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A Note on Transliteration

The transliteration method used in this dissertation attempts to combine accuracy with simplicity
and intelligibility for the broadest sectors of readers. It is based primarily on Brill’s Encyclopedia
of Islam 3’s system of transliteration from the Arabic language.

MSA = Modern Standard Arabic

ECA = Egyptian Colloguial Arabic

Below, I am using EI3 modified system of transliteration for Cairo Arabic:
*Consonants & semi-consonants:
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3 w, 1 (0)
< ¥, 1(8)
E a, at

& a

*Vowels: 2,1, T(ECA0,8)/a,u, I (ECA o, e)
*Final ta’ marbuta : -a / -at
*Alif magstra: -a

*Article: al- (Modern Standard Arabic), el- (Cairo Arabic); solar and lunar letters not distinguished
in MSA, distinguished in CA.

*Compound names with Allah are in general written as one word: ‘Abdallah, Hibatallah, other
compound names are written as two words: ‘Abd al-Rahman.

*Widely recognized Romanizations of well-known historical leaders, politicians, intellectuals,
celebrities, places, and public figures are spelled according to convention (e.g., Sharia, Quran,
Ulama, Tahrir, Nasser, Mubarak, Sadat, Morsi, Sisi, etc..). Other proper nouns are written in the
text and footnotes using the transliteration system between brackets at the first time they are
mentioned, except for those variants that are globally recognized and therefore easily searchable.
In Egyptian proper nouns, /j/ is always written /g/. Transliteration of Arabic texts written in Cairo
Arabic imposes to use variants listed above (g, 0, €, 0, €).

*Regarding news agencies, NGOs and research institutions, media platforms, and digital accounts
and pages, names appearing in the Latin alphabet were reproduced as such, in quotes, within the
text, for citation, and footnotes, in accordance with the institution or the platform’s spelling.
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Introduction

Following the Egyptian popular uprising in 2011, the pervasive influence of the internet
memesphere on Egypt's political, social, and cultural landscape, became remarkable. Internet
memes increasingly turned to an actual and prompt commentary medium that took the topsy turvy
politics, daily news and trends, historical symbols and popular culture productions to a different
level. Defined as the reproduction of an already present material by the “common people,”* online
memes could be regarded as an extemporaneous re-contextualization of old and recent cultural
histories, where an intentional intervention of cultural creators and social actors materialized as an
engineering process of the public opinion and the sociopolitical stances.

As identified in Richard Dawkins’s genetic vocabulary,? internet memes were crystallized
as an expression vehicle (a cultural gene) serving a communicative function as units of cultural
transmission. The multimodal artifacts® created of cultural references, local and global symbols,
and superimposed text, in a momentary context, migrated to get endlessly replicated and modified
within the digital medium around the world. During their journey, internet memes reconstruct
meanings from layers of “semiotic inflection resulting from ongoing hybridization, mutability,
creolization, crossbreeding and bricolage.”*

It is important to delineate the specificity of the Egyptian context where memes, a generic
global subcategory of popular culture, surged in the form of “digital caricatures,” in parallel to

the ongoing events taking place during the unprecedented popular uprising in 2011.

! Iskander, Adel. “The Meme-ing of Revolution: Creativity, Folklore, and the Dislocation of Power in Egypt,”

Jadaliyya - 4l 2017,  https://www.jadaliyya.com/Details/31189/The-Meme-ing-of-Revolution-Creativity,-
Folklore,-and-the-Dislocation-of-Power-in-Egypt .
2 Richard Dawkins. The Selfish Gene. Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 1989.

3 Zenner, Eline, and Dirk Geeraerts. “One Does Not Simply Process Memes: Image Macros as Multimodal
Constructions.” Chapter. In Cultures and Traditions of Wordplay and Wordplay Research, 176, ed. by Esme Winter-
Froemel and Verena Thaler. Berlin: De Gruyter, 2018.

% Iskander, “The Meme-Ing of Revolution: Creativity, Folklore, and the Dislocation of Power in Egypt.”

5 El Khachab, Chihab. « Est-ce que ¢a ne vaut pas mieux que d’étre comme la Syrie et I’Trak ? Les caractéres nationaux
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Among the most popular forms come the komiks (comics) that acquired a different
connotation in Egypt than their Anglo-Saxon one. Comics represented the genre where the
confluence of the local popular culture references (cadres from popular films, drama series, web
archives, iconography, or theatrical pieces), the visual organization of a caricature, and other
elements like written commentary or dialogue occurred. Comics and memes were granted a
national context since 2011 and became a field where social debates got ignited in politics,
economy, and social life. Within the political mobilization context, internet memes surpassed the
global criteria of a highly diffusible and transformable digital audiovisual content to play an
integral role in consolidating political camps, reinventing dominant narratives, and assisting in the

war of positions between the polarized sociopolitical factions.

The political unrest taking place since 2011 was reflected in the cultural production sphere,
taking different phases and transmutes in relation to the quick and successive transformations of
the political regimes and different social groups’ interactions. As influential as they had been
during the political upheaval in January 2011, social media and internet comedy continued to
convey the political, cultural, and ideological dynamics animating the Egyptian society in the years

of the aftermath.

Starting from the emergence of omnipresent memes and comics during successive
presidential campaigns (2011-2014) and crucial political crossroads, internet comedy kept
agitating the social imaginary and disrupting the mainstream media agendas of the governing
regimes and their supporters. Meanwhile, internet comedy assisted a growing critical current of
patriarchy, Islamism, and political authoritarianism through deciphering the nature of cultural
discourses on modern Egyptian nationalism, religious institutions and organizations, and

traditional gender conceptions.

Scrutinizing the Egyptian memesphere after 2013, as a contestation tool, propagation
vehicle for rising and competing populist discourses, and an interactive space for sociopolitical

critique could be considered the central focus and problematic of this dissertation.

vus par la caricature numérique égyptienne sur Facebook ». In Culture pop en Egypte. Entre mainstream commercial

et contestation, 257. Richard Jacquemond et Frédéric Lagrange dir. Paris: Riveneuve. 2020.



In 2013, President Mohamed Morsi, a member and candidate of the Muslim Brotherhood
organization, was removed from office following mass popular protests in June of that year. The
protests and Morsi's ousting by the Egyptian military were succeeded by a wave of disturbances
and violent reactions from the Muslim Brotherhood, which included sectarian attacks and
organized sit-ins throughout the Egyptian capital. These events culminated in the bloody

evacuation of Rab‘a al-‘Adawiyya Square in August 2013.%

In 2014, the military takeover was solidified with the election of military general Abd al-
Fattah al-Sisi as president of the republic. The establishment of Sisi’s regime initiated a process of
autocratic restoration marked by a severe crackdown on political dissent, social mobilization,

independent media platforms, and avenues of public expression.

As aresearcher, artist, and cultural activist, I had a front-row seat to the sociopolitical shifts
that unfolded between 2005 and 2011, a period characterized by burgeoning social movements,
youth engagement, and political organization in Egypt's public sphere. This era witnessed a fusion
of the digital cultural realm with social realities, as a wave of new voices (amateurs, bloggers, and
political activists) emerged within the cultural underground, digital networks, blogs and

journalism, and creative industries.

Over the ensuing six years, a dynamic interplay between the internet's virtual space and its
impact on tangible social realities became increasingly evident. Digital cyberutopians emerged as
trailblazers of a burgeoning “mediated dissidence class,” coinciding with the Egyptian regime's
adoption of a neoliberal economic model bolstered by web-based services and integrated media
system.” The proliferation of opposition figures' online platforms ushered a wave of fresh faces

into the political arena, shaping the landscape of dissent and discourse in Egypt.

Having actively participated in the 2011 uprising; I witnessed firsthand the tumultuous

journey of Egyptian militant groups over the subsequent three years of unrest. Immersed in various

& Al-Malky, Rania. “Rabaa Was a Massacre of Innocents Egypt Must Never Forget,” Middle East Eye, 2019.
https://www.middleeasteye.net/opinion/rabaa-was-massacre-innocents-egypt-must-never-forget .

" Guaaybess, Tourya. “10. Media Policy in the MENA: The Political Impact of Media Confluence.” In The Handbook
of Media and Culture in the Middle East, 93-106, ed. by J.F. Khalil, G. Khiabany, T. Guaaybess and B. Yesil.
Hoboken. New Jersey: Wiley Blackwell, 2023.
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political, cultural, and artistic circles, I engaged in intense political conversations, collective
sociocultural initiatives, and demonstrations that opened my eyes to the complex dilemmas that
surrounded the uprising and the diverse sociopolitical factions driving its demands and

mobilizations.

The years following the collapse of political mobilization constituted a prolonged period
of reflection for me and many social and political actors across Egypt and the Arab region. This
period provided an opportunity to critically reassess the “Arab Spring” and its aftermath from a
multitude of perspectives. The repeated setbacks and significant defeats suffered by pro-
democracy forces compelled me to constantly probe beneath the surface of the overt slogans and

movements that garnered widespread media attention.

Beyond mere political motivations, it became imperative to delve into the historical, social,
and cultural underpinnings that jeopardized the secular political uprising and incited a reactionary
religious mobilization, leading to sectarian conflicts and subsequent waves of gender and religious
persecution. The long history and path of Islamism and the interplay between post-independence
Egyptian regimes and religious organizations re-emerged as major obstacles confronting the
mobilization for social change. The state/religion duality subsequently became part of everyday
deliberations on social networks and through internet memes after the outlawing of the Muslim

Brotherhood in 2013.

Observing the evolution of the Egyptian memesphere post-2013 involves studying an
ethnographic site where a generation influenced by global digital culture organizes various digital
movements reflecting the polarization within the deeply divided Egyptian society. This analysis
scrutinizes the memesphere and its participants through the lenses of generational, political, and
cultural divisions, considering the local and global dynamic influences and tendencies shaping the

groups of meme creators.

In the Egyptian context, creating comics had been embraced by young people interested in
challenging the dominant middle-class ethos and moral discourses, fostering a "revolutionary"
youth counterculture against "normies"—a term that referred, in the local context, to older middle-
class generations who embraced a hegemonic national culture shaped by 20th-century Egyptian
modernization movements and the significant cultural impact of Islamic revival movements since

the 1970s, resulting in a deeply entrenched sociocultural ethical hybrid.

