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As a journalist, Mohamed Elmenshawy has seen it all. He’s worked as a reporter in Egypt 

and the United States for 13 years, reporting on everything from the discouraging years of the 

Hosni Mubarak dictatorship to the wildly optimistic Arab Spring revolution to the disappointing 

governance and eventual overthrow of Mohamed Morsi.  

But for the press, he thinks things have never been worse than they are today. 

Since mass demonstrations on June 30 pushed Morsi from office and replaced the 

yearlong democratic government with an interim military regime, press freedoms have quickly 

dissipated, Elmenshawy said in an interview last week (personal communication, December 12, 

2013). Just one viewpoint is allowed: one that supports the military and opposes the Muslim 

Brotherhood, the Islamist extremist organization of which Morsi is a member.   

Currently living in Washington, D.C., Elmenshawy writes a weekly column for the 

Cairo-based daily newspaper, Al Shorouk News.  Though the paper is theoretically independent, 

even it has felt the effects of a polarized society pushing anti-military views to the margins.  

For instance, the paper has laid off many opinion writers who used to write pieces critical 

of the army, Elmenshawy said (personal communication, December 12, 2013). 

“They don’t let them write anymore,” he said. “If you are independent or pro-Muslim 

Brotherhood, you have pretty much no place to talk or fight now… It has become a very directed 

media, and Egypt lost its great media independence. Because now it’s like war and terrorism, and 

you have to be with us or against us.”  

It’s indicative of a worsening state across-the-board for press freedom and critical 

thought in the post-Morsi Egypt, as journalistic freedom declines in the face of military 

restrictions, crackdown on opposing thought and extreme polarization mired in self-censorship. 

Now, as the country prepares for a January referendum on a proposed new constitution and 

debates the implications of the document’s press safeguards, the underlying military dominance 
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and blaming, self-censoring environment will ultimately determine the future of the press, 

several Egyptian journalists and media scholars said. 

Today’s situation stretches back to a long history of authoritarianism and repression in 

the highly nationalistic Egypt. Despite its ancient roots around 7000 B.C., the modern history of 

the republic goes back only to 1953, when Muhammad Najib became president after a coup that 

threw out the British colonizers (BBC News, 2013). Since then, the country has been led by a 

series of nationalistic dictators, most significantly Hosni Mubarak, who ruled from 1981 to his 

ousting in 2011 during the popularly led Arab Spring uprising (BBC News, 2013). A military 

interim government served for the next year until the country’s first free presidential elections in 

May and June of 2012 resulted in Muslim Brotherhood candidate Mohamed Morsi’s election. 

But after just one year in power, widespread frustration with the lack of democratic institutions 

and accountability, as well as marginalization of citizens in favor of Muslim Brotherhood 

overrepresentation, led citizens to rise up again- this time to throw out Morsi, but to replace him, 

once again, with an interim military regime (BBC News, 2013).  

Egypt’s press is situated in a history of authoritarianism and repression but has opened in 

recent years to allow for the existence of more critical thought and variety of viewpoints. Though 

the pre-1952 colonial Egypt supported a vibrant media scene, the rise of military rule squashed 

any viewpoints other than those propagated by the state, and the government closed previous 

newspapers or imposed large fines upon them (Khamis, 2011). President Gamal Abdel Nasser, 

who ruled until Mubarak, set in place the structures for a nationalistic media system of state-run 

newspapers and television channels expunging the government’s ideologies. Though state-run 

media continued under Mubarak’s rule, the Mubarak era also saw the rise of media privatization, 

satellite television and the influx of new private opposition and independent newspapers that 

helped diversify the media environment (Khamis, 2011). Diversification continued with the rise 

of the Internet in 1993, which further opened space in the public sphere for analytical reporting 

and discussions critical of the ruling power, especially through blogs, newspaper websites and 

new social and citizen media (Khamis, 2011). “We are seeing now a whole new shift in the 

media landscape, from mainly controlled media under the government’s domination to a much 

more diverse landscape where there are so many orientations and trends and also breaking some 

of the taboos now,” Egyptian media scholar Sahar Khamis said in a personal interview (personal 

conversation, December 13, 2013). But she added the environment was taking a “different turn” 
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in 2013. Despite the trend toward pluralism over the last decade, media regression this year 

shows the institution to be still subject to underlying authoritarian controls, which are based 

partly in the ancient, rigid controls of the nation’s military. 

