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Bloodstains marred the walls of her brother’s apartment in Cairo. 

The deep red marks branded the hallway walls as Dina Guirguis walked into her brother’s 

building near Tahrir Square in April 2011, returning home to Egypt for the first time in nine 

years. For the then-34-year-old human rights activist, advocacy director at the Tahrir Institute for 

Middle East Policy, her brother’s apartment was different than she’d remembered it. He’d 

transformed it into a makeshift clinic for activists injured in the fighting, and the bloodstains 

were a memory of those who had died in his home. 

 Then, the stains were a gallant memorialization, a sign of resilience, of change. But now, 

that revolutionary euphoria has dissipated into solemnity and uncertainty.  

During 2011’s “18 days,” when millions marched on Tahrir Square to demand the ouster 

of former President Hosni Mubarak, the square was an entirely different world: Diverse groups 

of artists, families of martyrs, political voices and people singing songs of revolution 

congregated in the public space, molding a scene of true “community.” 

To Guirguis, it was “incredible.” 

 “The revolution of 2011 was such an amazing moment, and hopes were so high after that 

that so many things specifically related to human rights would be addressed,” she said. “People 

rioting in the square were not just about bringing down the president… ‘I’m so tired of not 

having work; if the police stop you for anything you can be really scared of being tortured,’ – 

these are the things people were asking for.” 

 But two and a half years and several regime changes later, journalists and activists said 

the human rights situation in Egypt is still deplorable. Egyptians initially hopeful in the election 

of Mohamed Morsi grew angry and discouraged as violations and authoritarian tendencies 

continued under Morsi’s leadership, leading to mass demonstrations on June 30 pushing for 



	   	   	  
	  

Morsi’s ouster. Since the military took power July 3, the nation has become riddled with extreme 

violence and rights violations at the hands of both the military and the opposing Islamists- and 

some see Egypt trapped in a cycle of revolution and repression, unable to fully understand and 

combat politically based human rights abuses due to increasing polarization and self-censorship 

in state-run and some independent media. At the same time, the nation’s vibrant social media and 

rising societal acceptance to discuss issues previously considered taboo diversify and promote 

human rights coverage, potentially helping create a future Egypt more accountable for human 

rights and human dignity. 

 “In Egypt today, none of the things people have been asking for have been addressed, and 

much of it has gotten worse,” said Jenny Montasir, a freelance journalist covering human rights 

in Cairo since 2011 whose work has been published in Middle East Voices. “The political stuff is 

what people are focusing on too much, and when you’re on the street with people, you can’t help 

but feel like, ‘When is change going to happen?’” 

 Human rights are “basic rights and freedoms that all people are entitled to, regardless of 

nationality, sex, national or ethnic origin, race, religion, language, or other status,” Amnesty 

International upholds (1). They include both civil/political and social, cultural and economic 

securities such as the rights to life, liberty and freedom of expression as well as cultural 

participation, food, work and education (Amnesty International 1). But though Egypt signed the 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights in 1982 and the African Charter on Human 

and People’s Rights in 1984, the nation’s history since it gained independence from Britain in 

1922 (“The Road Ahead”1) has been characterized by abuses, authoritarianism and censorship.  

 When Mubarak became president in 1981, Egypt declared a state of emergency that 

lasted for 31 years, giving authorities broad powers to infringe upon personal liberties under the 

name of national security (“The Road Ahead” 5). The law permitted the government to detain 

citizens without charge, try people before military courts without internationally guaranteed fair 

trial standards, stop public assemblies and more, molding a “culture of impunity” for police. It 

was also used to arrest those considered opponents of the regime, especially during election 

season, such as members of fundamentalist Islamist group Muslim Brotherhood and 

journalists/bloggers publishing critical or controversial reports (“The Road Ahead” 5).  

 Press freedom and the right to free expression were repressed under the nation’s Penal 

Code and press law, which contained undefined rules such as “offending a public official” or 



	   	   	  
	  

“spreading harmful information” in an effort to squash critical reports of the government (“The 

Road Ahead” 9). Another article prohibited the spreading of “false” information “with the goal 

of harming national interests of the country,” which was used to imprison journalists critical of 

the regime (“The Road Ahead” 9). Other rights violations included crackdowns on NGO activity 

through Mubarak’s 2002 law prohibiting “unauthorized receipt of foreign funds” and culturally 

based violations against the rights of women (Sakr 160). These included a divorce law that 

mandated any woman filing for divorce not in a court give up all her financial rights, unequal 

laws on prostitution and the murdering of spouses and significant violence against women, 

including rape, domestic violence and female circumcision (Sakr 168). 

