noted, in the
manner of Atfal Shawari‘ (“Street Children”), a group of six young men who began to re-
lease a series of short satirical videos on Facebook in January 2016, all but a few filmed at
night in one or other of Cairo’s streets, using only their voice and a mobile phone. Visually
already, they represent culture from underground, springing up quickly and ready to run if
necessary; relying only on themselves after all else has been taken from them. Their first
video, “Bara‘im al-Iman” (“Buds of Faith”) poked fun at the old-fashioned and stagnant
performance of religion on the state-run broadcast media.®’” The title itself is a satirical
comment contrasting the young freshness of the ‘buds’ promised to the audience with the
old-fashioned and sapless reality of the actual performance that “has not changed in five
centuries,” as one commentator on YouTube put it, and that therefore has lost all attraction
for the young generation. The five-minute video strings together commonly used invoca-
tions and other religious phrases without making any textual changes, but using vocal ex-
aggeration and facial expression to ridicule the way in which these texts are used by the
state’s religious institutions. Atfal Shawari® dared to tread treacherous ground here; their
mocking of bigotry was denounced as blasphemy by many, as a mocking of religion itself.
Undeterred, they continued to caricature the pervasive discourse of social conformism,

37 Atfal Shawari, “al-Vidéo al-awwal: Bara‘im al-iman,” YouTube, 7 Jan. 2016, <https://youtu.be/
go21S1D2ID8>.
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hypocrisy, and media crookedness. Increasingly, they broached political issues as well.* In
May, this proved too much for the regime. They were rounded up and put in custody after
they had mocked the mentality of “those who worship the boots of the military” (‘abadat
al-biyada); branded the police as thugs (il-dakhliyya balsagiyya); called on Sisi to show
some self-respect and leave (irhal—the emblematic slogan raised against Mubarak in
2011); and affirmed that “the revolution continues”.* The networked youth reacted by
multiplying selfie shots under the hashtag y¢x_osddl_1,sS# (“the phone camera makes
you tremble?”), a theme taken up by Islam Gawish in a cartoon titled, “No video, no photo,
no drawing will make tremble anyone but the feeble and weak.”*

Hushing which voice?

Truth be told, not everyone is as combative as the
examples mentioned here; there are those who after a
long fight feel exhausted and fed-up and just want to
get out.* And the voice of Sisi continues to loom
large—though it is difficult to assess just how many
Egyptians really do believe every word he says. But as
visible on social media, it is clear that the regime is

38

39

40

41

“[L]eurs délires assez potaches ont rencontré de plus en plus de succes, tandis que leurs productions
s’éloignaient peu a peu des thématiques a priori « culturelles » pour aborder des sujets de plus en plus
« politiques »” (Yves GONZALEZ-QUIJANO, “La rue interdite a ses enfants : I’Egypte, de moins en
moins dréle...,” Culture et politique arabes, 31 May 2016, <http://cpa.hypotheses.org/5956>).

Atfal Shawari‘, “‘Abadat al-biyada,” YouTube, 2 May 2016. In September 2016, the four members of
the group still in custody (the youngest one had been released on bail immediately, while the police
never got hold of the sixth member) were released with conditions; all six are still awaiting possible
trial on charges including the “subversion of the fundamental principles forming the basis of the state”
(“Misr: al-Ifrag ‘an ‘anasir ‘Atfal Shawari”’ alladhina da‘aw al-SisT ‘li-l-istiqala,”” France 24, 13 Sep.
2016, <https://is.gd/FeGylm>; Tariq NAGM AL-DIN, “Misr: Ikhla’ sabil a‘da’ firqat ‘Atfal Shawari‘,””
al-‘Arabr al-Jadid, 7 Sep. 2016, <https://is.gd/AKOOhf>.

Islam GAWISH, “Wa’llahi wa-la vidéd wa-1a sira wa-1a rasma bit’hizz illa al-da‘f al-‘agiz,” Facebook,
11 May 20186, <http://fb.com/photo.php?fbid=1024323607636148>.