When military Colonel Gamal Abdul Nasser became president after the 1952 military 

coup, he set in place a structure of military-based controls and restrictions on freedom that exists 

to this day. “Egypt back then, as it is now, was divided,” wrote Omar Ashour, University of 

Exeter Middle East politics and security scholar (2013). “One part of the country wanted a 

parliamentary democracy, a return to constitutionalism, and the army back to the barracks. 

Another part of Egypt wanted a strong, unchecked charismatic patron who promised land and 

bread.” The latter won, and the military took over, crushing basic freedoms and establishing an 

“officers’ republic: a state where the armed institutions are above any other, including the elected 

ones,” Ashour wrote (2013). Those controls have only become more engrained in Egyptian laws 

and practice. After the 2011 revolution, the military gained constitutional power with a veto 

political vote, budget independence and immunity in the legal system from charges related to 

corruption or repression (Ashour, 2013). The military also assumes economic dominance 

through special exceptions and benefits, including “preferential customs and exchange rates, tax 

exemption, land ownership and confiscation rights” and “an army of almost-free labourers” 

(Ashour, 2013). In a nation fighting for democracy, the military’s historical and current 

dominance- in political, social and economic realms- poses a huge barrier to democratic reforms. 

And with the recent coup, democracy has only taken a turn for the worse: a fact both reflected 

and exacerbated by the media. 

“What is happening now is worse than from the days of Mubarak,” Khamis said 

(personal conversation, December 13, 2013), adding people were “scared to speak their minds or 

present their point of view or share a balanced point of view.” Khamis said recent imprisonments 

and targeting of journalists, military trials lacking international legal safeguards and new 

restrictions such as curfew hours, a protest law and a film permission law restrict journalists’ 

activity. After a Muslim Brotherhood-governed year under Morsi, the military’s goal is to squash 

all pro-Morsi or pro-Muslim Brotherhood thought and present a doctored, military-biased 

version of news to the Egyptian people, said Middle East scholar Safei-Eldin Hamed (personal 

conversation, December 7, 2013). “Overwhelmingly, it is a single side which is presented,” he 

said. “The other side- the Muslim Brotherhood as a group or party or the opposition, anyone who 
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would oppose the coup- is demonized, to the point where they are traitors of the state.” And this 

fear to speak out against the military stretches to all corners of society: Khamis talked about an 

interview she conducted with a university professor in rural Egypt who asked her not to publish 

his name because he was “scared to death of the government’s retaliation.”  

“’I can be prisoned; I can be put in jail; I can be fired,’” Khamis said the man told her 

(personal conversation, December 13, 2013). “This is becoming more the norm… There are so 

many people who feel the same way- which is not why we had the 2011 revolution.” 

Official restrictions based historically contribute to the overall repressive environment.  

Since the 1960s, journalists have had to obtain permission to report on military affairs (M. 

Elmenshawy, personal conversation, December 12, 2013). The 31-year emergency law 

beginning in 1981 that gave authorities powers to detain citizens without charge, try people 

before military courts while skirting international legal guarantees and impose stringent press 

censorship in the name of upholding national security (“The Road Ahead,” 2012) was re-

implemented after the military took power in July and then extended for an additional two 

months after its first month ended Sept. 12 (Messieh, 2013). A repressive Ministry of 

Information also continues to influence censorship, though its dissolution was an initial demand 

of the 2011 revolution (Messieh, 2013).  