 “No act was ever fully prosecuted- the government would just do these reconciliation 

sessions where victims were coerced into giving up their rights and sweeping it under the rug,” 

Montasir said. 

 From this repressive climate, hope for change arose in the 2011 revolution, as Egyptian 

citizens called for an end to police brutality, corruption and the discrimination of religious 

minorities such as Shi’ites and Copts, Montasir said. But under Morsi, it quickly became clear 

that the same institutions that had repressed Egyptians for decades would continue, or even 

worsen. Under Morsi’s regime, the military- Supreme Council of the Armed Forces, or SCAF- 

launched a “smear campaign” against foreign-funded NGOs, continued to allow widespread 

police abuse, cracked down on free speech and tried civilians in military tribunals (Okail 1). So 

Egyptians once again fought back, leading a mass petition-signing movement in spring 2013 that 

led to a huge uprising June 30 ending in the military’s ousting of Morsi on July 3 (Okail 1).  

 But in the past several months, since a military interim government replaced Morsi’s 

regime, human rights abuses have escalated, especially in violent confrontations between the 

pro-Morsi Islamists (usually Muslim Brotherhood members) and members of the military. Most 

significantly, between Aug. 14 and 18, more than 1,089 people were killed in a large-scale army 

effort to uproot two pro-Morsi protests at Rabaa square and Al-Nahda square in Cairo, Amnesty 

International estimated- the largest mass killing in the modern history of the nation, Human 

Rights Watch said (Mekay 1). Though some protesters were “heavily armed,” children and other 

bystanders were killed as the military used teargas and other excessive force (Amnesty 

International 1). Morsi supporters have also attacked and burned numerous churches and 

perpetrated violence against police and civilian police supporters (“Egypt Lashes Out…” 1). 



	   	   	  
	  

 In other human rights violations, the Committee to Protect Journalists reported the 

killings of at least three journalists between Aug. 14 and Aug. 20 (International Media Support 

1), the army detained incommunicado at least 10 members of Morsi’s government without 

charge and held Muslim Brotherhood leaders solely because of their affiliation (Human Rights 

Watch 1). Immediately after Morsi’s ouster, the military shut down the Muslim Brotherhood’s 

station, Misr25, and four other Islamist stations supportive of Morsi’s regime, arresting 200 

employees (Committee to Protect Journalists 2). And on a recent Reporters Without Borders 

Press Freedom Index, Egypt sank 39 spots to number 166 (Diab 1). 

 SCAF imposed a month-long state of emergency and mandated a nightly curfew to try to 

deal with the protesters, Reuters reported (Aisharif 1). In such an environment, the media’s role 

holding people and institutions accountable for human rights is more critical than ever. For 

instance, in terms of “unblocking the route to women’s empowerment,” society needs “visibility 

in the public sphere to achieve change in the private sphere” (Sakr 158). But media can also 

exacerbate human rights abuses: In 2003, the New Women Research Center released tracking 

data of 18 Egyptian television dramas, in which 42 percent of “physical aggression” incidents 

included men beating women and 13 percent featured men murdering women, implying that 

“such violence could be condoned” (Okail 1). In Egypt, a strong nationalistic, pro-military 

sentiment is penetrating and polarizing mainstream media, leading to self-censorship of reporting 

human rights abuses even as social media continues to push for accountability for human rights.  

 In Egypt, 44 percent of the 82.3 million-person population had access to the Internet, 

according to Freedom House (“Freedom on the Net” 1). UNICEF reported that most of the 

population- 72 percent- was literate in 2007-2011 (“Statistics” 1). The historically state-run 

media expanded in recent years to encompass a diverse landscape of state-run newspapers and 

television channels, satellite television, the independent media and Internet-based social media 

and blogs. In each domain, but especially in the first three, nationalistic pro-military stances are 

clouding the objective reportage of human rights abuses (International Media Support)- what 

Montasir called “brainwashing.”  