10



This dissertation primarily explores how the memesphere influences cultural wars and
sparks social trends within the conceptual realms of nationalism, religion, and gender after 2013.
From this perspective, the memesphere activity appears as a gradual development of a vital tool of
contestation, deconstruction, and negotiation of the nation's relevant recent and old histories in the
light of sociopolitical transformations and conflicting currents’ ideologies in the era of media

confluence® heavily impacted by political agendas and populist propensities.

When embraced by traditionalists, government supporters, and Islamist groups, internet
comics functioned as a powerful tool for reinforcing conventional values, highly conservative
views infused with Salafist ideologies, state strategies, and dominant social and religious beliefs
across various media platforms. Rather than being confined to political dissent and cultural
innovation, internet comedy emerged as a versatile medium. In fact, the memesphere and digital
media significantly bolstered established political factions and authorities, serving as a crucial
element within the cultural landscape and the ongoing ideological struggles between competing

currents.

My choice to examine the evolution of the Egyptian memesphere within the frameworks
of nationalism, religion, and gender is motivated by the significant changes that have introduced
new dynamics and the vibrant debates taking place in these particularly active realms. The
reexamination of national identity, religious ideologies, and prevailing gender norms emerged as

crucial areas of conflict and contention after 2013.

In investigating how internet memes serve functions beyond mere humor and precipitating
laughable themes, I identified these three conceptual lenses as central to my analysis. Exploring
meme wars and their associated symbols in relation to nationalism, religion, and gender has
directed my research process and provided three complementary perspectives on the substantial

sociocultural transformations occurring in Egypt since 2013.

8 “The media confluence makes it possible to reflect the progressive interweaving of the media one into the other
within a complete system allowing the coexistence of several formats and several media. Digital media have their uses
and modes of production, which make it possible to establish this interdependence with and between existing media.”
Guaaybess. “Media Policy in the MENA,,” 95.

11



. The Egyptian Memesphere and a State-of-the-Art Examination

My study of the Egyptian memesphere post-2013 was, in part, motivated by a desire to
contextualize the Egyptian uprising and its aftermath within broader cultural, historical, and global
frameworks. Here, the logic of participation on digital platforms, social networks, and the

emergent phenomena of neopopulism and neonationalism appeared as a significant influence.

The Egyptian uprising marked a pivotal moment, contributing to what I argue can be
considered a tripartite division of political affiliations and cultural tendencies dominating the
online sphere since 2013: A/-thawragiyya (the revolutionaries) representing the liberal and leftist
opposition and the 2011 uprising sympathizers, al-dawlagiyya (the state supporters) representing
the “stability alliance” who supported the military takeover and Sisi regime since the removal of
Mohamed Morsi in 2013, and al-Islamgiyya (the Islamists) representing the different blocs of
political Islam led by the Muslim Brotherhood organization. It is noteworthy to refer to the Salafist
movement that occupies a substantial position within the Islamist sphere, given that it remained
politically inactive until the 2000s, however, it was immensely influential in the mainstreaming of

reactionary conceptions.’

The mediated dissidence class that emerged since 2005 operated through social networks,
capitalizing on the horizontal nature of the burgeoning conversational and contestational spirit

among Arab digital youth before 2011.1°

However, political alliances that preceded the uprising
capitalized on a heterotopic space of communication, like the Internet, to mobilize large sectors of

the population with divergent sensibilities and visions.

The clashes between divergent visions and political projects in 2011 precipitated a
significant process of fragmentation that permeated the revolutionary groups, leading to diverging
paths, particularly during the period marked by the rise of the Muslim Brotherhood to power amid

opposition from within the revolutionary movements themselves. In a later stage, the intervention

® Lacroix, Stéphane. “Egypt’s Pragmatic Salafis: The Politics of Hizb al-Nour.” Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace, 2016. https://carnegieendowment.org/2016/11/01/egypt-s-pragmatic-salafis-politics-of-hizb-al-
nour-pub-64902 .

10 Gonzalez-Quijano, Yves. “Les origines numériques des soulévements arabes.” In Arabités numériques : Le

printemps du web arabe. Paris : Actes Sud/Sindbad, 2012.
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of the Egyptian military, supported by a broad alliance of political and social forces opposed to the
Muslim Brotherhood, reshaped the landscape, causing a shift in positions and elevating

confrontation with Islamist organizations to a pivotal factor in political discourse since June 2013.

Following the authoritarian restoration in 2014 and the election of President Sisi, a new
landscape began to unfold. The three politically oriented entities I distinguished (al-thawragiyya,
al-dawlagiyya, and al-Islamgiyya) were consolidated, molding public sentiment and societal
dynamics driven by starkly contrasting perspectives on the course of the uprising. Each group
became engrossed in shaping the narrative of the events spanning from 2011 to 2013, fueling a
continuous discourse that influenced social and political realms in the post-2013 era. The resulting
political frictions among these primary factions manifested in ongoing cultural wars, infiltrating
various domains, among which I chose to analyze nationalism, religion, and gender, with the

memesphere emerging as a significant influencer in this intricate tapestry of conflicts.

However, the three divisions were not steadily reflecting clear cut nuanced ideologies as
they stemmed from heterotopic constituencies which resulted in a continual process of
fragmentation and shifting viewpoints among their followers and supporters. The memesphere
aptly mirrored the alliances and rifts cutting across these groups based on a variety of factors,
including diversified political interests, social and religious stances, and gender biases acquiring
increasing importance with the growing influence of a minority advocating for gender rights,
adding a new layer of complexity to the evolving meme wars. Memes, in such a severely polarized
context rather reflect, as an integral component in cultural wars, a “struggle over meaning, values,

and ideologies.”!!

Building on the works of the communications professors Ryan Milner!? and Limor
Shifman,®® T focused on memes as social and cultural phenomena, that emerge out of social

interactions, express, and help shaping shared values and cultural meanings. From that angle, |

11 Zidani, Sulafa. “Not Arabi or Ajnabi: Arab Youth and Reorienting Humor.” International Journal of

Communication 14 (2020). https://ijoc.org/index.php/ijoc/article/view/14133 .

12 Milner, Ryan M. The World Made Meme: Public Conversations and Participatory Media. Cambridge: The MIT
Press, 2016.
13 Shifman, Limor. Memes in Digital Culture. Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2013.

13
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chose meme pages and groups who concentrated on the actual sociopolitical context and reacted

to the cultural trends that surged amidst and after the political upheaval in 2011.

Memes, in this perspective, have gained immense popularity as a means of showcasing
images, texts, and videos that traverse the internet combining cultural symbolism, hypermediacy
(offering a heterogenous space that acknowledges multiple acts of representation and makes them
visible),}* affective power, and humor. Their popularity can be assessed based on engagement
metrics across social media platforms, including likes, shares, and the growing number of members
within meme creator communities. The increasing follower count on meme pages underscores the
substantial impact these online groups have in shaping public discourse and sentiments through
the viral spread of highly shareable memes and comics. These common forms of online expression
are crafted, altered, and disseminated by users to articulate opinions, bolster perspectives,
comment on various subjects, or visually represent different ideas.’® Memes are social and cultural

2516

expressions of the internet that gradually construct digital media “postmodern folklore”** through

digital storytelling.'’

Limor Shifman summarized her definition of memes as “(a) a group of digital items sharing

common characteristics of content, form, and/or stance, which (b) were created with awareness of

each other, and (c) were circulated, imitated, and/or transformed via the Internet by many users.”8

She further identifies “content, form, and stance” as three dimensions that characterize internet
memes. Hence, she stressed the ideas and ideologies (content), the physical structure (form), and
the (stances) of meme creators who “position themselves in relation to the text, its linguistic codes,

919

the addressees, and other potential speakers” as the main pillars of this cultural phenomenon. She

14 Bolter, Jay David and Richard Grusin. “Immediacy, Hyperrnediacy, and Remediation.” In Remediation:
Understanding New Media, 33-34. Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2000.

15 Milner. The World Made Meme: Public Conversations and Participatory Media.

16 Shifman, Limor. “Memes in a Digital World: Reconciling with a Conceptual Troublemaker.” Journal of Computer-
Mediated Communication, 18/3 (2013): 362-377, https://doi.org/10.1111/jcc4.12013 .

17 Burgess, Jean. “Vernacular Creativity and New Media,” PhD diss., (Queensland University of Technology, 2005).
https://eprints.qut.edu.au/16378/1/Jean_Burgess_Thesis.pdf .

18 Shifman, Limor. “Defining Internet Memes.” In Memes in Digital Culture, 41.
9 Ibid., 40.
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also studied memes as “means of repackaging”?’

through mimicry and remix (manipulating a
digital item) which allowed meme creators to produce various genres of memes like photoshopped

images, stock character macros, text and screenshots memes, and reaction GIFs.?

The linguists Eline Zenner and Dirk Geeraerts?® evoked the virality of memes that relies
on a shared meme literacy between online communities and starts to transform networked

individualism into a widely shared “ingroup code of the digitally literate”?3

connecting with a
significant audience across multiple social media platforms in a relatively short amount of time.
Virality, from another side, was influenced by the participatory logic of social networks and the
economy of visibility on the internet, as argues Gérald Bronner in his sociological account

24 where sex, fear of countless dangers, and anger are three main emotions

“Apocalypse cognitive,
that captivate the most attention. The virality and visibility of internet memes significantly

influenced their effectiveness and reach within the tumultuous landscape of post-revolutionary

Egypt.

From his side, Ryan Milner affirmed the “polyvocality of memes” allowing “multiple
voices to come together through humor, political, and social commentary.”? According to Ryan
Milner “the participatory media world is made—is brought into existence and sustained—through
messy memetic interrelationships. It exists in the space between individual texts and broader
conversations, between individual citizens and broader cultural discourses.”?® Polyvocality and
horizontal networking reinforced the growing conversational and contestational spirit among Arab

digital youth generations before 2011, as postulated Yves Gonzalez-Quijano in his book “Arabités

20 1bid., 20.

2 pid., “Meme Genres.”