Witness prominent activist ‘Ala” ‘ABD AL-FATTAH’s letter from prison at the fifth anniversary of the
revolution: “The only words I can write are about losing my words. [...] I have nothing to say: no
hopes, no dreams, no fears, no warnings, no insights; nothing, absolutely nothing” (“‘I was terribly
wrong” — writers look back at the Arab spring five years on,” The Guardian, 23 January 2016, <https://
www.theguardian.com/books/2016/jan/23/arab-spring-five-years-on-writers-look-back>. A similar atti-
tude was also expressed by poet Ahmad SALAMA (b. 1985) when | interviewed him in Cairo in January
2016 (cf. his poetry collection Kafir bi-hubb biladr, Tanta: Tanta Book House, 2013). At the end of the
year, a young social media analyst and former (2011) revolutionary street fighter wrote in a public post,
“Umniytt al-wahida fi 2017 inn’and u-Masr nsib ba‘d” (“my only wish for 2017 is that Egypt and I part
ways”) (Abd El Rahman NADY on his Facebook wall, 31 Dec. 2016, <http://fb.com/ IbNa-
dy/posts/1450692274963499>).
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not succeeding in suppressing creative dis-
sent. Cartoonist Andeel had summed up the
year following the military takeover by
depicting a totally quiet Egyptian scene
overshadowed by a huge speech bubble
saying, “Shhhhhhhhhh.”** When asked
what he would draw differently at the end
of 2015, he reversed the direction of the
“Shhhhhhhhhh.”*® The domain of the citi-
zenry had grown, while the bubble speaker
—now visible as the president—had been
brought down from the sky. Obviously, he
had little to say but a load of crap, but he
was still dominating the scene. Only one or two brave souls dared to call a spade a spade
(“Nuff crap!”) though their voice remained a whisper rather than a whoop. Most of the
audience were going “hush!”—Dbut it was not unambiguous whether they were calling for
silence to listen to Sisi (out of respect? or out of fear?), or rather meant to silence Sisi.
Things had become a bit less clear and unanimously submissive as Egypt entered the year
2016. As the year progressed, dissent became louder. On 13 April 2016, Andeel repub-
lished this cartoon on his Twitter account, now using the straightforward hashtag #irhal,
“get out,” after Sisi had shut down a man who wanted to comment on a talk the President
had just delivered to what was styled as an “Egyptian family meeting” (/iga’ al-usra al-
misriyya).** Sisi’s “I didn’t give anyone permission to speak” (ana ma-ddetsh il-izn li-hadd
yitkallim) made headlines as many Egyptians, even prominent talk show hosts, criticized
what was widely perceived as his regime ‘selling’ two Red Sea Islands to Saudi Arabia.*®
This ceasing of Egyptian sovereignty provided the rallying cause for the first open street

42 ANDEEL, “Cartoon: Things are a bit...,” Mada Masr, 27 Sep. 2014, <http://www.madamasr.com/en/
2014/09/27/cartoon/u/cartoon-things-are-a-bit>.

43 Lina ‘ATAALLAH, “Misr 2015: ‘Koz il-mahabba itkharam,”” Mada Masr, 31 Dec. 2015, <https://is.gd/
Ukuptn>.

44 ANDEEL, “#lrhal,” 13 Apr. 2016, <http://twitter.com/_Andeel_/status/720250938796060674>; “Ghur-
fat al-akhbar | Liqa’ al-ra’s al-Sisi ma‘a ‘adad min mumaththili *1-mugtama‘ tahta ‘unwan ‘liqa” al-usra
al-misriyya’ | kamila,” CBC eXtra News, 13 Apr. 2016, <https://youtu.be/V-zbojIGRc8?t=5530>.