 “They play military propaganda videos- you can find this at any time of the day- maybe 

there’s a clash somewhere in Cairo and they will play footage of the military,” she said. 

“Another thing is they’ve been playing patriotic songs in the metro system as well. Every time 

I’m getting off the stop, I’m hearing this song, like ‘I love you Egypt; I love you.’ This is crazy.” 



	   	   	  
	  

 The media is increasingly dividing into two opposing camps, with each side accusing the 

other of abusing human rights. The pro-Morsi media characterizes the Muslim Brotherhood as 

“terrorists,” glossing over military rights abuses to emphasize violent uprisings by Brotherhood 

groups, especially burnings of Coptic churches and attacks on military members following the 

police’s protest dispersal (International Media Support 1). “Islamists take their vengeance on the 

Copts- Copts pay the price” (Shukry et al. 1) and “Copts and police targeted all over Egypt” 

(Kamal et al. 1) read two headlines in Watani, a pro-military Coptic newspaper on dates between 

Aug. 13 and 18. “Terrorist attacks and violence resumed in Al-Arish, with eight dead and four 

injured in attacks on security forces on Thursday” (Azazy 1), read the lede of an article in 

newspaper Daily News Egypt during the same period, adopting the government’s classification 

of the Brotherhood as terrorists despite the outlet’s supposed independence.  

In a review of all articles published by independent English-language newspapers Daily 

News Egypt and Egypt Independent, government publication The Egyptian Gazette, Coptic 

newspaper Watani and state-run Al-Ahram Weekly during that six-day period- which 

encompasses both the wide-scale protest dispersal and Muslim Brotherhood violent backlash- 

major variances were found in the coverage of the same events between and even within 

newspapers (“LexisNexis” 1). Daily News Egypt published 18 articles of news or criticism of the 

army’s violence or that expressed a pro-Muslim Brotherhood stance, while it published 22 

articles of news or criticism of the Muslim Brotherhood/other Islamist groups or that projected a 

pro-army stance. On the same days, Egypt Independent published 32 articles reporting on or 

criticizing army abuses or expressing pro-Muslim Brotherhood stances, whereas it published just 

11 articles reporting on or criticizing the Muslim Brotherhood/Islamist groups or projecting a 

pro-army standpoint. Thus, it is clear that even so-called independent newspapers took on a 

political standpoint during this highly charged time. Both papers also lacked in coverage that 

depicted both sides’ viewpoints: Daily News Egypt published just six articles showcasing both 

sides, whereas Egypt Independent published just five.  

During the same time period, two of the three articles published by state-run Al-Ahram 

Weekly criticized the Muslim Brotherhood (the other was on a different topic), and all 10 pieces 

by Coptic Watani strongly criticized the Brotherhood or glorified the army. All four articles by 

state-run The Egyptian Gazette also criticized the Muslim Brotherhood.  



	   	   	  
	  

Though Human Rights Watch recognized the Muslim Brotherhood/Islamist groups’ 

perpetration of violence and rights abuses against Coptic Christians, their statement on Aug. 19 

portrayed the army’s abuses as much worse, stating “‘Egyptian security forces’ rapid and 

massive use of lethal force to disperse sit-ins on Aug. 14, 2013 led to the most serious incident of 

mass unlawful killings in modern Egyptian history’” (“Security Forces Used Excessive…” 1). 

Coverage by the selected newspapers was not balanced accordingly, however, with different 

publications choosing to portray the events in their own light based on their individual biases. 

“The biggest, most chilling [discourse] is the constant logo that ‘Egypt fights terrorism,’” 

said Elizabeth Arrott, Voice of America Cairo bureau chief. “They have managed to lump the 

political opposition, Muslim Brotherhood, with real terrorists in Sinai. The media is helping to 

put forward a version of events that doesn’t necessarily jibe with what’s happening and makes it 

so much easier to crack down.” 