New laws and restrictions implemented by the military since the takeover exacerbate 

those also felt by the Egyptian press. Just as the three-month state of emergency ended, a new 

law limiting the ability for people to protest sets in place jail time or huge fines for those who 

don’t get permission from the military to demonstrate, effectively limiting the freedom of 

assembly and expression (Kirkpatrick, 2013). This affects journalists directly, Hamed said: 

“What if I’m a journalist sitting in my balcony, and I start to shoot and take some pictures- am I 

doing something illegal or legal? Will I be arrested for reporting something illegal?” he said 

(personal conversation, December 7, 2013). The military has already arrested some journalists: 

For instance, U.S. photographer for Daily News Egypt Aaron T. Rose was arrested covering a 

protest near Al-Ashar University on Nov. 24, and news website Moheet reporter Bassem Al-

Sharif was arrested reporting on Cairo protests on Nov. 29 (“More Worrying Violations…”, 

2013). And a new press law requiring journalists to obtain prior permission to film severely 

impedes reporters’ freedoms, said Cairo-based human rights activist Dina Guirguis (personal 

conversation, October 24, 2013). As another new development since the coup, the military also 
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infiltrates editorial leadership of publications themselves, with a “military officer sitting next to 

the chief officer” regulating content of the news outlet, Hamed said (personal conversation, 

December 7, 2013).  

Facing a diverse media landscape including many newspapers and television stations 

critical of its actions and supportive of the previous government, the military took direct 

immediate action to curb all opposing voices. Immediately following the military takeover, the 

military government shut down several pro-Morsi or pro-Muslim Brotherhood newspapers or 

television stations. For instance, Islamist station al-Hafez was permanently closed, accused of 

“inciting against the secular political current and Egypt’s Christian minority” because of the 

channel’s polling of viewers about the possibility of a religious civil war during the April clashes 

at the Coptic Orthodox Cathedral (Messieh, 2013). The army also forced Qatar-based 

international news organization Al Jazeera, known for its critical reportage, to stop broadcasting 

its Egypt-specific channel (Messieh, 2013). And that was just the beginning: Over the past five 

months, threats, accusations, arrests, injuries and killings of journalists have escalated to a point 

unprecedented in Egypt’s modern history: a direct result of authoritarian-like military rule and 

the suppression of opposing thought. 

Since the start of the 2011 uprising, at least nine journalists have been killed while 

reporting. Of those, six were killed in 2013- and no one has been held responsible for any of 

them (“Egypt Should Investigate...,” 2013). On the Committee to Protect Journalists’ 2013 list of 

deadliest countries for journalists, Egypt ranked second (“Egypt Should Investigate…,” 2013). 

These include Muslim Brotherhood photographer Ahmed Assem el-Senousy, who was killed in 

July covering violent protests in Cairo, Sky News cameraman Mick Deane and state-run Al-

Akhbar reporter Ahmed Abdel Gawad, who were killed in August when the military attacked a 

sit-in demonstration in Nasr City, Rassd News Network photographer Mosaab al-Shami, who 

was killed by sniper fire while attempting to escape military gunfire at a same sit-in, and state-

run Al-Ahram bureau director Tamer Abdel Raouf, who was killed when military officers shot 

him through the windows of his car in August (“Egypt Should Investigate…,” 2013).  

Others, while avoiding direct physical assaults, have been targeted through accusations of 

publishing “harmful” material and forced into military court, which lacks institutional 

safeguards. In September, military forces detained Emad Sayed Abu Zeid, a correspondent for 

Al-Ahram Gate, stating that he published news “that harmed public opinion,” the Committee to 
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Protect Journalists reported (“Press harassed amid heightened tension..” 2013). In another case, 

Al-Masry al-Youm reporter Ahmed Abu Deraa was detained Sept. 4 on charges that he published 

false news about security force actions against militants in North Sinai, among other accusations 

(“Press harassed amid heightened tension,” 2013). Perhaps the most famous example is the arrest 

of Bassem Youssef, Egypt’s “Jon Stewart,” a political satirist known for critiquing governmental 

economic, political and social issues since 2011 (“2013 CPJ International…,” 2013). Though 

Youssef had faced charges in the past for overstepping “red lines,” this year’s military 

government took it one step further: suspending his program completely, citing “contractual and 

editorial differences” (“2013 CPJ International…”, 2013).  In his acceptance speech for the 

International Press Freedom award by the Committee to Protect Journalists, Youssef explained 

the societal shift in tolerance of critical views once the military took over: 

For some reason, a joke would piss off a lot of people although the same people were 

laughing at the same joke before, but it only hurts when the joke is on you. So the same 

people who defended our freedom a few months ago as I was taken in for questioning on 

accounts of blasphemy, insulting the president, and threatening national security are now 

quite indifferent when I am faced with charges like disturbing the peace, grand treason, 

and, of course, the gift that keeps on giving: threatening national security (Youssef, 

2013). 