22 Zenner, Eline and Geeraerts, Dirk. "One does not simply process memes: Image macros as multimodal
constructions” In Cultures and Traditions of Wordplay and Wordplay, 167-194, ed. by Esme Winter-Froemel and
Verena Thaler. Berlin, Boston: De Gruyter, 2018. https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110586374-008 .

23 |bid.

24 Bronner, Gérald. “Avant-propos subjectif : Une époque formidable.” In Apocalypse cognitive. Paris : Presses

Universitaires de France, 2021.

2 Milner, Ryan M. The World Made Meme: Public Conversations and Participatory Media. Cambridge : The MIT
Press, 2016.

% |bid., 2.
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numériques.”?’ The heterotopic composition of the mediated dissident class was later reflected

within the Egyptian memesphere operating in an atmosphere of cyberpolarization.?®

Media studies professor Anastasia Denisova highlights the role of internet memes as a
contemporary means of “carnivalesque resistance.”?® She draws inspiration from the Russian
philosopher Mikhail Bakhtin,*® who conceptualizes medieval carnivals as a form of dissent that is
tolerated under authoritarian regimes, facilitating the emergence of alternative discourses, diverse
stylistic expressions, and an intentional polyphony (heteroglossia).®! She connects this idea to

Ryan Milner's perspective on the polyvocality of memes.

The connection between carnivalesque public protests and the dynamic online
communities that spread memes creates an environment in which memes are seen as a
countercultural movement actively participating in political persuasion and engaging in mind-
bombing, according to Anastasia Denisova. From this perspective, she uses the term "tactical
media"® to characterize the digital landscape that fosters relationships among like-minded

individuals and facilitates the dissemination of an “insurgent consciousness.”%

Anastasia Denisova emphasizes that digital platforms can enhance political engagement in
areas where fear deters participation. Digital activism facilitates access to information and
networks, educating audiences through varied ideologies and debates. These platforms empower
dissenters with anonymity or a curated online identity, increasing their reach and the visibility of

their political discourse. Hence, the increasing role of the Egyptian memesphere could be classified

27 Gonzalez-Quijano, Yves. “Les origines numériques des soulévements arabes.” In Arabités numériques : Le
printemps du web arabe, 176. Paris : Actes Sud/Sindbad, 2012.

28 Sunstein, Cass R. “Polarization and Cybercascades.” In Republic.com 2.0, 60. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton
University Press, 2001.

2 Denisova, Anastasia. “Many Uses of Memes: From Fast-Food Media to Political Mindbombs.” In Internet Memes
and Society: Social, Cultural, and Political Contexts, 47-51. New York and London: Routledge, 2019.

30 Bakhtine, Mikhail, and Iswolsky, Héléne. Rabelais and his world. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984.
31 Denisova. “Many Uses of Memes: From Fast-Food Media to Political Mindbombs,” 35.

32 Denisova. “Before Memes: Tactical Media, Humor, and Affective Engagement with Politics Online,” 16.

33 Ibid.
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under the broad category of “tactical media” operating under repressive conditions after the

autocratic restoration in 2014.

The widespread popularity of Egyptian memes and comics hinges on their ability to
simplify themes, and coherently present diverse elements as “constructs” in a satirical and playful
manner. These memes often draw on cultural references from popular films, theater, TV shows,
and well-known songs, enhanced by the addition of text, aphorisms, and dialogues. This
countercultural subcategory sees meme creators reclaiming and redefining symbols of political
power while engaging in the discourse among various polarized online groups. For these purposes,
meme creators deploy the power of rapidly evolving multimodal constructions of images with

superimposed text (image macros), reworked cartoons, comics, memes, and photoshopped images.

The social anthropologist Chihab El Khachab categorizes Egyptian internet comics as
“digital caricatures,”** drawing from their social role and the use of "intermedial references." He
connects them to traditional satirical journalism, which has existed in Egypt since the nineteenth
century. Despite the temporal differences, Chihab El Khachab observes that the critique of current
affairs within these comics resonates due to the familiar visual conventions they employ, allowing

them to connect with a wide audience across cultural contexts.

Chihab El Khachab's discussion of "intermedial references," as articulated by scholar Irina
Rajewsky,® highlights the functional parallels between classical satirical cartoons and digital
caricatures, reinforcing the enduring significance of visual satire in critiquing societal issues and

power structures.

9536

The “referential complexity”™ in these digital caricatures emerges from the varied

interpretations and spontaneous reinterpretations of cultural narratives and histories. The blending

34 El Khachab, Chihab, “Est-ce que ¢a ne vaut pas mieux que d’étre comme la Syrie et I’Trak ? Les caractéres nationaux
vus par la caricature numérique Egyptienne sur Facebook.” In Culture pop en Egypte : Entre mainstream commercial
et contestation, 257. Richard Jacquemond et Frédéric Lagrange dir. Paris, France : Riveneuve, 2020.

% Rajewsky, Irina O. “Intermediality, Intertextuality, and Remediation: A Literary Perspective on Intermediality.”
Essay. In « Intermédialités » : Histoire et Théorie Des Arts, Des Lettres et Des Techniques, Centre de recherche sur
Uintermédialité 6 (2005) : 43-64.

% Lagrange, Frédéric. “Introduction.” In Culture pop en Egypte : Entre mainstream commercial et contestation, 1—

35. Richard Jacquemond et Frédéric Lagrange dir. Paris, France : Riveneuve, 2020.
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of cultural references, the intersection of local and global influences, and the combination of
archival and contemporary popular culture rely on shared experiences and a recognizable
background among audiences. Additionally, the intricate meaning structures, within this multi-
layered work of remixes and mashups in memes, challenge dominant cultural narratives and recode
their connotations, de-confining them from their original normative meanings tied to the primary

form of reception.
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IL. Contextualizing the Production of Egyptian Comics after 2013

Building upon the scholar of cultural anthropology Walter Armbrust's account on the
Egyptian revolution®” and his application of the schismogenesis concept and theory, I delved into
the pervasive phenomena of fragmentation and polarization that clouded the Egyptian uprising's
trajectory and outcome. By scrutinizing the postrevolutionary memesphere within the realms of
nationalism, religion, and gender, I sought to establish a parallel between the integrated media
system, online cultural wars, and the enduring 'schismogenetic' tendencies that came to the fore
during years of political upheaval and carried on after 2013. A selected corpus of digital
caricatures, navigating comic forums, and interviewing meme creators served as my key cultural
compass points, illuminating, in three separate parts, the unfolding cultural conflict revolving
around contested national identities, shifting religious landscapes, and the ongoing struggles over

gender issues.

Walter Armbrust draws on the insights of anthropologists Gregory Bateson®® and Bjorn
Thomassen's notion of "schismogenesis"®® to analyze the sequence of events that fractured the
various elements of the Egyptian popular uprising. Bjern Thomassen describes schismogenesis
during political revolutions as a phenomenon that often unfolds during transitional phases,
potentially becoming a lasting dynamic.*® According to Walter Armbrust, schismogenesis involves

forming lasting adversaries and adopting rhetoric that reflects those deemed outside the bounds of

87 Armbrust, Walter. Martyrs and Tricksters: An Ethnography of the Egyptian Revolution. Princeton, New Jersey:
Princeton University Press, 2019.

3 “Gregory Bateson was a biologist by training (his father William Bateson invented the term ‘genetics’). He
understood the Tatmul village as a fragile ecology, a ‘dynamic equilibrium’ (a term he borrowed from chemistry and
coined for anthropology). Schismogenesis was a generative principle in this cultural ecology, but, unrestrained, it
would destroy it too. He delineated two forms of schismogenesis: symmetrical — where the parties reacted with
equivalent intensity to each other’s sallies —and complementary — where increasingly active display was met with an
increasingly passive response.”

Wardle, Huon Oliver Bliase. “Schismogenesis in a Belfast urinal.” Anthropology Today 17/3 (2001): 24-25.

3 Thomassen, Bjern. “Notes towards an Anthropology of Political Revolutions.” Comparative Studies in Society and
History 54/3 (2012): 679-706. http://www.jstor.org/stable/23274538 .
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social acceptance.*! The political dynamics after 2013 show an operating schismogenesis rooted
in the protest movement's makeup, which, as elaborated in this dissertation, existed before the

Muslim Brotherhood's expulsion in 2013.

The intersection of new media activism, with its capacity for virality and horizontal
participatory logic, alongside the diverse protest groups, energized political mobilization. Yet,
despite a revolutionary narrative filled with positive ideals, it struggled to unify the fragmented
social entities. While democratic ideals and freedom demands as thematic elements helped
coalesce disparate groups, bolstering their mobility and influencing online slogans, these ideals
articulated in the digital sphere in 2011 did not effectively materialize in political tactics during

the uprising, its development, and subsequent negotiations.

The operational dynamics of the post-2013 political divisions in Egypt were closely
intertwined with global influences, particularly the ascendant populist parties and alt-right affects
from one side, and identity politics and woke activism from another side, in the United States of
America and Europe. These currents heavily relied on social networks, internet memes, and digital
platforms to propagate their views and discourses. The convergence of the virtual and physical
worlds provided these movements with momentum and bolstered their impact on modern politics
and sociocultural trends. From this viewpoint, the Egyptian memesphere, despite its distinct
cultural references and the political context of its development, is closely intertwined with global
cultural and political trends. The culture of online memes operates as an extensive network of
cultural exchange, where local and global influences perpetually interact. The dissemination of
meme symbols and the propagation of diverse sociopolitical ideologies frequently attain universal
relevance, shaped by local conditions and broader hegemonic frameworks, especially the pervasive

influence of American media and culture.

In 2016, “The Great Meme War” by online pro-Trump supporters on alt-right platforms
such as 4chan’s /pol/ or Reddit’s r/The Donald, was also related to the notion of metapolitics, often

deployed by key alt-right figures.*? Inspired by Antonio Gramsci’s theory of cultural hegemony,

41 Armbrust. “The Disputed Grievability of Sally Zahran,” 98.
42 Bar-On, Tamir. “Richard B. Spencer and the Alt Right,” In Key Thinkers of the Radical Right: Behind the New
Threat to Liberal Democracy, ed. by Mark Sedgwick. New York: Oxford Academic, 2019.
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and the French Nouvelle Droite, the concept of metapolitics “aims at spreading certain themes and
ideas among the general public by focusing on cultural and ideological issues rather than on actual

politics.”*

The digital culture scholar Sulafa Zidani challenged the notion of globality in digital
influences, referring to the permeation of the local memes in the Arab World by Western notions
that get integrated in local memes through repackaging, mashups, and remixes with local content.**
She argued that cultural exchange within the memesphere could be viewed from “nondominant
perspectives” as a mediation practice where “creators of the arabi—ajnabi (Arab-foreign) mashups
emphasize what has meaning to them, or what they and their audience consider a part of their

culture.”®®

According to Sulafa Zidani, creative youth drawing on historical and cultural contexts,
contrasting diverse cultures, and presenting serious themes with a playful touch, cultivate a humor
that highlights their significant concerns while fostering a sense of community through subversive

laughter.

