
Dear reader, 
Dear friend: 

The following are a series of article I’ve written over the past months, and for which I 
was nominated for an Anna Lindh journalism award. (woohoo! :)

The first articles were written during the early days of the revolution; the last one is 
dated May 25th 2011 – fifteen weeks after Mubarak’s abdication and the Supreme 
Council of the Armed Forces’ jump in the breach when we were out celebrating. 

The articles draw a chronological order not only of the revolution, but also of how it 
affected me as a person and a journalist – small to big picture, personal vs. analytical...

And they end not on an upbeat everythingwillbebettermyfriend note, but rather on 
cautious worrying. Which is still my attitude vis-à-vis the ongoing events, I guess.

Thank you, as always, for reading – and please keep your fingers crossed for me on 
October 6th, when the award winner is announced! 

Mohamed.
http://eldahshan.com
mohamed@post.harvard.edu
+2014-537-2252
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Bakers defy curfews to continue providing bread 

31 January 2011
http://www.almasryalyoum.com/en/node/307820

For Gom’aa Abdel Meguid, bread is “akin to hospitals: it’s a basic necessity and ought to 
be above curfews.”

Many areas throughout Cairo are experiencing shortages of basic commodities due to 
the daily curfews imposed by martial law on a number of Egyptian cities.

Long past the 2 PM curfew on Sunday, Sheikh Gom'aa was in his bakery in Heliopolis. 
People queuing had waited for more than half an hour, and the line was growing.

“We’re working at full capacity--beyond, even. See that boy there? That’s my son Abdel-
Rahman--I brought him today because we need all the help we can get.”

“It’s my civic and my religious duty”, says 46-year-old Gom’aa. “Do unto others, 
essentially... Bread is a necessity, not a luxury like meat or fruits. And particularly in time 
of crisis, if bread is not available the crisis becomes twice as worse."

The demand for bread is staggering. “It’s never like this, not even during Eid or Ramadan. 
Then, we’ve only got a couple of hours of pressure, the two hours before Iftar. Today it’s 
non-stop pressure.”

Gom’aa's take on the demonstration is quite straightforward--he laments the 
‘destruction’ that has befallen the city without speaking about the righteousness or 
otherwise of the protests. “Those people have something to say and they should be 
allowed to say it. But they don’t need to destroy the city to say it. How long will it take 
us until we’re back on our feet? Several years, surely.”

“We need bread at home, but we’ve got an emergency here. With all those people 
waiting, I couldn’t bring myself to take any bread home--I guess we can do without 
today”, he says. “It’s a matter of respect for people.”

Sheikh Gom’aa has been a baker since he was younger than his 9-year-old son, and has 
memories of previous curfews.



“In 1986, during the Ahmed Roshdy riots, I used to work for a state bakery, and bakers 
could be identified by our clothes," he says, pointing to his flour and dough stained 
galabeya, "or by a stamped document from the government that stated our profession, 
to allow us to move freely past curfew hours.”

"People need bread, and I will provide it no matter what. I live nearby and there’s 
sleeping room in the attic for my employees. Today, we're staying open as long as we 
have to."



Detained in Cairo

4 February 2011
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/newsdesk/2011/02/detained-in-cairo.html

My taxi, trying to reach its destination before curfew, cut through a poor neighborhood 
of Cairo. The local population had been “entrusted” with the task of providing security. 
For many, that was an incentive to practice violence—weapons are plentiful here—and 
also an Army-sanctioned opportunity to brutalize and mug people unlucky enough to 
pass by.

Some of the men stopped me and searched my bag. When they saw my computer, it 
sent them in a nervous frenzy. I made the mistake of saying that I was a journalist—
clearly a profession they didn’t like. Two loud accusations followed: first, that, as 
someone with a computer, and presumably Internet access, I must be in touch with the 
rest of the world, and so a foreign agent of some sort; second, that I must be one of 
those “Facebook youth”—and thus somehow responsible for the revolution. 

A tall man with a thick mustache and a sixteen-inch butcher knife—I would later realize 
that I was near Cairo’s slaughterhouse district, El Madbah—grabbed my laptop and 
pulled me to an Army captain a few dozen yards away. I thought that the 
misunderstanding would be resolved in seconds, and I’d be on my way; I even instructed 
the taxi driver to wait. But the officer looked at my I.D. and decided to take me along. 
Fine with me, by then—the crowd was getting thicker by the second, and there were 
more butcher knives out. 