With such high-profile journalists and media figures targeted, other reporters fear their coverage 

of anything anti-military or even more neutral might land them in a similar state. In a personal 

interview, a journalist for new media-based independent news organization Rassd News 

Network, Amira Elshazli, said many of her colleagues have been detained by military forces and 

will be tried in military trial. So, after working at Rassd for a year and a half as a reporter and 

news editor, Elshazli had to stop working for safety reasons, she said. “My family forced me to 

leave my work at Rassd, despite I love it so much,” she wrote in an email (personal conversation, 

December 15, 2013).  

 It’s indicative of a new state of media repression in Egypt exacerbated from a variety of 

angles: not just official structures or military accusations, but also journalists’ own fear and self-

censorship. Though self-censorship is nothing new in Egyptian society – since Mubarak’s time, 

journalists have adhered to a certain set of “red lines” preventing them from criticizing 

institutions such as the ruling power and the military, Elmenshawy said (personal conversation, 
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December 12, 2013), it has risen to a whole new level in the past few months, as the country 

experiences a state of extreme polarization unprecedented in the nation’s recent history, 

according to Khamis (personal conversation, December 13, 2013).   

 In 2011, the nation united through its common goal to remove Mubarak from power, said 

Manar Ghoneim, an Egypt-based reporter for the state-run Middle East News Agency for more 

than 20 years (personal conversation, December 14, 2013). And the Egyptian society itself is 

based in a unified nationalism, with a strong national pride and fewer ethnic and religious 

differences than some of its neighboring countries, Khamis said (personal conversation, 

December 14, 2013). But after Morsi’s yearlong governance and the military takeover, Egyptian 

people have divided into two groups: pro-military or pro-Morsi, and there is no overlap between 

them and no societal tolerance of their coexistence. It is an unprecedented state of divisiveness in 

Egypt’s recent history, and it minimizes the media’s ability to report accurately or objectively, 

effectively deterring the establishment of democracy, Khamis said (personal conversation, 

December 14, 2013). She continued: 

Those who are Morsi’s supporters, including some of the religious channels – should not 

come out of Islamic channels and condemning them in the harshest words. Those who are 

anti-Morsi have launched very cruel, harsh and shocking campaigns against Morsi- 

slandering Morsi, making fun of him in a very disrespectable way. This is not fair, 

constructive criticism; this is shaming and naming; it’s very ugly on both sides, and I 

think the media’s played a negative role in two different ways: in terms of creating these 

divisions and… at the same place, reflecting these divisions that have taken place (S. 

Khamis, personal conversation, December 14, 2013). 

 That role includes social media and citizen media, often lauded with helping increase 

democratic accountability and helping mobilize people during the 2011 revolution. In times of 

unity, social media is a useful tool, but in polarization, it is often used to instigate more hatred 

between warring parties, Ghoneim said (personal conversation, December 14, 2013). 

In a Twitter search of tweets on Dec. 16 that included the words “Muslim Brotherhood” 

and were from users located within 15 miles of Cairo (though many tweets came up that were 

not located in this region), only one tweet expressed any kind of positivity or neutrality toward 

the Brotherhood- a link to a survey by independent news outlet Mada Masr reporting support for 

talks between the government and the Islamist group (“Survey finds support…”, 2013). Most 
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tweets from individual Egyptians expressed polarized views, using opinionated, highly charged 

words, and most “news” tweets only reported news that was negative toward the Brotherhood. 