45 Mahmid AL-WAQI', “al-Sisi li-ahad hadiri liga® ‘al-Usra al-Misriyya’: ‘Ana ma-ddetsh il-izn li-hadd
yitkallim,”” al-Masr7 al-Yawm, 13 Apr. 2016, <http://www.almasryalyoum.com/news/details/928436>;
“Sabah ON: Haydi Fariiq: Gaziratay [sic] Tiran wa-Sanafir misriyyatan,” ON Ent, 9 Apr. 2016,
<https://youtu.be/0jTcnEPeLIiE>; “al-Rafidiin li-tanazul Misr ‘an gaziratay Tiran wa-Sanafir bi-l-Bahr
al-Ahmar: waqqi‘t li-inqadh gaziratay Tiran wa-Sanafir,” Avaaz, 10 Apr. 2016, <https://is.gd/XKizZih>
(16,000 signatures on the first day); “Li-I-tarikh wa-qabla tabdil al-mawaqif: ma qala-hu al-i‘lamiyytin
‘an gadiyyat Tiran wa-Sanafir,” al-Migaz, 13 Apr. 2016, <http://almogaz.com/news/politics/2016/apr/
13/2235597>; Harakat Shabab 6 Ibril, “Bayan min Harakat Shabab 6 Ibril ila *1-Quwwat al-Musallaha
al-Misriyya,” 6th of April Youth Movement official Facebook account, 12 Apr. 2016, <http://fb.com/
shabab6april/posts/10154747079573294>; “Liwa’ sabiq bi-l-sa‘iga yuhaddid al-Sisi li-bay‘i-hi guzur
Tiran li-I-Sa‘Gdiyya: Tiran masriyya wi-hna mish ha-nuskut ya Sisi,” broadcast live on ONPlus’ al-
Sira al-Kamila, 14 Apr. 2016, many copies on YouTube, e.g. <https://youtu.be/e8k-LBTeh1Y>.
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protests in the country in over a year.* The April 6 Youth Movement issued a statement
saying, “Let today be a new beginning. More important than slogans, parties, political
shouting, is that we go down today and say | am here. | am still here and I have an opinion,
a voice and worth. The January revolution still lives and its legacy is still within us, despite
everything that has happened.”’

Sisi’s demand that people should not listen to anyone but him now translated into his
warning journalists not to be an echo chamber for social media, but to practice “responsi-
ble” journalism.*® His regime, however, faced not only the buds of a more assertive public,
but also renewed challenges from a judiciary that for a while had been perceived as having
fallen fully subservient to the executive, but that now delayed the implementation of the
maritime border agreement with Saudi Arabia, and—more importantly—rescinded parts of
the controversial protest law enacted by presidential decree in 2013 that had put many of
the most outspoken revolutionary activists behind bars.“® The struggle for who may raise a
voice in Egypt is far from over, and speaking out does not necessarily translate into actual

46 Hisham SHA‘BAN, “Ghadan: masirat gum‘at ‘al-Ard hiya al-‘Ird’ li-rafd al-tanazul ‘an ‘Tiran wa-
Sanafir,”” al-Tahrir, 13 Apr. 2016, <https://is.gd/ulukLS>; “Protests in Egypt against Red Sea islands
deal, more expected on 25 April,” Ahram Online, 15 Apr. 2016, <http://english.ahram.org.eg/News
Content/1/64/199636/Egypt/Politics-/Update--Protests-in-Egypt-against-Red-Sea-islands-.aspx>.  The
issue flared up again as a focal point for public outcry at the end of 2016, when the government decid-
ed to push through the deal without waiting for the final court ruling (Hiba AL-HANAFT, “Ghadab ba‘da
muwafaqat al-hukima ‘ala ‘Tiran wa-Sanafir’: ‘sa-yantasir al-sha®’ (taqrir). Intishar iqrar bi-rafd al-
ittifagiyya ‘ala al-shabakat al-igtima‘iyya: ‘lam amnah al-Sisi tafwidan,”” al-Masri al-Yawm, 30 Dec.
2016. The hashtag « ~=s__ yéluss_ Ol,# turned trending again on Twitter on 29 Dec. 2016.—Egypt and
Saudi Arabia had left the status of the two islands purposefully open for decades, partly in order to in-
crease manoeuvrability vis-a-vis Israel. Social media buzz, however, made it appear as if the islands
always had undisputedly been “Egyptian earth” (cf. Stizin ‘ABD AL-GHANI, “Watha’iq gadida: 22
kharita min muqtanayat gami‘at Stanford tuthbit milkiyyat Misr li-*Tiran wa-Sanafir,”” al-Bidaya, 14
Apr. 2016, <http://albedaiah.com/news/2016/04/14/111075>).