Then the beating started. A smack on the back of the head, as I grabbed my bag by one 
hand, trying to shove in my computer, as the man with the mustache gripped my other 
arm. This was apparently a sign for more of them to begin pummelling me. I fell on the 
ground. Thieves were reaching into my pockets, too, trying to get what they could. I 
hugged my backpack and computer as kick after kick came. At one moment, I recall 
sitting on my knees, hands raised, yelling for my life—surreal.

I was shoved into the Army captain’s car, then pulled out of it and into an ambulance 
used as a transport vehicle by the Army. By then, my head was bleeding and the blood 



visibly trickling behind my ear and onto my neck. I touched my head and raised my 
fingers, which were covered in blood. Throughout the ordeal, an Army officer and two 
soldiers were just two yards away—and stood absolutely idle. 

Two from the mob got in the front seat of the ambulance and spewed a continuous flow 
of insults as we drove about a mile, to where an Army commander, a lieutenant colonel, 
was stationed. 

The officer looked at me blankly as he listened to my story, then instructed me to stand 
aside. A larger mob was bringing in other people they had “arrested”—including any 
foreigner they came across. Foreigners—and journalists and people with computers—
were the enemy. 

For the following eight hours I was in unofficial detention—the Army officer seemed to 
realize that I was no criminal but confiscated my camera and phones anyway, and, in a 
burst of anger, smashed the nicer of the phones on the ground and stamped on it 
repeatedly. (Luckily, I had first made a phone call to inform my colleagues of my 
whereabouts.) “He’s a very decent man,” said Sameh, one of neighborhood men who 
was bringing people in, told me. He was speaking of the captain—whom I had earlier 
heard talking to his superior on the phone, asking for guidance on what to do with 
various prisoners, and referring to the Tahrir Square demonstrators as “sons of dogs” 
who had “paralyzed the entire country.” 

Sameh was a forty-year-old man with a week’s worth of beard and a very yellow tooth. 
He worked at the nearby veterinary hospital. He was part of the pro-Mubarak group 
that went to attack demonstrators in Tahrir on Wednesday, the most violent day of 
clashes. He denied having been paid to do it. When I told him that the demonstrators in 
the square weren’t paid foreign agents, he was flabbergasted. 

During the next hours I would see a few foreign journalists—I was told there were two 
Americans, two Swiss, and a Palestinian citizen of Israel. And I saw buses of people 
“arrested.” 

There were also two loads of corpses—we were a street away from the morgue. When 
local residents pressed the officer to inform them where they were arriving from—
“Were there clashes in Tahrir? In Imbaba?”—he told them they came from prisons. 
(Some of the men speculated that there had been a violent attempt to break out.) 
Soldiers in civilian clothes walked toward the morgue in a column of two. They were 
going to pick up the corpses. An hour later one came out, vomiting and gasping. An 
Army tank fired its machine gun in the air in warning after getting reports of fights 
nearby.

And truckloads of food and medication arrived—they had been meant for the 
demonstrators, but had been seized. Sameh passed some of it around. I ate a tasteless 



Danish and sipped some Coca-Cola. My throat closed up as I thought that, if it weren’t 
for the thugs in control of our city now, I’d be in Tahrir Square, eating that same Danish. 
But it would’ve been offered to me, kind-heartedly, maybe by a woman I’d never seen 
and would never see again. 

By 1 A.M., I got a chance to retrieve my belongings, including my phone (smashed 
beyond repair) and my camera. The secondary memory card had been removed from 
the camera, but the main one had been overlooked. My I.D. was nowhere to be found, 
and the commander couldn’t be bothered to try and locate the captain who had it: “And 
if you try to go there again, they’ll arrest you again.”

“If you try to go home now with your backpack, you’ll either be robbed—or killed and 
robbed,” said Mohamed, a journalist who had been a voice of reason throughout the 
evening. And so I spent the rest of the night in Mohamed’s house. He was originally 
from Egypt’s agricultural south, and insisted on giving me his bed. 