In every publication, there was a lack of coverage of other, non-political events or human 

rights abuses, except for an occasional piece on journalists assaulted or sexual harassment (in 

Daily News Egypt). There was also a lack of investigative journalism, original reporting and in-

depth analysis. Instead, most articles either briefly stated the numbers of people killed without 

elaborating on how the deaths occurred or analyzing potential human rights abuses and/or simply 

relayed the opinionated thoughts of a specific leader, group of people or organization without 

conducting further reporting to determine the truth of the claims or provide an opposing 

viewpoint. Opinions were reported at surface level- and even with disclaimers that such opinions 

stem from a certain source, without journalists’ initiative to gain a more accurate picture of the 

story, it is very difficult to determine from these reports the reality of the situation. 

The current “attack on civil society” has strong support from the Egyptian public, a clear 

difference from past crackdowns, reported Middle East Voices (Okail 1). Thus, even more 

independent media that used to fight for human rights have taken a more backseat stance, said 

Arrott. When she first moved to Egypt as a journalist during Mubarak’s time, she said “people 

were long-time dissenters who always fought for free speech.” Now, she said, “many of them are 

justifying the need to crack down on opposition and present a unified front.” 

The reason for such self-censorship is the upholding of national security: Arrott talked to 

one man who said human rights and press freedom have to “take a pause when the security and 

safety of our cause are at risk.” 



	   	   	  
	  

The current media self-censorship has its roots in deep underpinnings of Egyptian 

culture, with journalists frequently under-reporting to avoid crossing the “red lines” of 

controversial topics. A more recent example occurred during Morsi’s election, when Egypt 

Independent’s editor ordered the shelving of 20,000 copies of the paper due to an article that 

implied the governing Military Council leader should be removed (Beach 1). Depictions of 

human rights advocates as enemies also has historical roots, with a state television mobilization 

campaign against NGOs in the 1990s leading to the government’s decision to defund these 

groups (Sakr 153).  

The pro-military mainstream news media is also partially a direct action by the Egyptian 

army: In a leaked video, senior military officials discussed how to directly influence news 

media’s coverage, reduce “even mildly disrespectful news coverage” and restore red lines (“In 

Leaked Video” 1).  

But the escalation of self-censorship is also due to widespread fear, stemming from 

human rights abuses under Morsi’s regime and the current violence in Syria, Arrott said. The 

year with Morsi and the Islamists in power “really, really frightened a lot of people,” whereas “a 

military security group can be worked with” and is seen as a “necessary evil,” she said.  

Economic “tanking” during the Morsi years and the population’s historical positive 

relationship with the military (most Egyptian families have had family member in the military, 

Arrott said) also played into the upscale in nationalism (Arrott). Egypt is a historically 

nationalistic nation with borders that “haven’t changed for thousands of years,” so people were 

frightened when Morsi and the Brotherhood were seen as threatening Egypt’s identity in 

promoting Islamist values over Egyptian citizenship (Arrott).  

Because of this “brainwashing,” it’s harder for journalists to report at all, let alone about 

human rights abuses, Montasir said. Once, Montasir was filming a story unrelated to political 

events outside of a wedding dress shop, and “suddenly [she] had a crowd of people around 

[her],” with some grabbing her arm. 

“The public- they’ve been brainwashed- there’s so much out there, and it’s all lies,” 

Montasir said. “If you just accept what the media tells you, you’ll be afraid of anyone you see.” 

In the midst of such polarization and pro-military bias, however, one media domain still 

prevails in providing outlets for journalists reporting on human rights abuses: social media. 

Critical in organizing protests during the 2011 Egyptian revolution, many Egyptians still rely on 



	   	   	  
	  

Facebook, Twitter and blogging sites to gain more accurate depictions of the reality of the 

situation from citizen journalists on-the-ground, especially when more mainstream media are 

influenced by outside forces. Such journalists, such as Lina Attalah, who helped start her own 

independent online newspaper Mada Masr after her previous paper was shut down, reference the 

need to fill a “gap in the narrative coming out of Egypt” (Attalah 1). “This practice is simply 

about reporting with honesty on events as they unfold and actively placing them within contexts 

that can help us raise critical questions,” she said (Attalah 1).  

In Egypt, social media’s power can be enormous. In 2010, for instance, photos of a man 

in Alexandria beaten to death by police were shared all over Facebook, publicizing the man’s 

story and police abuses (Rosenbaum 1). In November 2011, Egyptian blogger Mona El-Tahawy 

was sexually assaulted by security forces or thugs and then taken to the Interior Ministry, where 

she tweeted “beaten, arrested, Interior Ministry.” Within fifteen minutes, #FreeMona was a 

worldwide trend, the Guardian picked up her story and the State Department replied to her tweet 

and helped secure her release (Rosenbaum 1). 