John C. Meyer, professor of communication studies, identifies three primary types of
humor utilized in communication: relief, incongruity, and superiority.*® These humor styles are
particularly effective in memetic texts, where they are employed to craft jokes that resonate with

audiences who identify with the themes and comedic elements of the meme.

According to him, relief humor arises when people laugh due to a perceived alleviation of
stress, functioning as a release of tension in difficult circumstances.*’ Incongruity humor occurs
when an expected pattern is disrupted, or a notable difference is observed—one that is sufficiently

non-threatening yet distinct enough to be striking. This interplay between the familiar and the

43 Dafaure, Maxime. “The “Great Meme War:” the Alt-Right and its Multifarious Enemies.” Angles: New Perspectives
on the Anglophone World, 10 (2020). https://doi.org/10.4000/angles.369 .

44 Zidani. “Not Arabi or Ajnabi: Arab Youth and Reorienting Humor.”

5 1bid., 3214.

46 Meyer, John C. Understanding Humor Through Communication: Why Be Funny, Anyway? Maryland: Lexington
Books, 2015.

47 Ibid., 13.
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unexpected elicits humor for the audience.*® Superiority humor describes the phenomenon where
individuals laugh at others, experiencing a sense of triumph or superiority over them. This type of
humor has a considerable impact on social dynamics, reinforcing hierarchies by positioning some
individuals and groups as the ones who laugh (higher status) while others become the objects of

the joke (lower status).*°

However, the aim of my research extends beyond merely drawing parallel lines between
global phenomena and their digital extensions and the current reality in Egypt post-2013. Instead,
it seeks to undertake a detailed and comprehensive cultural study of local Egyptian interactions
within three interconnected yet distinct realms: nationalism, religion, and gender. By meticulously
analyzing each of these areas of interest separately, utilizing a vast sample of memes spanning
approximately ten years and produced by various categories of Egyptians, this research offers an
unconventional perspective on popular perceptions and interactions with events and
transformations within each domain, and how these interactions impact the daily lives of

individuals across gender, religious, and nationalist affiliations.

Through this examination, the research also endeavors to formulate a nuanced
understanding of the governance ideologies and management techniques adopted by the new
authority in Egypt post-2013, which intersect with global influences, regional dynamics, and
transformations in integrated media systems (social networks along with national and transnational

television channels and journalism).>°

Addressing online cultural wars through the lens of internet memes allowed this research
to process complex perspectives about the rise of populist ideologies and affects empowering
different political currents and their respective supportive groups. Approaching phenomena like
Egyptian neonationalist groups, neopopulist religious preachers, digital gender rights activism,
anti-feminist neomasculinist groups, anti-Islamist tendencies, in the post-2013 era, essentially
depended on revisiting discourses, cultural references and iconography, satires, and clashes within

the memesphere.

8 Ibid., 17.
49 Ibid., 15.
%0 Guaaybess. “Media Policy in the MENA,” 99-100.
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Moreover, within this interdisciplinary framework, the memesphere emerges as a dynamic
arena for shaping narratives surrounding the events of 2011 and their aftermath. Conflicting
currents within the memesphere generate diverse perceptions and positions, reshaping discourse
on politics, gender, and religion. The memesphere also serves as a tool for these antagonistic
groups and divided camps that helps to increase their popularity, mobilizing their followers, or

forming changing types of alliances between them.

Identity struggles, limitations on public freedoms, gender inequality, and religious
restrictions are at the forefront of social deliberations and the contributions of meme creators. In
tandem with global identity trends, local conflicts between Islamists and secularists, as well as
between authorities and their opponents, are taking on digital forms, sparking cultural wars that

highlight new qualitative movements within Egypt.

Beneath the surface of these battles, the strategies of the authority and the impact of its
policies become evident, alongside the enduring effects of Islamic awakening movements since
the 1970s and the emergence of resistance movements challenging prevailing values and dominant
discourses. I am using the notion of “identitarian authoritarianism” to delineate the amalgam of
governance strategy and ideological framework that characterized the post-independence Egyptian

state and equally influenced its political adversaries.

The persistent framework of identitarian authoritarianism, capitalizing on the interplay
between nationalist and Islamist currents, reproduced an “identity conflict focus” effectively
obscuring the core issue of the Egyptian state's structural anomaly—its failure to attain a stable
transition, according to the Egyptian historian Sharif Yiinus.® In an effort to mitigate this
shortcoming, successive rulers upheld a state of emergency and exception, which liberated the
political regime from any legal and constitutional limitations, thereby establishing a necessary

condition for its operation.

This research’s conceptual approach seeks to shed light on overlooked aspects in the

academic discourse surrounding the Egyptian uprising in 2011, which often neglected cultural

51 2018 -l dalall gl " pema 8 &laal) 5 23Y) 5 A sall da 3l A (e Can Iy i g
Yunus, Sharif. Searching for a Solace: The Crisis of the State, Islam and Modernity in Egypt, 219-220. Cairo: The
General Egyptian Book Organization, 2018.
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backgrounds, societal historicity, and identity conflicts influencing the performance of various
political currents and their relationship with their audiences. It also aims to explore new
sensitivities that have emerged as a result of the political upheaval, encompassing critical
examinations of the relationship between religion and the state, the role of Islamist movements
within authoritarian systems, advocacy for women's rights and LGBTQ+ rights, and the evolution

of forms of contemporary patriotism alongside traditional national and identity discourses in

Egypt.

Relying on the cultural anthropologist Lisa Wedeen’s definition of ideology as “an
ensemble of practices being undertaken by people at any given time— such as speaking, listening,
feeling, emoting, believing, lying about believing (and/or not believing they are lying)—
sufficiently in concert and with sufficient specificity to be affixed with a label,”®? internet memes
provide a typical arena of social deliberation where the intertwining of ideology and affect serves

as a regime strategy to “flatten out the complexities”>*

of the present-day context. Contemplating
the memes created by pro or anti regime groups gives way to a multitude of interpretations and

readings into the creation of “collective affects”™ based on social experiences.

While the Egyptian meme culture was gaining momentum during the years 2011-2012,
always with an eye on the international scenery, it held a specific context of ignition and
reinforcement related to the major political upheaval the country witnessed at the time. Yet the
cynical sentiments enrooted in the emergence of the Egyptian memesphere cannot be only
attributed to a particularity of the local context overlooking the worldly transformations taking
place. Respectively, in the realms of nationalism, religion, and gender, this research project aimed
at delineating genealogical links between the present events and the historical past of the post-
independence Egyptian state, the local sociopolitical currents, and the global shifts in discursive

power and sociality.

52 Wedeen, Lisa. “Introduction: ‘I Know Very Well, yet Nevertheless . . .’: Ideology, Interpellation, and the Politics
of Disavowal,” In Authoritarian Apprehensions: Ideology, Judgement, and Mourning in Syria, 5-6. London:
University of Chicago Press, Ltd, 2019.

%3 Ibid., 12.

5 1llouz, Eva. “Introduction.” In Les émotions contre la démocratie, 15. Paris : Premier Paralléle, 2022.
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The social polarization that carried on bearing the energy of the political mobilization since
2011 kept operating in a highly censored and restricted public space after 2013. Through social
networks, it revived conflicts between diverse groups of opposing ideologies, encompassing
fundamentalist, conservative, nationalist, liberal, and identitarian currents. The mediated
interventions of meme communities were trying to reconstruct a postrevolutionary narrative and
process regional transformations and lent a voice to a plurality of critical groups weaponizing

humor and satire.

Groups representing right-wing inclinations, anti-globalization territorial nationalists,
anti-political correctness enthusiasts, and anti-feminist manosphere mimed an international
reactionary spectrum in the face of the rising communities of social justice defenders of leftist
inclination, and advocates of religious freedoms and gender rights. However, the sociopolitical
context significantly influenced the interactions between these divergent discourses, resulting in

an ongoing battleground within local networks.

Events in Egypt have been profoundly impacted by the growing conflict between the
opposing ideologies of the alt-right and "wokism," the latter often subjected to ridicule and used
pejoratively even when discussing moderate liberal ideas. In the conservative landscape of Egypt,
alt-right convictions appear to hold more sway, allowing their slogans to dominate the discourse,
whereas "wokism" is tentatively embraced by smaller communities, which are frequently
disparaged as "westernized." The adaptation of these global debates into the local narrative did not
always conform to strict categories; rather, it integrated variations influenced by the local social
landscape, dominant discourses, and historical context. It is essential to explore the specifics of
how these global concepts are translated in local discussions, which social and cultural groups
benefit from reinterpreting these ideas, and how they successfully adapt and weaponize global

ideas to address local issues.
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III.  Theoretical Frameworks and Methodology

In this cultural study, I drew upon a vast array of academic literature spanning disciplines
such as digital culture and communication studies, Middle East studies, contemporary media
studies, modern Egyptian history and politics, gender studies, and digital sociology. Additionally,
I benefited from numerous research papers and articles which enriched my perspective and aided
in keeping abreast of the evolving conceptions within the academic realm regarding digital culture
phenomena and online cultural wars, which continued to influence the Egyptian memesphere to

this day.

The main research question is centered around the examination of the “modern” as a chief
category of analysis in the ultracontemporary Egyptian context; how it has been articulated and

problematized via internet memes and comics penetrating online social trends post-2013.

The modern is profusely negotiated in online cultural agents’ works that challenged gender,
religion, and nationalism conceptions after the schismogenetic political events that dragged the

Egyptian society into intense polarization.