Tweets included “The Muslim Brotherhood slaughter taxi driver and burn his car while trying to 

passed a demonstration of the Brotherhood” (@amrhamdon, 2013), “Documentation of Muslim 

Brotherhood Crimes in Egypt… Terrorist crimes in Egypt” (@EmanNabih, 2013), “The truth 

about Rabaa….Muslim Brotherhood the real terrorists,” with a link to a YouTube video 

(@SamerBahgat, 2013), and “Journalists skeptical over new Muslim Brotherhood TV station” 

(@AlArabiya_Eng, 2013). On retweetrank.com, which measures a Twitter account’s impact 

through measuring numbers of followers, retweets, friends and lists, state-run al-Ahram scored in 

the 99.86 percentile (“Ahram,” 2013), whereas independent newspapers Egypt Independent and 

The Daily News Egypt scored in the 99.77 (“Egypt Independent,” 2013) and 98.53 percentile 

(“The Daily News Egypt,” 2013). The more pro-military and anti-Muslim Brotherhood, the 

higher these accounts scored, with the actual Muslim Brotherhood account, Ikhwanweb, scoring 

the lowest of the four: 98.12 percentile and with the fewest followers (“Ikhwanweb,” 2013). In a 

longer, more thorough study of Twitter analytics, Ingmar Weber measured the retweets and 

hashtags of Islamists and secularists to determine the state of political polarization. Overall, he 

found polarization has increased in recent months, with spikes around times of political turmoil, 

such as the July coup. Polarization was measured in the amount that people of one political 

group retweeted the same politically charged hashtag, such as the high retweet percentage of 

#MuslimsForMorsi during the time of the military coup from June 29 to July 5 (Weber, 2013).  

 Ghoneim said the Western media and the West in general did not truly understand the 

backlash against the Muslim Brotherhood, stating the “entire society” except for the minority of 

Muslim Brotherhood members and supporters was “excluded” during the time of Morsi’s rule. 

For instance, Morsi replaced all official governmental posts with Muslim Brotherhood 

supporters, she said (personal conversation, December 14, 2013).  Morsi failed to deliver on 

most of his promises for democratic reform, and already dire economic troubles rose, including 

declining investment in tourism and foreign investment, gasoline shortages and increasing food 

prices (Sheridan & Hauslohner, 2013). Egyptians felt “betrayed,” and after the hope and idealism 

dashed during Morsi’s term, the military was acting with the “voice of the people” in its action to 

oust Morsi, Ghoneim said (personal conversation, December 14, 2013). Reflecting the 

opinionated nature of Egyptian society, Ghoneim said she thought military human rights 
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violations, such as the removal of two large sit-ins over the summer, were “exaggerated” and that 

the Muslim Brotherhood was creating propaganda that the military had to respond to.  

 “Egypt is a special case regarding the military; we are a very special case; we are looking 

at the military as a well-established institution not as generals trying to grab power,” she said. 

“We are looking at them as a well-established, well-principled institution.”  

 Though Ghomeim reflects the majority viewpoint in Egyptian society today, many 

represent the polar opposite view- and there are few in the middle. 

 As a journalist at a state-run newspaper, Ghoneim said she’s censored herself often in 

favor of stories preferable to her news organization. But it wasn’t just when she worked at the 

Middle East News Agency: She also found herself self-censoring when she worked at Reuters, 

economic newspaper Al-Alyom and state-run newspaper Al-Ahram.  

 “At the end, you will find that all newspapers, all mass media, they are serving the goal 

of the owner,” Ghoneim said in the interview. “It’s not only in Egypt. It’s all over the world. You 

are serving the goal or the interest of the owner, whether that owner is a government or the 

owner is a private entity… For example, if I’m working for a businessman, if I’m working for 

the government, and my government is against certain countries, I will be keen on writing stories 

that are against this country. All newspapers do that.”  

 In Egypt, independent, private news outlets’ economic reliance on governmental 

subsidies often contributes to this self-censorship. The monthly stipend (badal) provided by the 

official journalists’ syndicate to its members also becomes a primary source of income for many 

of these reporters, further indebting them to the state and thus helpin ensure favorable coverage 

(Berger, 2013).  