47 Harakat Shabab 6 Ibril, “Khalli il-nahardah bidaya gidida,” 6th of April Youth Movement official Fa-
cebook account, 15 Apr. 2016, <http://fb.com/shabab6april/posts/10154755168683294>. The slightly
condensed translation is taken from “Update: Prosecution reverses release order for 25 protesters,”
Mada Masr, 16 Apr. 2016, <http://www.madamasr.com/en/2016/04/16/news/u/update-prosecution-
reverses-release-order-for-25-protesters>.

48 The relevant passage from Sisi’s 13 April speech was republished, i.a., by Al Nahar TV as “al-Ra’ts al-
Sist li-I-ilamiyyin: 1a ta‘tamidd ‘ala shabakat al-tawasul al-igtimaT ka-masadir lakum,” AlNahar
AlYoum, 13 Apr. 2016, <https://youtu.be/oW5s0q9AtWE>. See also Hiba al-HANAFI and Nevin al-
‘IYADI, “Khitab al-Sis1 fi ‘Liga’ al-Usra al-Misriyya’ (nass kamil): 1a nabi® ardana li-ahad... wa-
tahdhirat min shabakat al-tawasul al-igtima‘T,” al-Masr7 al-Yawm, 13 Apr. 2016, <http://www.
almasryalyoum.com/news/details/928512>.

49 Sahar ‘Aziz, “al-Qada’ al-misri taht al-saytara,” Sada, ed. Carnegie Endowment for International
Peace, 20 Aug. 2014, <http://carnegieendowment.org/sada/?fa=56427>; Sara AL-SHALAQANI, “Butlan
damm Tiran wa-Sanafir ila ’1-Sa‘tGdiyya... hal yandamm al-gada’ ila mu‘aradat al-Sisi?”” Al-Monitor, 23
June 2016, <http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/ar/originals/2016/06/egypt-court-decision-void-transfer-
islands-saudi-arabia.html>; al-Mahkama al-Dustariyya al-‘Ulya: “Isdar al-hukm fT al-qadiyya ragm 160
li-sanat 36 gada@’iyya ‘dustliriyya’ wa-hakamat al-mahkama : bi-‘adam dustiriyyat nass al-fagra al-ala
min al-madda al-‘ashira min qarar ra’is al-gumbhiiriyya bi-l-qaniin ragqm 107 bi-tanzim al-haqq f1 ’1-
igtima‘at al-‘amma wa-l-mawakib wa-I-tazahurat al-silmiyya [...],” al-Garida al-Rasmiyya 50, 15 Dec.
2016, <http://www.cc.gov.eg/Images/L/373831.pdf>.
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impact, but at year’s end, it appeared that Sisi’s insistence on being the only one listened to
meets with growing assertiveness on the part of those who defend the right of free speech
also for those who don’t agree.

In lieu of a conclusion

This article has explored voices on the question of ‘who has a voice’ in Egypt in 2016. It
has stayed relatively close to the ‘event’ level and not attempted to reduce this snapshot to
an in-depth analysis of arrays, codes, and broken codes in the Gumbrechtian spirit.*® Such
an analysis must remain the subject of a future publication. Nevertheless, in lieu of a con-
clusion, | would like to offer some ideas on what appear to be organising principles in the
material here presented, and draw some parallels to my fellow researchers’ work.