Capitalizing on a diversified body of literature on popular culture, digital ethnography,
media and communications studies, politics of representation, and modern history of Egypt, I aim
at providing a comprehensive account on the cultural dynamicity at present in Egypt, and the
ability of cultural creators to introduce new and transcending perspectives, and elaborate on the
sociopolitical context across different chronological and spatial contexts, where they deploy the
widely memorable/popular film, drama and music productions, local and global symbols and

linguistic references and engage them in a reactive form of digital expression.

To serve this research endeavor, I also relied on the valuable academic studies on the

cultural and sociopolitical influences of Islamism and post-Islamism by scholars Asef Bayat,>

% Bayat, Asef. Revolution Without Revolutionaries: Making Sense of the Arab Spring. Stanford, California: Stanford

University Press, 2017.
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Karin Van Nieuwkerk,*® Charles Hirschkind,®’ Elliott Colla,*® Stéphane Lacroix,>® Jacques
Huntzinger,?® Samuli Schielke,?! Malika Zeghal,®? and Olivier Roy.%® I resorted to these references
to highlight the relation between the postcolonial Egyptian state and the Islamist currents and the

cascade of transmutations and challenges that culminated in the major rift in 2013.

Modern history references offered a complex view of that relation and its impact on the
formation of the political subjects, on the political and social arena, and on the cultural imaginary

of the middle-class counterpublic® until 2013.

% Van Nieuwkerk, Karin. Performing Piety: Singers and Actors in Egypt’s Islamic Revival. Austin, Texas: University
of Texas Press, 2013.

57 Hirschkind, Charles. The Ethical Soundscape: Cassette Sermons and Islamic Counterpublics. New York: Columbia
University Press, 2006.

%8 Colla, Elliott. Conflicted Antiquities: Egyptology, Egyptomania, Egyptian Modernity. Durham, North Carolina :
Duke University Press, 2008.

59 |acroix, Stéphane. Le crépuscule des Saints-Histoire et politique du salafisme en Egypte. Paris : CNRS Editions.
Paris, 2024.

8 Huntzinger, Jacques. Les printemps arabes et le religieux : La sécularisation de I’islam. Paris : Collége des
Bernardins, 2014.

61 Schielke, Samuli. “Ambivalent Commitments: Troubles of Morality, Religiosity and Aspiration among Young

Egyptians.” Journal of Religion in Africa 39/2 (2009): 158-85. http://www.jstor.org/stable/20696806

62 Zeghal, Malika. Gardiens de I’Islam : Les oulémas d’Al Azhar dans I’Egypte contemporaine. Paris : Presses de
Sciences Po., 1996.

8 Roy, Olivier. The Failure of the Political Islam. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1994.

8 Hirschkind, Charles. The Ethical Soundscape: Cassette Sermons and Islamic Counterpublics. New York: Columbia

University Press, 2006.
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In addition, I benefited from many academic works on the cultural and social history of
Egypt and Egyptian feminism by Lucie Ryzova,®® Timothy Mitchell,®® Sharif Yiinus,®” Laura

Bier,?® Beth Baron,® and Eliott Colla.”

In gender studies, I benefited from the works of Abraham De Swaan,’* Hanan Hammad,®

Mervat F. Hatem,”® R. W. Connell,’* Michael Kimmel,” and Eva Illouz.”®

As previously mentioned, I capitalized on Walter Armbrust’s notion of “liminal crisis” to
describe the initiation of a polarization process and effective schismogenetic mechanism that

profited from the digital media’s operative logic of cyberpolarization. I also profited from the

8 Ryzova, Lucie. “Egyptianizing Modernity through the ‘New Effendiya’: Social and Cultural Constructions of the
Middle Class in Egypt under the Monarchy.” In Re-Envisioning Egypt 1919-1952, ed. by Arthur Goldschmidt, and
Amy J. Johnson. Cairo: The American University in Cairo Press, 2005. Pp. 124-163.

8 Mitchell, Timothy. Rule of Experts: Egypt, Techno-Politics, Modernity. Berkeley, California: University of
California Press, 2002.
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0 Colla. Conflicted Antiquities: Egyptology, Egyptomania, Egyptian Modernity..

"1 De Swaan, Abram. Contre les femmes : La montée d’une haine mondiale. Translated vy Bertrand Abraham. Paris:
Editions Seuil, 2021.
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International Journal of Middle East Studies 24/2 (1992): 231-51. http://www.jstor.org/stable/164296 .
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perspectives of Anstasia Danisova in explaining the relation between mind-bombing memes,

tactical media activity, and the sociopolitical context.

Similarly, I resorted to the analyses of the sociologists Yves Gonzalez-Quijano, Dominique
Cardon, and meme theorists Limor Shifman, Ryan Milner to grasp the social function of internet
memes and their substantial role in digital communication and contemporary cultural wars in the

Arab region and Egypt.

Leading interdisciplinary cultural research is cornerstone to this project aiming at capturing
a multi-faceted phenomenon, like internet memes and comics, in its contemporaneous historicity
and sociality. It was indispensable to resort to various theoretical frameworks to become able to
contextualize a cascade of endless social trends emerging within qualitatively different domains
(nationalism, religion, and gender). Trying to delineate and observe common patterns that underpin
the meme wars, and their social impact within three distinct domains, required an equivalently

complex array of interpretative theoretical frameworks and analyses.

The realm of cultural studies has effectively integrated interdisciplinarity, ethnology, and
empiricism to rigorously analyze cultural practices and materials in relation to social contexts,
historical narratives, and the ongoing power struggles between dominant and dominated groups
over meanings, identities, and values. The scholar Nicholas Daly’’ contends that cultural studies
perceived the "popular" as a battleground of political conflict, emphasizing the need to explore the
political and ideological dimensions inherent in cultural forms and artifacts. In that sense, cultural
studies saw that “the realm of culture is the realm of ideology, the place where selves are shaped
and where individuals are interpellated as subjects; or the realm of competition for symbolic
capital; or the realm where oppositional groups create their own meanings out of the cultural

flotsam and jetsam that comes their way.”’®

This view emanates from the cultural theorist Stuart Hall’s identification of the cultural

message as a product conforming with the “dominant codes” of the producers, while its “decoding”

" Daly, Nicholas. “Interdisciplinarity and Cultural Studies.” Victorian Review 33/1 (2007) : 18-21.
http://www.jstor.org/stable/27793611 .
78 |bid.
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does not always take place as expected by the encoder.”® According to Stuart Hall, an established
“hegemonic dominant” 1is perpetually challenged when a normative understanding is
recontextualized within the cultural world, which continuously alters the “codes of reference” of

cultural productions.®

In interpreting satirical memes, it becomes more difficult to identify producers within the
categories of dominant fractions as both producers and encoders are entangled in an ongoing
process of cultural exchange and reproducibility of cultural representations. Internet memes serve
as powerful communication tools within cultural conflicts and power dynamics, continuously
redefining reference codes through repackaging processes that surpass conventional boundaries of
production and consumption as identified by cultural studies when looking at hierarchical power
relations between cultural producers and their “mainstream” consumers. Therefore, recognizing
the positionality of meme producers is vital, as the interactions between diverse creators result in

multifaceted exchanges, reproductions, and interpretations.

Stuart Hall presumes that initiating a “negotiated code” or/and an “oppositional code” of
reception could be attributed to a “privileged position” and a “particular logic” of the receptors of
cultural productions.®! However, with virally circulating meme material, the appropriation of their
symbolism by large sectors on social networks is integral to their operating logic in defining and
redefining positionality under conditions of cyberpolarization. It remains important to depict social
networks and their vastly stratified audiences as a particular medium of cultural exchange where
the hierarchical positions and defining lines between producers and consumers pose serious

challenges when trying to identify them.

From another angle, this research project pays attention to the sociological aspects of
culture, beside the political and ideological ones, looking at memes and comics as a subcategory
of popular culture, youth culture, and counterculture where “the social world is textually or

discursively constructed.”® The engagement with the social structuring practices, institutions and

8 Lagrange. « Introduction. » 24-25.
80 Hall, Stuart. “Codage/Décodage.” Translated by Michéle Albaret et Marie-Christine Gamberini. Réseaux 68 (1994)
: 27-39. https://doi.org/10.3406/res0.1994.2618 .
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82 Wolff, Janet. “Cultural Studies and the Sociology of Culture,” 500. Contemporary Sociology 28/5 (1999): 499-507.
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social relations, remains necessary to develop wider view of organized dimensions of social

differentiation and their historical changes encompassing class, status, gender, nationality.®®

Utilizing qualitative content analysis of memes entailed coding the gathered data and meme
samples to identify recurring themes across various categories.®* This process focused on
determining criteria relevant to the research topic and the discourses expressed through these
digital caricatures. Following this, critical discourse analysis®® became vital to examine how these
discourses were linked to power dynamics in society, as well as to understand how the memes
either perpetuated or contested oppressive elements such as nationalist bigotry and sexist

incitement.

Furthermore, this analysis underscores the voices and movements represented in the
memes, including those that are marginalized,®® and scrutinizes the tone and language that shape
digital identities and communities. It also probes whether the content of these memes seeks to
highlight unrecognized issues in society or narrates unchecked improvised stories amid periods of

political turbulence and active revisionism.

Benefitting from the “intermedial” representation possibilities, a semantic and semiotic
analysis of the content of Egyptian memes and comics could provide a deeper reading of these
ultramodern constellations in the eyes of the social actors nowadays. I am paying specific attention
to the middle-class producers of “internet comedy” after 2011, examining their constituencies and
audiences. Most content producers in the Egyptian memesphere are usually classified as urban,
youthful, educated and probably male, which also highlights a specific positioning regarding class

distinction and how relevant it is to the produced content.

The Egyptian middle class could be considered as the main incubator and producer of the

hegemonic social discourses, exclusively discourses on modernity and societal conservatism.

https://doi.org/10.2307/2654982 .
8 1bid.

84 Zidani, Sulafa. “How to Conduct Internet Meme Research,” ed. by Kate M. Miltner. Los Angeles: SAGE
Publications, Ltd, 2022. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781529609714 .

% 1bid., 12.
% 1bid.