More than seventeen hours after my first attempt to get home, I got into another taxi. I 
headed straight to the police station in my neighborhood. They wouldn’t let me file an 
assault complaint—“you’d need to do that in the police station of the neighborhood 
where you were beaten”—but wrote up a report saying that I had “lost my documents.”

“So, happy now? Happy with all the instability, the violence? Wasn’t it better before?” 
said the policeman filing my report. 

“Before”—when the police were still deployed in the streets? Before they abandoned 
the Egyptian population to punish us for speaking up?

“I just want to get home without getting beaten up,” I answered. “Of course, it was 
better when the police were guarding the country.”

He shrugged and handed me a document to sign.



A Cautious Faith in the Army

14 February 2011
http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2011/02/14/a-cautious-faith-in-the-army/

CAIRO — In December 2007, six weeks before Kosovo’s independence I was privileged 
to sit in Pristina with a group of young, idealistic rising stars in the Kosovar political 
scene, as they tirelessly discussed their thoughts, hopes and plans for their nation to be 
born strong, democratic, dynamic, and politically mature. And I felt jealous. And I hoped 
I would, one day, I would too have such an animated discussion on the future of my 
country.

Fast forward to Feb. 11, 2011. Mubarak abdicates and, in the midst of our jubilation, 
Egyptians regain control over their country’s destiny. We are given the chance to shape 
our country into what we dreamt it could be.

But this dream was far from being clearly defined. In the 18 days of revolution thoughts 
seemed to focus on ousting Mubarak, and little more. Rapidly a number of groups, 
physical or virtual, were created to discuss the post-Mubarak era, defining their own 
more or less ambitious agendas. I joined one such mailing list and was added, at my 
behest, to five others — all with wonderfully hopeful names, all discussing excellent 
initiatives for social development and community assistance.

And all almost entirely devoid of the solid, political discussion this country now needs 
the most.

Even as new revolutions are erupting around the Middle East at a dizzying pace, we in 
Egypt are now officially governed by the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces, which 
on Sunday issued a statement stating it will remain at the nation’s helm for six months 
— “or until elections are held.”

In effect, we are looking at an indefinite period of military rule, during which the 
constitution will be suspended and legislation will be by direct military decree.

Not a distant scenario from one we had foreseen — but being in its midst is worrisome 
to say the least, particularly in absence of any guarantee that the army will indeed 
follow up on its pledges to assist transition to a civilian democratic regime. We are 
governed by an omnipotent military establishment, and are hoping they will make the 



right decisions on our behalf. We are effectively sidelined from the decision making 
process.

So why are we focusing our energy on multiplying efforts to create telephone hot lines 
for people to gather up and clean the streets — wonderful an endeavor as it may be —
and not a candid discussion on the country’s democratic future?

I’ll venture an answer: because the army is a rather intimidating institution. But in the 
complex balance of powers in Egypt, it also appears to be the people’s sole “ally” (I use 
the term loosely here). To illustrate this point, consider a conversation I had with one of 
the volunteers yesterday, recounting the gentle nudging the army gave demonstrators 
on Saturday night, after deploying in relatively massive fashion after midnight: “They 
told us to clear the streets and onto the sidewalk. We didn’t argue too much, though,
and it was decided we oblige. We can’t afford to lose them.”

Egypt’s political needs to be brought to the heart of the public, popular and media 
discourse. We mustn’t be afraid to put forward our disagreements with the Supreme 
Council — and discuss ways we, the people, can hold it accountable. Because we, the 
people, through this revolution, have acquired our rightful position as the country’s 
main source of political legitimacy.



The ‘Demubarakization’ of Egypt

1 March 2011
http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2011/03/01/the-demubarakization-of-egypt/

CAIRO — The former president of Egypt was not the statue-building kind, or else we’d 
have already seen a few Baghdad-like images of marble icons being brought down by 
jubilant masses after his abdication on February 11. (Come to think of it, I wish we had a 
few statues to bring down.) But after three decades of rule, and with a particularly 
auspicious name — Mubarak means “blessed” — the number of buildings, roads and 
projects named after him is impressive; and as Egyptian society is endeavoring to repair 
the damage of his corrupt regime, it’s a different task altogether cleaning up the 
expressions of the blessed one’s megalomania.