Currently in Egypt, the dominant form of social media reporting is through Twitter, 

especially through satiric memes, cartoons and caricatures, several Egyptian journalists and 

activists said. Word-of-mouth is a “huge, huge thing” – originating in cultural norms during the 

time of the Ottoman Empire- and activist networks are “very connected on a personal level or 

social media,” Guirguis said. Now, much of human rights reporting is conducted by these activist 

groups rather than by journalists, she said.  

In an “extremely centralized country where anything happening outside of Cairo seems to 

disappear,” social media journalists are giving the general Egyptian public knowledge about 

faraway human rights abuses, such as Bedouins targeted by terrorist groups outside of Sinai, 

Guirguis said. She also knows a well-known lawyer who tweets about certain arrests to prompt 

protests in front of the police station “within an hour.” 

Social media can also provide a platform for more critical analysis of authorities’ 

statements and human rights abuses. For instance, Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights 

Director Hossam Bahgat tweeted Oct. 24 that Egyptian sexual harasser Mohamed El-Sayed’s 

sentence was reduced from 45 to 5 years, sparking Twitter conversations over the reason and 

legitimacy for that sentence reduction (Bahgat 1). Muslim British journalist Yvonne Ridley also 

asked her followers on October 1 if anyone had any news on Muslim Brotherhood activist Gehad 



	   	   	  
	  

El-Haddad, “who was arrested for nothing more than being the Muslim Brotherhood spokesman 

in Egypt” (Ridley 1). One person responded that he was currently in prison pending trial for 

calling for the fall of the current government, while others added additional charges and people 

who knew Al Haddad personally vouched for his character. And on Oct. 14, Egyptian freelance 

journalist Ian Lee tweeted that the Egyptian government now demanded that journalists notify 

authorities before filming or taking photos, publicizing a human rights-violating law while 

adding his opinion that this “draconian” law is “worse than under Mubarak” (Lee). 

These examples show the continuing word-of-mouth structure of the Egyptian social 

media and its role in advocating for human rights and promoting human rights accountability.  

Similar to women’s rights reporting, which attempts to “interpret reality in ways that contradict, 

correct, and even discredit reductionist dominant male discourses,” the development of new 

media forms help promote “new ideas, identities and discourses that are fragmenting and 

contesting the hegemony of authoritarian political and/or religious centers” (Skalli 35). In this 

case, social media helps combat and hold accountable both those committing human rights 

abuses and media portraying such abuses inaccurately or in a highly skewed manner. 

 Also, since the 2011 revolution, people are more willing to focus on human rights 

reporting and understand its importance, Montasir said. There’s increased awareness of the 

issues, “even if you have people who think it’s totally ridiculous,” she said. 

 For a year and a half, Montasir was based with one mother’s family, filming a 

documentary on domestic violence within the home- something unheard of before recent years, 

both the topic and the medium. But the woman “welcomed her into her home,” Montasir said, 

even allowing her to film some of the most traumatic moments of her life. 

 One night, Montasir was sitting with the woman, who had left her husband due to the 

abuse, when she called her daughter to come over.  

 “He had just beaten her daughter, and she was crying and so upset,” Montasir said. “And 

I went home that night and started editing this video, and I was like, ‘I need to get this 

information out.’” 

 Overall, there is more societal “credibility” for discussion of human rights issues, along 

with a sense that “everybody has a voice,” Guirguis said. 

 For instance, there’s more cultural openness to discussing issues such as rape and sexual 

violence and supporting women’s organizations dedicated to reducing these problems, which 



	   	   	  
	  

were tabooed topics during Mubarak’s regime, Guirguis said. The grassroots Egyptian Tamarod 

movement, which helped lead to Morsi’s ouster, is an example of this widespread acceptance of 

the right to one’s voice and the power of the individual to create change, Guirguis said. And 

Montasir said the main woman she worked with for a year and a half filming a documentary on 

domestic violence was illiterate but still engaged in dialogue about human rights issues during 

protest times. 