31


https://doi.org/10.2307/2654982
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781529609714

Middle class professionals, religious preachers, and cultural agents held the responsibility of
shaping the different stances vis-a-vis the “modern” in the national imaginary.®” We could consider
the hectic activity of the Egyptian youth on the internet as a social and generational challenge to

the conventional middle-class virtues and moral discourses before 2011.

In my ethnographic depiction of online cultural wars pivoting around social and political
themes, I tried to highlight these challenges on different levels. Since 2014, following the removal
of Mohamed Morsi and the election of President Sisi, internet memes had become integrated in a
broad revision of the middle-class value system. Split between the authoritarian state and Islamic
revival organizations, the middle-class public grew sieged by fundamental assumptions and
identity conflicts that framed its cultural imaginary. After the outlawing of the Muslim brotherhood
in 2013, young generations could debate and contend these assumptions by creating satirical digital
caricatures. Generational conflicts, dissidence, and cultural turbulences are publicized and

mediated on a broad scale within the memesphere.

Internet memes extended far beyond their use by the intellectual elite or cyberutopians and
revolutionary activists (al-thawragiyya) who spearheaded sociopolitical mobilization in the
decade leading up to the 2011 popular uprising. The political upheaval between 2011 and 2013
reshaped the digital landscape, allowing various factions—including nativist nationalists, diverse
Islamist groups, and state supporters (al-dawlagiyya)—to co-opt meme production for their

respective agendas, smear campaigns, and the defense of their viewpoints.

In Egypt, the emergence of alt-right-inspired “manosphere” (a constellation of online

communities that share anti-feminist beliefs)%® corresponded with similar trends in the West,
employing memes as tools against relatively minor factions advocating for women's rights, gender
equality, and the rights of LGBTQ+ individuals. Within this polarized memesphere, a dynamic

interplay of daily trends and conflicts illustrated and amplified broader ideological frameworks,

87 Abu-Lughod, Lila. “Part One: Anthropology and National Media” In Dramas of Nationhood: The Politics of
Television in Egypt. Egypt, 1- 53. Cairo: The American University in Cairo Press, 2005

8 Barcellona, Marta. “Incel Violence as a New Terrorism Threat: a Brief Investigation Between Alt-Right and
Manosphere Dimensions,” Sortuz. Ofati Journal of Emergent Socio-Legal Studies 11/2 (2022): 170-186.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09546553.2023.2189970 .
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transcending local and global divides while vying for dominance in a realm governed by the

economic principles of visibility,® virality, and conflict.

Similarly, the rising populist tendencies around the world influenced the Egyptian tripartite

divisions (al-thawragiyya, al-dawlagiyya, and al-Islamgiyya) and their war of positions after 2013.

Defining the term “populism” remains a challenging academic endeavor, as it had been
persistently and uncritically used by mainstream political actors, journalists and scholars.
However, its limitation to describe racist, sexist, and xenophobic politics overlooks the

multifaceted nature of the neopopulist phenomenon infiltrating different ideological currents.

By associating racist, misogynistic and fear-mongering discourses, mounting within far
right currents, to neopopulism, other sides of the phenomenon got obfuscated, as clarified by the
sociologist Gérald Bronner who depicted “neopopulism” as a conceptually thin ideology, which
places at the core of its analysis the idea of “a betrayal of the virtuous people by corrupt elites,
which can only be cleansed by the direct political expression of a vengeful people, with no further
institutional counterweight.”90 This idea, in Bronner’s terms, “constitutes more of a political matrix
than a program in the strict sense of the term, which is why both the far right and the far left can

draw resources from it.”*!

Methodologically, my research project relies on “multi- sited ethnography” as outlined by
the anthropologist George Marcus®? in his approach to “the mediated nation” as an object of study:
“Doing ethnographies of life worlds in several locations, not haphazardly, but with the intention
of revealing the connections among them as the logic of larger systems within which particular

lives unfold, the nation, it could be argued, is such a system.”%?

8 Cardon, Dominique and Marie-Carmen Smyrnelis. “La Démocratie Internet : Entretien Avec Dominique Cardon.”
Transversalités 123/3 (2012) : 65-73. https://doi.org/10.3917/trans.123.0065 .

% Bronner, Gérald. “Les néo-populismes.” In Apocalypse Cognitive, 75. Paris : Presses Universitaires de France /
Humensis, 2021.

% Ibid.

92 Marcus, George E. “Ethnography in/of the World System: The Emergence of Multi-Sited Ethnography.” Annual
Review of Anthropology 24 (1995): 95-117. http://www.]jstor.org/stable/2155931 .

9 Marcus, George E. Ethnography through Thick and Thin. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1998.
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The research involved an extensive and meticulous process of data collection, archiving,
classification, and filtration to develop a representative sample of 278 figures (including memes,
screenshots, and illustrations) relevant to my research topic and suitable for critical discourse

analysis.

One of the primary challenges in documenting internet memes lies in their ephemeral
nature, their abundance, and the anonymity that many creators maintain for security reasons. The
afterlife of internet memes often varies depending on their virality, relevance to social contexts,
and overall comprehensibility. This study aspires to provide a holistic view of the current social
dynamics in Egypt, utilizing internet memes as instruments of social exchange that symbolize
power struggles and relationships, in three different domains. Each meme is contextualized
historically and socially, analyzed on semantic and semiotic levels, and assessed for its expressive

potential and relevance in a particular time and context.

My analysis zeroed in on the visual and linguistic aspects of socially relevant internet
comics, directly aligning with the themes outlined in my thesis chapters. The selection criteria
encompassed various elements such as popularity, contextual relevance, representation of
significant social conflicts and historical milestones, diversity of formats (including image macros,
photoshopped images, reimagined cartoons, and rage face comics, etc..), incorporation of cultural
references, and clever wordplay or puns. Each segment of the sample emphasized the
representational and communicative functions of digital caricatures as intermedial, multimodal
artifacts, characterized by their mutability, genre hybridization, and social and cultural

significance.

Furthermore, I conducted direct interviews with managers of meme pages, political
activists, feminist activists, and meme creators to gather insights into the dynamics and influences

at play within the memesphere, which ultimately impact content production.
This dissertation comes in three parts in the following order:

1. Nationalism: In this section, I explore the rise of the
Egyptian memesphere within the digital realm, coinciding with
the political mobilization of 2011. I examine the complex

interplay of alliances and conflicts among various political
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factions under the schismogenetic condition infiltrating the
political domain and leading to their fragmentation into three
main divisions (al-thawragiyya, al-dawlagiyya, and al-
Islamgiyya). 1 also focus on the image of revolutionary activists
and dissident groups as represented within the memesphere,
highlighting the emergence of anti-Islamist and anti-leftist
sentiments prevalent in Egyptian comics. Additionally, I address
the ascent of neonationalist and pro-state online groups and their
impact on meme pages and creators, situating this within the
broader context of neopopulism and the global rise of the alt-

right.

I also investigate the methods of autocratic restoration, and the media strategies employed
by the Sisi regime, analyzing them through the lens of critical discourse analysis related to internet
memes and reflecting on the historical social transformations that define post-independence Egypt.
Furthermore, I scrutinize the narratives crafted within the memesphere regarding the 2011
uprising, viewed through the polarized perspectives of political factions, which lead to a
reexamination of key moments in Egypt's modern political history, including the tenures of

presidents Nasser, Sadat, and Mubarak.

The narratives developed by meme creators and their supportive audiences, linking
historical events to contemporary contexts, emerge as a crucial aspect of the post-2013 digital

landscape, illustrating the shifting political and social dynamics in Egypt.

The ongoing revisionism within the memesphere, as exposed in my research, expanded to
treat broader political themes like the geostrategic transformations in the Middle East, the political
alliances that supported or opposed the popular uprising in 2011, the Egyptian economic situation,
the Egyptian-Israeli relations, the diverse Egyptian views of Arab nationalism and the West, and
the Egyptian position within the African continent amid civil war in Sudan and strategic threats to

the Egyptian water resources due to the construction of the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam.
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2. Religion: This section examines the profound
transformations in Egypt's religious landscape following 2013,
particularly after the expulsion of the Muslim Brotherhood from
power and the rise of anti-Islamist sentiments emerging from
elite cultural circles and going beyond them to become
mainstreamed through the memesphere and social networks.
The memesphere evolved into a battleground for fierce cultural
conflicts that mirrored shifting attitudes among middle-class
youth toward Islamist organizations and traditional religious
institutions attempting to occupy the void left by the Muslim
Brotherhood in providing moral guidance and promoting a

conservative religious discourse.

Digital caricatures became an influential means to deconstruct, ridicule, and critique the
moral values of the middle class, with a variety of meme pages and creators contributing to this
cultural critique. Social networks transformed into platforms for revisiting the history of Islamic
revival movements, motivating meme creators to engage in cultural battles against Islamist
currents and their online supporters. Online sarcasm and criticism expanded to treat the wide
influence of the rise of piety movements and Islamism since the 1970s, underscoring the aspects
of this influence in many social fields like arts and popular culture, sports, media, everyday

practices, sexuality, economy, and intersex relations.

This section also addresses the reconfiguration of the religious field under the Sisi regime,
exploring this transformation from various angles, including the perspectives of different polarized
factions (al-thawragiyya, al-dawlagiyya, and al-Islamgiyya). These viewpoints are illustrated

through internet memes and comics, providing a lens into the ongoing cultural dialogue.
Voices of dissent challenging Islamist and conservative moral paradigms are expressed

through provocative memes and comics that explore issues such as atheism, sectarianism, and the

interplay between state and religion. By contextualizing these cultural conflicts regarding religious
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concepts and institutions, this section seeks to illuminate a major influence of the shifting cultural

dynamics in Egypt since 2013.

3. Gender: In this section, I aim to illuminate the
sociopolitical context in which gender rights movements and
hostile manosphere groups antagonistic to them function side by
side. By examining visual artifacts such as iconographic
representations, digital caricatures, and internet memes, we can
identify the intentional ideological frameworks that have
developed since 2013 regarding gender representation and the
legislative environment surrounding gender issues. The
memesphere has been instrumental in questioning cultural
values ingrained in popular narratives about gender equality,
women’s sexuality and rights, homosexuality and gender
diversity, and the prevailing paradigm of hegemonic
masculinity. Memes and comics, presented in this part, draw a
complex image of gender discourses disseminated in popular
culture productions, cinema and songs, religious sermons, TV
programs and drama series, and conflicts within circles of

gender activism.