For instance, the subway station underneath Ramses Square, Cairo’s most important 
transportation hub and home to the capital’s train station, is actually — and 
confusingly — named after the ex-president. There’s the Mubarak “axis” (a highway) 
and the Mubarak Bridge. There’s at least one Mubarak street in every city in Egypt. 
There’s a Mubarak Educational City in the suburb city of the 6th of October, and a 
Mubarak City for Science and Technology in the Mediterranean city of Burg El Arab, 
whose stadium is also called the Mubarak Stadium.

And according to the Ministry of Education, there are 388 “Hosni Mubarak” schools, 160 
named after his wife Suzanne — and one named after his son (and former president-
to-be) Gamal Mubarak.

There’s a Mubarak portrait in every government building, and in virtually every single 
classroom, public or private. But in the few days following Mubarak’s abdication, 



overjoyed citizens started taking down what was left of the Mubarak posters and
banners. Posters and billboards with Mubarak’s portraits bore the ire of the 
demonstrators who would, at times, make impressive human ladders to reach a 10-
meter high billboard. In one instance, a demonstrator on his friend’s shoulders grabbed 
the edge of one N.D.P. poster bearing Mubarak’s image and ripped it vertically across 
the nose of the ex-president to the joy of the overexcited crowd, which promptly 
showered the neon bulbs that illuminated the portrait from behind with stones, as if to 
extinguish the very thought of him.

State employees, too, took to cleansing public offices and libraries from the former first 
family’s official traces. In the coastal city of Matrouh, the municipality was officially 
cleared of Mubarak’s portraits on Feb. 12, but it took a few days for most government 
offices to follow. Even the Military Academy removed the giant picture of Mubarak on 
its façade. The Mubarak Police Academy still maintains its name but already some are 
demanding it be renamed the “Khaled Said Police Academy,” after the young 
Alexandrian man killed by the police last year and whose death helped galvanize the 
Egyptian movement.

The Suzanne Mubarak Specialized Hospital is being rechristened as the “Red Crescent 
Hospital” upon decision of the board of directors.

Apparently, neither was Gamal Mubarak’s face an acceptable sight, and at the end of 
Egypt’s first Mubarak-free week, reports came from Alexandria that every single 
poster — and there were many — depicting the younger Mubarak had been torn off by 
protesters.

Street names are also following suit. In the main southern city of Minya, the 
municipality itself has changed the name of the Suzanne Mubarak Square to Martyrs’ 
Square, “following the popular wishes of the citizens of the state” said Governor Ahmed 
Diaa El Din.

But my favorite Mubarak-cleaning operation was a guerrilla op — demonstrators 
printed signs the size and color of the subway station signs and posted them over the 
Mubarak station sign. The sign now reads “Martyrs of the January 25th revolution.”

Given the current ruling situation, “demubaraking” not just public spaces, but the 
government, including the removal of all the regime’s henchmen, will take longer than 
we’ve been hoping.

But citizens are doing their part to overcome the days of their dictator. “Martyrs’ 
Station” is already catching up with commuters.



The Muslim Brotherhood in post-revolutionary Egypt

1 March 2011
http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/n.php?n=the-muslim-brotherhood-

in-post-revolutionary-egypt-2011-03-01

“You’re in the seat of the supreme spiritual guide of the Brotherhood,” Dr. Essam el-
Erian, member of the Muslim Brotherhood’s Guidance council, told me, laughing.

I sprung out of my seat and apologized.

“Oh no, please, it’s absolutely fine – besides, if a member of the Brotherhood sat there 
someone would assume that he wants to be a guide – but you’re not one of us, so that’s 
quite fine. Sit, please, I insist!”

His good mood betrayed a confident, borderline pompous future outlook.

It’s understandable though – why wouldn’t he be confident? The Muslim Brotherhood, 
Egypt’s most organized opposition force so far, appears at first sight atop the winners 
list of the Jan. 25 revolution. It is being invited to meetings with the Armed Forces’ 
supreme council in its capacity of head of state, it is on the way to establishing a political 
party, the “Freedom and Justice Party,” for the first time in its history of more than 80 
years, and one of its most famous sympathizing imams, Youssef el-Qaradawi, has 
returned to Egypt from exile and sent waves across society when he led a million-person 
Friday prayer in Tahrir last week.