 “Her brother in Alexandria went down into the streets and then talked to her on the 

phone, “she said. “They’re talking about police brutality; they stole my wages; they’re talking 

about poverty; for her it was like, ‘Oh, they’re talking about me.’” 

 The feeling of disconnection to current events that prevailed before the 2011 revolution is 

“totally gone,” Montasir said. “At least if they’re disheartened, they’re understanding what’s 

going on, and more people have the concept of human rights,” she said. “It’s not okay that police 

are ruling by force; they should be protecting us, and at least if people disagree, they’ve heard of 

human rights.” 

 Montasir’s next documentary project will be on sexual harassment- another topic that 

until just a few years ago, would never have been in the news. 

 “There’s people on the street who will blame me and tell me don’t waste my time,” she 

said. “But there’s other people who say, I’ve heard about that.’” 

 Accurate reporting on human rights isn’t without severe impediments in Egyptian 

society, including press restrictions such as a new law requiring that journalists inform the 

military where they’re going to film beforehand and a potential new law putting protesters at risk 

of imprisonment, Guirguis said. There’s also a huge suspicion of foreigners, especially of the 

United States, due to its perceived pro-Muslim Brotherhood bias (Diab 1). Thus, it’s much 

harder for foreign journalists to report on human rights abuses. 

 Dealing with cultural attitudes of complacency toward abuses and the military’s backlash 

against those who uncover rights abuse they’ve committed are also problems, Montasir said. For 

instance, she knows a reporter who investigated the August “massacre” and concluded that the 

Muslim Brotherhood did not provoke it. 

 For that claim, the reporter received a strange email describing what he looked like, 

referencing his girlfriend and warning him that he might end up with a bullet in his head. So he 

fled the country, Montasir said. 



	   	   	  
	  

 As the violent escalation following Morsi’s ousting continues throughout Egypt, resulting 

in violent crackdowns on pro-Morsi protesters and Islamist attacks on police and churches, clear, 

unbiased human rights reporting must remain at the forefront of each news outlet’s agenda. 

However, with the military’s propagandistic messages leaking to all corners of society, uniting 

and self-censoring journalists under the guise of national security and pitting them against 

Islamist groups, an increasingly polarized environment has formed that detracts from such 

reporting. Still, the increased awareness of issues of human rights in society, as well as the vocal 

social media community of citizen journalists and bloggers, may help create the conditions 

needed and spur the development of much-needed human rights reporting in the country. As 

Egypt looks toward ending the transitional government by amending a constitution and holding 

elections, such development will be critical to holding the groups and institutions responsible for 

intolerable abuses accountable and instilling Egypt with the principles and foundations for 

human rights as the country enters a new era of governance. 

 For Guirguis, a Coptic Christian who comes from a family of activists, there’s no other 

option than to continue to fight for human dignity.  

 “There’s a feeling of helplessness,” she said. “The government continues to stand your 

oppression and we’re just token symbols and we should be bothered… I’ve just always had this 

major sense of hating injustice, and that’s pretty much what I’ve done my whole life.” 

 In 2011 after the revolution, Guirguis was protesting against SCAF in the square when 

she said the military “invaded and starting shooting indiscriminately.” “People died in front of 

me and were shot in front of me, and we were fortunate to get back,” she said. 

 In her brother’s apartment building on Tahrir Square, bloodstains on the walls leave 

marks of complex meaning: remnants of the steadfast determination and change-at-any-cost 

attitude of the revolutionaries, but also the broken promises, discouragement and cycles of 

continuing abuse. 

 Looking forward, will hope for change fade along with the fading bloodstains? 

 For Guirguis, the answer is no. The longtime activist sees a society slowly transforming, 

gradually finding its voice and growing accountable for the basic liberties of its citizens.  

 “You’re not going to change a society overnight, something that’s lived in sheer 

dictatorship overnight,” Guirguis said. “But the police abuses have affected people of all classes 

and races and all religions, so people could unify- everyone could unify against the idea of 



	   	   	  
	  

what’s happening is wrong; it’s inhumane. My son being wrongfully accused and beaten up in a 

police station- that’s wrong. It’s about a sense of dignity… We want to have dignity as human 

beings.” 
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