In terms of gender, much like nationalism and religion, the post-revolutionary
schismogenesis manifests through both individual and group dynamics, leading to polarization
within personal and collective identities. Shaped by global influences and local normative ideas,
these polarized gender sensibilities foster wider communal divisions centered around gender
conceptions. While certain factions within online communities offer compelling critiques of deep-
rooted injustices and social challenges, especially for women and LGBTQ+ individuals, they face
significant pushback from authorities, state stability proponents, Islamists, and broader segments

aligned with the patriarchal structure, regardless of their political affiliations.
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By fostering systematic divisions between men and women, as well as between feminists
and masculinists, supporters of the patriarchal system forge a strong alliance. This collective
employs discursive, institutional, and digital strategies that adhere to an implicit cultural code
designed to counter perceived threats to the patriarchal order and its paternalistic distribution
methods—the fundamental unifying elements behind "The People" and “The Nation” as perceived

by such a majoritarian collective.
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Part One: Nationalism
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Chapter I: The Appearance and Transformations of the Egyptian Memesphere

1. Egyptian Sarcasm Society & Asa7be Sarcasm Society: When Elite Subcommunities
Lost Their Grip

Egyptian Internet memes evolved to populate the digital sphere when cultural and political
expression intermingled in an exceptional historical moment —when media censorship and security
attacks on dissent in Egypt reached their lowest level after the fall of the Mubarak regime.
Common people engaged heavily in meme creation, circulation, modulation, and propagation;
thus, they transformed memes into a symbolic negotiation of the everyday political situation
between 2011- 2013. Memes rooted in political humor suggested a desire to own the narrative of
mobilization and became cultural ammunition in the power struggle that paralleled distinct phases

of meme transformation.

It could be argued that a mutual influence between the developing memesphere and the
political moment advanced the impact of the memesphere as an assemblage of the daily
productions of common people and placed memes as a form that meticulously addresses the
cultural meanings entrenched within the sociopolitical transformations the country witnessed since
2011. Hence, | started this chapter on post-2013 Egyptian nationalism by mapping out
developments within meme creators’ circles in order to depict to what extent they were influenced

by the larger political context.

The proliferation of internet memes from 2011 to 2013, during the feverish years of
political upheaval in Egypt, accelerated the transition from adapting global formats to creating
original content. Memes, which have the unique ability to compress scales of analysis into visual
configurations that take a fraction of second to grasp, started to attract general internet users when
their content began engaging with the political uprising. Thus, it is impossible to scrutinize the
development of the Egyptian memesphere, from minimal subcommunities to larger internet

streams, without referring to outside political influences.
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*Figure 1
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Top image

Father: “In the olden days, son, in 2011, we
made a revolution, and we had hope that it
would succeed (ha-tingah).”

Son: “And did it succeed (nakahit)?”

Bottom image
Father: “Of course, it succeeded (nakahit), to
the extent that it fucked us in the head.”

MOHAMED A. ABD ELTAWAB@ESS

In Figure 1, published between
2012 and 2013 by the Facebook page known as the Egyptian Sarcasm Society (subsequently ESS),
the dialogue between the father and son is modulated to include a pun in the son's reply. This was
accomplished by changing one letter in the word nagait (succeeded) to become nakarit (fucked),
simulating childish patterns of speech. The anagram epitomized a sentiment of frustration and
failure that dominated the public domain amidst a wave of violent liquidation of the revolutionary
movement that started in 2011. In parallel, the remarkable rise of the Islamist currents to ruling
positions, during 2012-2013, waved the dwindling hope in achieving a consensual democratic

transition, as the gap widened between them and their opponents from the secular currents.
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In this meme, we observe the use of the famous rage-comic style®* Yaoming Face/Bitch
Please,® which originated in 2008 on American social networking sites like DeviantArt,® 4chan,®’
and Reddit.*® These, among other meme forms (like trollface, advice animals,*® LOLCats,'® and
demotivator ironic memes),'%! circulated after the explosion of meme culture on Egyptian social

networks.

Borrowing global meme faces coincided with the foundation of the ESS platform, which
hosts small groups of meme creators. This occurred while the use of memes was still confined to
specific sectors of internet users. Influenced by global youth culture and sociological, gender, and
class parameters, meme subcommunities emerged from a young, urban, well-educated, and male-
dominated social milieu. In this cultural form, a complex positioning of producers aimed at
establishing an intimate rapport between a vast cultural reservoir imbued with local references and
the digital caricature form. From this token, memes can neither be categorized as a manifestation
of popular culture nor attributed to the ‘people.” Rather, they inaugurate a broad cultural field
where social conflicts and distinctions are reenacted and contested.

Figure 1 depicts the author’s complex feelings about the Revolution by portraying a father

who describes it to his son as an event that ‘fucked us in the head.” For the father, the prospect of

% «“Rage Comics are a series of web comics with characters, sometimes referred to as "rage faces," that are often
created with simple drawing software. The comics are typically used to tell stories about real life experiences and end
with a humorous punchline. It has become increasingly popular to create the comics using web applications, which
are often referred to as "rage comic generators” or "rage makers". The first amateur comics date back to 2008 on
4chan's /b/ board.”

Sav. “Rage Comics.” Know Your Meme, 2011. https://knowyourmeme.com/memes/subcultures/rage-comics

% Don. “Yao Ming Face / Bitch Please.” Know Your Meme, 2011. https://knowyourmeme.com/memes/yao-ming-

face-bitch-please .
% “The Largest Online Art Gallery and Community.” DeviantArt, n.d. https://www.deviantart.com/ .

97 Achan, n.d. https://www.4chan.org/.

98 Reddit, n.d. https://www.reddit.com/.

% Dubs, Jamie. “Advice Dog.” Know Your Meme, 2008. https://knowyourmeme.com/memes/advice-dog .

100 Dybs, Jamie. “LOLcats.” Know Your Meme, 2008. https://knowyourmeme.com/memes/lolcats .

101 “Laugh, Laugh at the Image.” Know Your Meme. https://knowyourmeme.com/memes/now-laugh-laugh-at-the-

image .
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social change brought on by the political uprising became an introductory step that unleashed a set
of rapid and incomprehensible social transformations. Using the pun nakahit (fucked) instead of
nagahit (succeeded) communicates the idea that many Egyptians were unable to rationalize the
magnitude of these transformations and identifies disorganization as the opposite of the anticipated

success and change.

The wide dissemination of Egyptian memes/comics relied on reductionist themes that
capture a multitude of constituents and elements and portray them as ‘constructs’ in a cynical,
joking tone. Memes capitalized on cultural references (popular film frames, scenes from theatrical
pieces or TV series, phrases from popular songs, etc.), which were modified by superimposing
text, aphorisms, and dialogue on them. Opening a new form of counterculture, meme creators
reappropriated and then thematized symbols of political power and debates between different
revolutionary camps. Meme creators deployed the power of rapidly evolving multimodal
constructions of images with superimposed text (image macros),'% reworked cartoons, comics,

memes, and photoshopped images.1%

The referential complexity® in digital caricatures emanates from the divergent potentials
of interpretation and the improvised reproduction of cultural histories and parallel chronologies.
The crossbreeding of cultural references, the confluence of the local and global, and the
interweaved old and recent pop productions depend on a lingering relatability and a perceptible
genealogy in the shared history of consumers. On a different note, a topsy-turvy construction of
meaning in these multi-layered constellations deprives the ‘popular’ culture references of their
hegemonic aggregative power, restricting them to their normative connotations identified in a

previous moment of reception.

102 “An image with a superimposed text wherein the image is an element of fixedness featuring discursive themes
and a prime locus for (multimodal) wordplay and punning. Direct cultural references and typification of graphics and
stock characters, when replicated, allow for an intertwining between the conventional image and creative text.”
Geeraerts, Dirk, and Eline Zenner. “Chapter One: One Does Not Simply Process Memes: Image Macros as Multimodal
Constructions.”

103 Denisova. “Many Uses of Memes: From Fast-Food Media to Political Mindbombs.”

104 |_agrange. “Introduction.”
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Emanating from their social function and the deployment of “intermedial references,” the
social anthropologist Chihab EI Khachab classifies Egyptian internet comics under the category of
digital caricature,'% using the nomenclature associated with satirical journalistic cartoons known
in Egypt since the nineteenth century. Despite of the time differences, EI Khachab postulates that
“the social caricaturization faculty seen in their critique of current affairs owing to certain visual
conventions well-known to the wide audience consuming them” does not limit their function to

assembling cultural references from different mediums.

El Khachab relies on the concept of “intermedial reference,” as explained by intermedial
studies professor Irina Rajewsky,!% to elaborate on the functional similarity between traditional
satirical cartoons and digital caricatures:

“The concept of "intermedial reference" is much more specific, since it
describes the way in which the media product thematizes, evokes or
imitates the elements and structures of another conventionally distinct
medium using the means specific to that medium. While digital cartoons
primarily use the means of today's digital culture, they also often refer to
cinema, TV series, commercials, "popular" (sha'bl) or "pop" (shababt)
songs, with a marked eclecticism in terms of the scales involved. The local,
the national and the global are thus intertwined.”107

Komiks, the Egyptian generic nomenclature borrowed from the English term “comic,” is
always plural, and it refers to any form of modulated image, GIF, vine, or video with a
superimposed text/commentary/dialogue. In the rest of this dissertation, the Egyptian term

“komiks” will be euphemized with the English term “comics.”

105 E] Khachab, “Est-ce que ¢a ne vaut pas mieux que d’étre comme la Syrie et 1’Irak ? Les caractéres nationaux vus
par la caricature numérique Egyptienne sur Facebook.”