When asked about future plans, Dr. el-Erian is confident. He speaks slowly, in detached 
words. “For the sake of preserving national cohesion, we will not be fielding a candidate 
for the presidential elections. We will not seek to be a majority in the parliament either. 
Probably target 35 or 40 percent; we’d like to see all parties represented. Remember 
when Hamas got a majority – they didn’t want it.” He tells me the Brotherhood won’t be 
fielding candidates in all constituencies. I ask him whether he believed that, if they 
fielded candidates countrywide, the Brotherhood could indeed gain a parliamentary 
majority.

He smiles – an amused, confident smile. “I told you. We’re simply not attempting to be 
the majority.”



But along with its apparent wins, the organization is being faced by a number of new 
challenges it is yet to decide how to best address; the months to come may be less 
smooth than it hopes and far from winning a potential majority, many believe that the 
Brotherhood is losing ground.

For one, the Brotherhood will enter a competitive, perhaps even harsh, public political 
arena, and will be viewed by the Egyptian public, especially its newly politicized youth, 
under the same light as other political parties – a new situation for the organization. 
From now on, the Brotherhood will officially be part of the political game, alongside a 
number of old and new actors. Its position as sole opposition, which had allowed it to 
win nearly one-fifth of the seats of the Parliament in 2005, will be diluted into a wider 
and more diverse political spectrum.

Second, in 2005, as in previous elections, the Brotherhood had fielded candidates as 
independents or through other parties – gaining the benefits of political participation 
without being held accountable as a party for its members’ actions. This will no longer 
be an option. As it steps into the political arena, the Brotherhood will now be compelled 
to compromise and cut deals with its political opponents and partners, another first in 
the Brotherhood’s political maturity process, after an 80-years-long adolescence.

A third point is that the Muslim Brotherhood is also conceding another staple in its 
rhetoric: its excuses. They had always relied on its “outcast” position and blaming the 
government for demonizing it and seeking to elbow them off the public opinion board –
a valid accusation, but one that ran its course the day they were invited to the first post-
Mubarak discussion panel with the army, as one of the country’s legitimate political 
forces. The organization will now be fully accountable to the public.

Finally, the Jan. 25 revolution uncovered a new fault line within the Brotherhood, 
between the old establishment and the younger generation – the “Brotherhood Youth.” 
Characterized by a greater openness toward other movements, the Brotherhood Youth 
were part of the nebulous coalition of youth groups that met and coordinated before 
and throughout the revolution.

It took the rest of the organization several days after Jan. 25 to realize that the 
movement on the street was irrevocable and decided to toe the line, at times stepping 
on the youth wing’s feet. The public face of the organization remains that of the old 
guard, represented primarily in the guidance council, but the internal strife is far from 
being won, as the youth wing is bound to slowly gain in political stature and to attempt 
to exert its pressure within the organization.

It is difficult to predict the influence of the Brotherhood in the phase to come, but with 
a compulsory period of political breaking in stemming from its new “legalized” status, 
the Brotherhood will need some time to find its bearings in a political scene becoming 
complex by the day.



Egyptian Women Eye Revolutionary Role 

8 March 2011
http://iwpr.net/report-news/egyptian-women-eye-revolutionary-role

It’s the height of the Egyptian revolution, and two women sitting in a tent on Tahrir 
Square laugh as I approach them with my notebook.

“Sorry, we’d rather not be interviewed,” one says to me. “Our husbands don’t know 
we’re here.”

That didn’t stop them being part of the events that would reshape their country. Nor did 
it stop thousands of other women from all sections of Egyptian society.

The Egyptian revolution was liberating and groundbreaking in many ways.

It saw a nation free itself from the shackles of dictatorship and brave the might of armed 
police, soldiers, and thugs in a true revolution involving all people, for it transcended 
boundaries of social class, age, religion, and most importantly, gender.

In the midst of the protests, I walked up to a group of women positioned at one of the 
entrances to Tahrir Square and asked them whether they wanted to share their 
thoughts on the role of women in the uprising.

A young woman, Khadija, immediately stepped up.

“Women’s participation has been very effective, and very organised,” she said. “There 
are thousands of us. And we sleep in the square, too. Many of us sleep in the mosque 
over there.”