You vs. Us is one such principle, dividing a potentially multifaceted community into
two polarised camps that end up both using this code, if conversely. It appears in the
hashtag #Sisi_vs_Youth, in Sisi’s “Who are you anyhow? Here’s 90 million!” and in most
any example quoted in this article. This code—which may be particularly apparent in the
social media’s filter bubbles—is of course not new; it perpetuates the same attitude of ex-
clusion from legitimate participation that was expressed in pop star ‘Ali al-Haggar’s 2013
song “We are a people, and you are [another] people” and that provided the moral back-
drop for the violent eradication of the Muslim Brotherhood.>* As we have seen, Sisi is still
quick to use the same discourse of eradication and nullification when faced with opposi-
tion. Sisi’s “we” includes ‘his’ sons and daughters, ‘his’ children, those who constitute ‘our
noble youth’: those who follow Sisi’s fatherly guidance. The young people who speak out
against this attitude, on the other hand, position themselves as spokespeople for ‘the youth’
in general, for ‘our generation,” who valiantly resist the slave mentality keeping society
subservient to the tyrant dictator, and claim to be willing to offer their lives for this goal.
They do not go so far as to sing of patricide, but they do present a rather one-dimensional
image of the ‘fathers,” of a retrograde older generation that seeks to perpetuate the past and
to kill young people’s dreams and their future.

It is interesting to see, however, that this clear-cut “you vs. us,” which at first sight has
a straightforward correlation with powerful patriarchal rule facing a handful of feeble un-
derdogs, does point to an inverted power dimension, which we may comprehend as a col-
lapsed code where the Nobody = Omnipotent. When Sisi warned journalists not to rely on
the social media, he explained that this was a “very dangerous” thing since it was possible
today, with only one or two ‘electronic brigades,’ to create a closed circle of false infor-

50 Hans Ulrich GUMBRECHT, In 2016: Living at the Edge of Time, Cambridge, MA: Harvard Unviversity
Press, 1997.

51 ‘All al-HAGGAR, “Ihna sha wi ’intd shab,” alielhaggarl, 5 July 2013, <http://youtu.be/YJw-
miMUOPc>; cf. Albrecht HOFHEINZ, “#WhylHatelkhwan: Islamist-Secular Polarisation in Egyptian
Social Media,” NewME Report, Oslo: University of Oslo, 2013, <http://www.hf.uio.no/ikos/english/
research/projects/new-middle-east/publications/2013/6_hofheinz.pdf>. On ways of exploiting—and of
trying to challenge—antagonistic divisions in Egypt, see also Elene CHITI, “The Crisis as an Institu-
tional Tool: Challenging Anti-Institutional Challenges in the Egyptian Cultural Field,” forthcoming.
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mation amplified by ‘irresponsible’ journalists and thereby to spawn an issue out of noth-
ing, undermining people’s sense of security, and splitting the nation.” The ‘nobodies’ have
to be crushed all the more relentlessly since they are, despite their small numbers, capable
of disrupting all ‘our’ efforts, of destroying what the ‘90 million’ Egyptians are striving to
achieve. This collapsed code can also be recognized in the revolutionaries’ self-portrayal as
the ‘buds’ of a better future, the tiny ‘seed’ that is buried underground, but that is bound to
blossom and bear fruit in the future.