 Due to self-censorship and polarization, critics of the military, who were once prevalent 

on talk shows and newspaper opinion pages, are almost nowhere to be found, as Elmenshawy 

described with the state of opinion columnists at his own newspaper. Former presidential 

candidate Abdel Moneim Abol Fotouh, who was against Morsi but did not support the military 

takeover, said he used to get about 20 TV channels a day asking [him] for an interview,” but now 

“they don’t come, and even if they did, they cancel on the day under some pretence” (Yara 

Bayoumy, 2013).  

 A mass media continuously self-censoring itself and knowingly ignoring some critical 

topics can have a “Nazi effect” where even extremely educated people are misinformed on the 
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state of society, Hamed said (personal conversation, December 7, 2013). That has enormous 

negative implications for the future of not only a diverse press, but for a democratic society 

holding officials accountable and fairly representing all societal groups. “People believe it 

because the mass media has reported it again and again,” Hamed said. “How can the media 

brainwash so much? It’s beyond me.” 

 In this media landscape, including both official and unofficial repression of journalists by 

the military and journalists’ self-censorship, what safeguards or restrictions can a new 

constitution add to the mix? Next month, Egyptians will vote on a new constitution, a draft of 

which was finalized this month after a 50-member panel spent months working on it (King, 

2013). The proposed constitution has been met by mixed reviews, with some stating it provides 

increased freedoms, some saying it restricts freedoms and most saying it does not matter, if the 

context does not provide the infrastructure to enforce these freedoms.  

 This constitution is meant to replace the 2012 one, which was written mostly by Muslim 

Brotherhood members and only approved by a 63 percent vote (“Comparing Egypt’s 

Constitutions,” 2013). In comparing the 1971, 2012 and 2013 constitutions, it is clear that many 

of the same structures exist in each one. Freedom of the press is theoretically guaranteed in each 

one (though not necessarily in practice) and censorship is forbidden except “in times of war or 

general mobilization.” The National Media Council, which is entrusted with regulating radio, TV 

and printed/digital press, is given the power to “observe the values and constructive traditions of 

society” – a vague statement that can be used to censor the press (“Comparing Egypt’s 

Constitutions,” 2013. The clauses on freedom of thought and expression are very similar in the 

2012 and 2013 versions, but the 2013 constitution removes the clause stating that “dignity is the 

right of every human being, safeguarded by the State. Insulting or showing contempt toward any 

human being shall be prohibited,” the removal of which is a positive step forward for press 

freedom, given the potential for that phrase to be used to justify censorship. The 2013 version 

also sets in place the structures for implementing a Freedom of Information act, another 

potentially positive media development. However, the constitution also gives the military more 

powers, upping its presence in almost all aspects of life, even with the election of a new 

president. For instance, the 2013 constitution includes more specific and expanded rights for the 

military to put civilians, including journalists, on military trial (“Comparing Egypt’s 

Constitutions,” 2013), a potential hindrance to human rights.  
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 Whether the constitution adequately provides for press freedom or not remains to be seen 

after the January referendum and in the coming months and years. However, without institutional 

change, any increased press freedoms are just “words on paper,” Elmenshawy said (personal 

conversation, December 12, 2013). In a polarized Egypt experiencing a crackdown on press 

freedom and the rise of journalists scrubbing their records clean of any military criticism, 

Elmenshawy is not optimistic about the future, for the press or for the country (2013). 

 “No, I don’t see any hope- I’m very pessimistic,” he said. “When [the] military rules and 

[the] police rules, there’s no room for journalists to operate, and that is what Egypt is witnessing 

now.” 

 Others, however, are more hopeful. The 2011 revolution saw an intrinsic change in how 

Egyptians saw their place in the world, and no matter what, they have conquered the barrier of 

fear, Khamis said (personal conversation, December 13, 2013).  

 “It is worse, but like I said, there is hope for reform, for self-correction. There is hope for 

reworking things,” she said. “It is not impossible; it just needs a lot of hard work from the people 

involved. I still think it’s doable. It’s going to take a lot of time and joining hands and rebuilding 

trusts and credibility, but at the end of the day, there is still a possibility this can be done.” 
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