I asked Khadija why she had decided to join the revolution, and she was eager to answer.

“For a ton of reasons,” she said. “To protest against the killing of our brothers by the 
police, the government’s complicity in the massacre of Gaza, the export of underpriced 
gas to Israel, the drugs that are sold on our streets, and the carcinogenic crops whose 
imports the government allowed.



Continuing her list of grievances, she pointed to “soaring unemployment”, and the low 
wages paid to “people like my father, a doctor who has worked in state hospitals for 29 
years, and only gets paid 905 pounds [170 US dollars a month], even after a raise”.

I interrupted her passionate speech to ask her age.

“Nineteen,” she replied, looking at me with a smile which I couldn’t see but guessed 
from her eyes, above the line of her niqab.

“In the first few days, we got beaten just like everyone else,” she said. “The police are 
particularly vicious to women. They target us. I’ve had my veil pulled off by one of them. 
In my own town of Menoufeya, a certain police officer would tell women who got 
arrested, ‘You come in as virgins, and I’ll make sure you leave as real women.’”

Her eyes flickered at the memory, but she rapidly recovered her poise and smiled again.

“But that’s over now,” she said, walking back to her friends. “We won’t let that happen 
to any woman ever again.”

Fatma Emam, a researcher at the Nazra centre for feminist studies, believes the 
revolution will result in more rights for women.

“Oppression begets solidarity,” she said. “And all women in Egypt feel oppressed –
whether they’re wearing a veil, a niqab, or not. I was blown away by the solidarity 
among women.”

And this, Emam believes, is bound to transform into a force for change.

“Women from all walks of life have come to agree that they have many unanswered 
demands,” she continued. “But those demands aren’t sectarian; they are the demands 
of half of society, which is exposed to discrimination because of its gender.”

Emam said her group was currently running a series of events where the issues 
discussed would include “why there are no women in the existing constitutional 
committee or in the council of ministers”.

She noted that during the protests in Cairo, some women took on traditional roles while 
others defied convention to lead the action.

“There were two trends. In one, women were being assigned traditional gender roles, 
and expected to ‘nurture and rear’, to provide food and clean, whereas men would be 
assigned the jobs of protecting and fighting. That did happen in certain places on the 
square,” she said.



“But in other places, things were different. Girls wearing hijab would be sitting on top of 
boys’ shoulders and leading the chants. When things got violent, there were women 
strategising and leading the way on how to escape the thugs who were chasing us. 
Traditional roles were no longer in place.”

Even the most religious women were spurred to step outside their usual roles, Emam 
added.

“The women of the Muslim Brotherhood, who are traditionally a silent group walking 
behind the chanting men, were joining with other people, discussing and exchanging 
with them – they were even up there, right at the front, leading cheers and chants –
that is a radical shift.”

Lawyer and activist Ragia Omran is adamant that women played an equal part in the 
protests.

“On Tahrir Square, we had completely equal roles,” she said. “We were present from 
January 25 onwards, and throughout the toughest days. Women were there not only as 
protesters; we also helped guard the square, staff the clinic, and distribute food. We 
stayed up all night and slept there. We were equally active in the revolution.”

Omran concluded, “It makes no sense to ask what role women played. Women 
performed their role as Egyptians.”



Egyptian revolution inspires Artists

11 March 2011
http://iwpr.net/report-news/egyptian-revolution-inspires-artists

The Mogamma is the immense, stern government building in the south of Tahrir Square 
– a temple of Egyptian bureaucracy. Only the attitude of its employees is more 
uninviting than its façade.

But today, if rather than braving the metal detectors at the main entrance you go 
around the building, you will find something colourful, artistic, charming and delightful.

This is the work of graffiti artist Hany Khaled, whom I caught up with as he was putting 
the final touches to his street fresco.

Artistic expression is among the purest forms of emotion – and of dissent. The January 
25th revolution has left Egypt with a small fortune of original art, including music, 
painting, and graffiti, which was not only inspired by but also born on the streets of the 
revolution.

We stood back to view his work. I could tell he was proud of it.