These two pairs appear to me to be the most prominent ‘Gumbrechtian’ organising
principles in the material | have presented here; especially so since they are shared across
the lines of confrontation. It is tempting, however, to propose a few others as well; and the
first one that comes to mind is the idea that Reality = a Joke (Satire), that what happens in
Egypt can only be properly understood, and is bearable only, if taken as a form of dark
humour.®® In the examples introduced here, this collapsed code appears specific to the
‘youth’ side of the spectrum; it should be interesting, however, to investigate this further by
linking it to the proverbial Egyptian humour that is sometimes held to be an essential pre-
requisite in the ability of the people of this country to survive the relentless challenges of
everyday life. In this regard, the view of reality as dark comedy relates to the broken code
Ordinary Citizen = Hero explored by Elena Chiti.** And this ordinary hero presupposes,
one may say, a broken code Order = Chaos, which in turn contains the sub-sections Police
= Criminals (“il-dakhliyya balfagiyya”; Shady ABUZAID’s satirical Facebook comment,
“do you plan to send over some plain-clothes informants as usual to abuse us and then say,
‘that was society’?”)> and Care = Imprisonment. All this contributes to the dystopian
view of the present that Chiti also describes and that, to close the circle, is only managea-
ble through satire.

These broken codes elicit quite a bit of emotive energy, as broken codes in the Gum-
brechtian sense are bound to do. It is, however, also possible to identify some codes that
seem to function in a relatively uncontroversial manner, at least in the material | have in-
vestigated here. There is Courage vs. Fear; all actors claim to be brave, despite being wea-
ry of the dangers threatening on all sides (one may explore this as a broken code as well,
however, where the open admission and declaration of being afraid is an act of courage).

52 o B> fael il 1)) Ul s Dhs o 15 [ ] ! elam V) Lol OISt oSisliae 05 1sol»
2016 speech, see footnote 48; cf. also Nur RASHWAN, “al-Sis1 yuhadhdhir min hurib al-gil al-rabi‘ wa-
I-khamis: ‘fT kata’ib elektroniyya wi-gissa kibira bititimil,”” al-Shurig, 13 Apr. 2016, <https://is.gd/
Ve90A2>).

53 This obviously inspires a lot of satirical cultural productions, whether on YouTube (the multitude of
successors to Basim Yisuf), on Facebook (il-Waraga is only one example shutdown !!), on stage
(Masrak Magr, criticized by some as superficial but hugely successful also via its multiplication via
MBC TV [<https://is.gd/Ifnset>] and social media; cf. Husam KAMAL, “Masrah Masr... al-dihk li-I-
dihk,” al-‘Arabi al-Jadid, 21 Jan. 2016, <https://is.gd/zGrmZa>), or in print as adab sakhir (cf. Richard
JACQUEMOND, “Satiric Literature and Other ‘Popular’ Literary Genres in Egypt Today,” in this dossier
special).

54 Elena CHITI, “‘A Dark Comedy’: Perceptions of the Egyptian Present between Reality and Fiction,” in
this dossier special.

55 See footnotes 39 and 17.
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348 Albrecht Hofheinz

The old Male vs. Female stereotypes not only sneak in through Cairokee’s lipstick line.
The equation of activeness with the male is positively affirmed in the group’s singing the
praise of “real men;” it also remains visible in the condom prank. And the reactions to
Atfal Shawari’s videos suggest that Piety vs. Blasphemy continues to be an influential
code also among large sections of the youth.

The most prominent array (an artefact, a role, or an activity that influences bodies) in
the material collected here would seem to be Prison—the ever-expanding place where Sisi
shuts away all elements threatening his nation-building project; the practical joke played on
those he purports to embrace; the abode of a whole generation; the realm where “real men”
live today. Thugs (balragiyya, see above) play a supportive role in this context. And both
the Screen World of YouTube and Facebook videos, and Music (hip-hop and other) cer-
tainly have an effect on Egyptian bodies in 2016, though this is not directly documentable
in the present article. Perhaps it is the Voice, the activity of Speaking Up, of trying to have
an impact through sermon or satire, that itself constitutes a characteristic array of this year?

© Albrecht Hofheinz, Dept. of Cultural Studies and Oriental Languages (IKOS),
University of Oslo, Norway <« albrecht.hofheinz@ikos.uio.no »

56 Cf. the comments to Atfal Shawari”’s video “Bara‘im al-iman” (see footnote 37), many of which ex-
press disgust, often conveying the opinion, ‘I used to like your videos, but this blasphemous stuff is not
acceptable.’
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