“My favourites? Well, I like the ‘Helwa Ya Baladi’ one (My homeland, you are beautiful –
the first verse of a popular song),” Khaled noted. “I also like the ‘We are All Khaled Said’ 
tag, there in blue. People seem to like this one, plenty of people are getting their photo 
taken with it.”



Like many revolution artists, Hany first started off on the streets as a protester, before 
opting to express dissent in other ways. He was later joined by others.

“I brought my colours, and I started alone. But then those guys joined,” he said, pointing 
to three other graffiti artists working behind him. “I don’t even know their names.”

“I’ve been painting at home mostly – but not in the street, because it was forbidden,” he 
continued. Now the 23-year old graphic designer is hopeful that, more than just being 
tolerated, his favourite form, street art, will be welcome.

“Before January 25th, graffiti was underground,” he added. “Now, we want it to break 
free. Give us a chance.”

Also breaking free is the man who was dubbed the singer of the revolution, Ramy Essam. 
Rain or shine, he could be found in the square, singing.

“I am from Mansoura, and after a few days I came to Cairo to join the protests in 
Tahrir,” he told me. “A friend suggested I bring my guitar and I almost didn’t, given that 
I’d be sleeping on the square.

“I ended up singing all day long. At first it was on the street, then some kids with a 
speaker put a mic in front of me, and the next day someone set up a stage – and I was 
there. I sang non-stop.”

Unlike most established singers who hastily put together - generally awful - songs 
around the end or just after the revolution, Ramy started writing and composing on the 
spot, putting together a small repertoire of songs satirising the president and his son.

“I sang my own music,” he recalled. “I wrote songs specifically for the revolution – when 
I had a free moment on the square, I wrote. When something happened to us, I wrote. 
The most popular song was when I took some of the slogans we’ve been chanting and 
put those to music… we needed that. Music does that to you – it can soothe you, and it 
can fire you up.”

We spoke between two studio sessions. “I’m finalising my album,” he said. “And you’re 
the first journalist I’ve told that to: my album will be titled El-Midaan (the square) 
because I want the people who weren’t there to get a feel of what it was like in the 
midst of it, in the heart of the revolution.”

As for the future, “I’m going back to work. I’ll keep writing my lyrics and music. And I 
hope that we, as Egyptian artists, can raise the standards of what we sing.”

Two days after this interview, Ramy was back on Tahrir Square, where he was attacked, 
kidnapped, and beaten up by the army. He has however recovered and is back, singing.
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CAIRO, Egypt—During his stand-up routine at Cairo's "Sawy Culture Wheel" last week, 
comedian Adham Abdel Salam quipped, "Our relationship with the army is that of a 
woman with the husband she knows cheats on her -- but she won't say anything 
because she's worried about the kids." 

That may be about to change. Since Feb. 11, when Egyptian protesters jumped atop 
tanks and hugged soldiers to thank them for standing with the people against the 
regime of ousted president Hosni Mubarak, the relationship between January 25 protest 
movement and the military, led by its Supreme Council of Armed Forces (SCAF), has 
reached an all-time low. 

At the height of the revolution, protesters chanted, "The army and the people are one 
hand" as fatigue-clad paratroopers, unlike the despised police, refused to shoot their 
fellow citizens. The SCAF's first communiqué, issued on the eve of Mubarak's abdication, 
expressed the army's support of "the people's legitimate demands." 

The honeymoon is definitely over. 

On May 23rd, more than 370 bloggers defied a journalistic ban on broaching the subject 
of the army and heeded a call to write a post "evaluating the performance of the SCAF 
as the ruler of the country, with the aim of providing constructive criticism." They 
criticized military trials for civilians, the emergency law, and the ruling junta's failure to 
prosecute members of the old regime. On Twitter, the #NoSCAF hashtag was assuredly 
the most widely used all day, and served both as a repository for vocal objections and an 
increasingly loud call for action. Meanwhile, an anonymous open letter titled "Dear 
SCAF, you are the counterrevolution" has been making the rounds online, accusing the 
army of originally supporting Mubarak's forces and facilitating the work of his police and 
thugs during the revolution -- and afterward. 



The army's treatment of civilians and unarmed protesters is a key source of popular ire. 
In the months since Mubarak's abdication, some 5,600 civilians have been prosecuted 
by the military in what Human Rights activist Heba Morayef describes as "group trials." 
Dozens of protesters swept up on March 9, when the army violently broke the sit-in and 
cleared Tahrir Square, killing two protesters "were tried in groups of 25 at a time, in 
military court cases which only lasted 30 minutes, then all sentenced to up to five years 
behind bars," according to Morayef. 

On that same day, army soldiers also allegedly tortured a number of protesters and 
activists, subjecting female prisoners to "virginity tests" in which they, according to their 
testimony, were stripped naked and photographed by male soldiers, then forced to 
submit to "virginity checks" and threatened with prostitution charges. Amnesty 
International spoke for many in Egypt in condemning the military's actions: "Forcing 
women to have ‘virginity tests' is utterly unacceptable. Its purpose is to degrade women 
because they are women." 

To many, the idea of hailing the people's unity with the army now feels like a bitter joke. 
In the last month or so, protesters have increasingly chanted, "The people demand the 
removal of the field marshal" -- a reference to Mohammad Hussein Tantawi, the head of 
the SCAF, and an echo of the iconic slogan of the revolution, "The people demand the 
removal of the regime." 

Even the protest vibe feels familiar. A few days ago, as I prepared to go to a rally 
demanding the release of activist Tarek Shalaby, who was arrested along with 160 
demonstrators outside the Israeli Embassy on May 15, I realized I was preparing myself 
just as I did before and during the revolution: Comfortable shoes in case we have to run. 
No house keys. A scarf and plenty of tissues, to deal with the effects of the tear gas. 
Only this time, it was the army, and not just the police or plain-clothes thugs, I was 
worried about. (The rally, however, went on peacefully, and Tarek, along with most of 
those arrested the same evening, was soon sentenced to one year of probation and 
released.) 

All of this mounting tension will come to a head on Friday, May 27, a date activists have 
labeled "The Second Day of Rage" (the first being January 28). Already, many of the 
leading activist groups in the country -- including the 6th of April movement, Al-Masry 
Al-Hurr, the Coalition of Revolutionary Youth, the ElBaradei campaign, and the Muslim 
Brotherhood Youth wing -- have all announced their intention to take part. 

Those planning to attend have a variety of grievances. Some want to protest the 
treatment of protesters and demand an end to military trials of civilians. Others 
complain that, while trials against protesters are swift and the sentences often extreme 
-- some demonstrators have been sentenced to 5 years in jail -- the army has made no 
such effort to prosecute the members of the Mubarak entourage, none of whom has 
been sentenced as of yet. Many also demand the SCAF's replacement with a civilian 



presidential council, which would take over the responsibilities of the presidency ahead 
of the parliamentary elections scheduled for next September. Still others are protesting 
the army's incapacity to stop the sectarian clashes that left 12 dead and scores injured 
in Cairo in the first week of May. And those with longer memories are protesting the 
army's behavior during the revolution, accusing it of facilitating the entry of Mubarak 
thugs into Tahrir Square and standing idly by during the most violent clashes. 

The army is clearly worried. Its latest communiqué, issued May 22nd, accuses "some 
foreign elements claiming heroism and nationalism of issuing false statements 
developed by their sick imagination to incite against some members of the SCAF 
leadership and to create discord between the army and the people." The communiqué 
goes on to warn that "those external elements" are sending their followers to infiltrate 
"the free revolutionary demonstrations" in order to instigate a clash between the 
people and the security forces -- a declaration widely seen as a veiled threat, 
frighteningly reminiscent of excuses that the Mubarak regime would put forth to justify 
its crackdowns. 

But the army is also seeking to deflate popular anger. This week's announcement that 
Mubarak will be put on trial can be viewed in this light: a reminder by the army that it is 
on the revolution's side, not Mubarak's. 

Amid Egypt's revolutionary fever, these sorts of last-minute actions have usually failed. 
Remember Ahmed Shafiq, Mubarak's last prime minister? He resigned on March 3rd, 
just ahead of a massive Friday protest demanding his ouster. The protest went on as 
planned, with only a few banners added praising the army and the new prime minister. 
Egyptian activists believe popular protests are their only means of keeping the military 
regime honest. 

Many are expecting big crowds on Friday. As for me, I will be there, in comfortable 
shoes. Just in case. 