106 Rajewsky. “Intermediality, Intertextuality, and Remediation: A Literary Perspective on Intermediality.”

107 El Khachab. “Est-ce que ¢a ne vaut pas mieux que d’étre comme la Syrie et 1’Irak ? Les caractéres nationaux vus

par la caricature numérique Egyptienne sur Facebook,” 260.
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During the years 2011-2012, two subgroups of meme creators emerged — “Egypt Sarcasm
Society ESS” (3.5M followers) and “Asa7be [’Asahbi] Sarcasm Society ASS” (16M+
followers).18

“The content on ESS was not original but funny though. Facebook’s
algorithm system shifted to create a timeline to allow advertising, by then
subcommunities lost control on their followers, ESS started to get millions
of followers and participants which undermined the quality. In the
beginning we had to learn from big online platforms like Know Your
Meme,109 Cheeseburger and 9GAG.”110

The story told by two different members of ESS111 confirms that ESS was the first public
network of meme creators in Egypt.112 It was founded by Karim Sami, an ex-physician who
turned to business management and started the group in 2010.113 Sami dedicated his experience
to establishing a graphic content forum where alternative opinions and views would find a
welcoming platform. He believed in the communal need to overcome social insecurity towards
innovative ideas. Sami identified the online ‘demonstration urge’ as an expression of the need to
be accepted114 by the surrounding social medium — meaning that people will usually display what
others need to see in order to get validation:

“This is how the social majority is created to increase consensus and
achieve more stability. Hence, different ideas are marginalized and face a
growing resistance. | always admire new and different ideas and pay great
attention to how people treat different ideas. This always decreases my
opportunity to meet people who think like me.

108 «“Asa7be Sarcasm Society (ASS).” Facebook, n.d. https://www.facebook.com/asa7bess.

109 “Know Your Meme.” Know Your Meme, n.d. https://knowyourmeme.com/ .

110 < Amr Sukkar, ex-member of Egypt Sarcasm Society ESS, scriptwriter and content creator. Direct interview with
the author. Cairo. 18 February 2019.

11 Mustafa Nada, ex-member in Egyptian Sarcasm Society (ESS), scriptwriter, and creator of the sarcastic Facebook
page “Khanzir” (Pig). Direct interview with the author. Cairo. 12 February 2019.

112 Asa7be Sarcasm Society ASS was founded by Shadt SidkT and Ahmad Midd in March 2012, two of the original
directors of the equally famous Egypt’s Sarcasm Society ESS. The latter was founded in February 2009. While the
emergence of the specialized comics pages preceded the 2011 revolution, their popularity exploded thereafter. Today,
hundreds of pages publish between five and ten cartoons a day, sometimes with tens of thousands of 'likes', 'shares'
and ‘comments'.

“Only a Numeric Minority: Kareem Sami at TedxCairo 2012.” YouTube, April 15, 2013.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1G8LND41ISI .

114 1bid.

113
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That is why | created ESS because | noticed a common pattern between
people who cherish a sophisticated sense of humour and those who
accepted diverse ways of thinking. | tried to reach out for them through
ESS and bet on the creativity of different people, grouped to feel less
marginalized. It was important that people who realize their fringe position
within their societies belong somewhere and feel safe to exchange and
express their ideas. Not because we are a minority then we should remain
of marginal importance.”*®

‘Amr Sukkar, scriptwriter and ex-member of ESS, emphasizes the intellectual/normie!!®
distinction that Sami implies, as he objects to Facebook algorithms that capitalize on numeric
growth at the expense of the quality and knowledge of content creators:

“I was amazed by discovering ESS in 2010. It was a novelty in the
Egyptian online sphere to find youth who think differently and are very
funny. | was happy that they made me laugh at their content like | did at
western content. They were as the cliché goes, well-educated, mostly
AUCians (students or graduates of the American University in Cairo),
hilarious and woke.!” They were speaking about communism, capitalism
and they posted memes with blasphemous content. All that was quite

115 | bid.

116 “Normie is an informal and pejorative label describing someone who completely conforms to societal standards.
A normie (derived from the word “normal”) is an individual who is deemed to be boringly conventional or mainstream
by those who identify as nonconformists. Normies can be seen as the antitheses of “hipsters” and “special snowflakes,”
both of which are derogatory terms for nonconformists. On some parts of the internet, the term normie is used to
define anyone who does not fully comprehend the humor and language of certain communities. A normie is usually
seen as someone who has a social life divorced from the internet and who does not know, or care, about its obscure
customs. In this case, the term is as much an accusation as a label, expressing disdain toward anyone who is unaware
of the growing community of ironic memes. Although normie used to refer to a person who was able to thrive in the
outside world, the developing elitism within meme communities inspired internet denizens to attach negative
connotations to this term. The use of this term highlighted the dichotomy between those who ‘get it” and those who
do not. However, this contempt for normies did not stop them from finding out about ironic memes; conversely,
finding out about ironic memes did not rid the normies of their label.”

Rososchansky, Thomas. “The Ironic Normie.” The Philosopher’s Meme, December 18, 2015.
https://thephilosophersmeme.com/2015/12/18/the-ironic-normie/ .

“Normie.” Cambridge Dictionary, n.d. https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/normie .
117 Woke is primarily an American slang term depicting people who are actively attentive to important societal issues
(especially those of racial and social justice) and who are essentially affiliated with the rising liberal and leftist

sensibilities of millennials and Gen Zers.

“Woke Definition & Meaning.” Merriam-Webster, n.d. https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/woke.
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different than what | got in my close circles of friends and family, and on
the Egyptian platforms in general.”'8

‘Amr Sukkar and Mustafa Nada, early content creators on ESS, affirmed that they were
not politically active. They asserted that early meme communities focused on sarcasm and

prioritized a good laugh:

“During the time of the revolution, I used to say that it is a hassle, and 1
am not encouraged to get in. Being ‘intellectual’ did not mean that you
must talk politics. Even if | had something to post and expected that it will
change something | will not do that; being politically correct does not
mean that you are funny. And this was our main interest.”°

AsSa7be meme

Status

« About

AsaTbe or L O my mate (translation)

Asa7be is an Egyptian rage comic face in which is sh 10 exp y. Blind of anything.
or low-standard guys

This character calls things using the wrong names or wrong spelling. He is annoying, he asks a lot of
questions, and do a bad (but funny) behaviors He thinks he is a styled man, but the reality that he is so ugly
and unconscious

Many people created facebook pages under his name as he got famous in Egypt
Q The biggest and first page created for him is Asa7be Sarcasm Soclety
-

https //www tacebook com/asa7bess

*Figure 2: *Asahbi Egyptian rage comic face identified on “Know Your Meme” database.'?

The term “intellectual” took on a different meaning within the glossary of the rising alt-
right currents and their mass media channels.?! They are identified as juxtaposed to the “normies”
— those beholden to mainstream codes of reception, manners, and lifestyle. Sometimes normies, in
their view, include those who do not accept criticism and sarcasm in general, even if they belong

to oppositional currents and fall under the umbrella of dissidence. The term “intellectual dark

118 < Amr Sukkar, ex-member in Egyptian Sarcasm Society (ESS), scriptwriter, and content creator. Direct interview
with the author. Cairo. 26 February 2019.
119 | bid.

120 «“Asa7be Sarcasm Society (ASS).” Facebook, n.d. https://www.facebook.com/asa7bess .

121 Weiss, Bari, and Damon Winter. “Meet the Renegades of the Intellectual Dark Web.” The New York Times, May
8, 2018. https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/08/opinion/intellectual -dark-web.html .

47


https://www.facebook.com/asa7bess
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/08/opinion/intellectual-dark-web.html

web,”*?? in the context of American cultural wars, heavily influenced the memesphere with the
election of Donald Trump in 2016.%2% It synonymizes public figures with online communities who
embrace controversial ideas, and voice criticisms of political correctness, third-wave feminism,
and identity politics. They were described by the writer Bari Weiss as “a collection of iconoclastic
thinkers, academic figures and media personalities who promote their ideas on podcasts, YouTube

and Twitter, and in sold-out auditoriums.”*%*

The set of opinions supported by the intellectuals are usually promoted under the
allegation of defending freedom of speech against the self-righteous censorial attitudes of identity
groups. The contrast between intellectual and normie (along with other derogatory descriptors, like
“snowflake”) was usually deployed to stereotype these groups as conforming to an ethical order
that embodies the currently dominant culture. By doing so, “intellectuals” could reincarnate an
oppositional profile and appear as nonconformists. The hierarchy intellectual/normie played part
in delineating group boundaries within the meme subculture. However, with the popularization of
internet memes, the increased participation of “normies” who developed a growing meme literacy,
altered, to some extent, the sharp boundaries identified by nonconformist intellectuals:

“The title ‘normie’ as the marker for a nonconformist of memes is not
enough, and by that, I mean the simplistic binary of ‘meme aware’ versus
‘normie’ has now gained too many layers to remain as it is. As Ironic
memes slowly crept into normie circles, one of two things happened:
Either the number of normies decreased significantly as the awareness of
Ironic memes grew, or (the more feasible explanation), the idea of what
constitutes a normie expanded and began penetrating Ironic meme culture.
The reason | state the latter is more plausible is because simply being
aware of lIronic meme culture did not change the attitudes and normie-like
approaches to memes, what changed was merely the content. The word
‘normie’ has obvious connotations to ‘normal’, which became paradoxical
as lronic meme culture started prevailing in normal communities and
circles.”?

122 «“What Ts the Intellectual Dark Web? | DIRECT MESSAGE | Rubin Report.” YouTube, January 30, 2018.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n5HN-KT9rj0 .

128 Don. “Intellectual Dark Web.” Know Your Meme, 2018. https://knowyourmeme.com/memes/intellectual-dark-web

124 \Weiss, Bari, and Damon Winter. “Meet the Renegades of the Intellectual Dark Web.”

125 Rososchansky, Thomas. “The Ironic Normie.”
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The permeation of the elite subcommunities of intellectuals by millions of followers during
2011-2012 changed the rules. Karim Samf failed to sustain a content filtration system that bet on
a specified quality with global reference. At the time, cultural categories like “anti-political
correctness’ and “anti-feminist” were not popular online, and the description of an intellectual was

restricted to the ability to criticize fixed notions and be sarcastic and irreverent about social taboos.

The engagement of thousands of youths, who flooded Facebook with memes commenting
on political events, put ESS under pressure. In addition, the invention of the first original Egyptian
rage comic style face ’‘asahbi (hey mate)*?® sparked large disputes between its members over
ownership and copyrights during 2014. Eventually, the creator of ‘asahbi face chose to split from
ESS, and he founded his own Facebook page, "Asa7be!?” Sarcasm Society” (subsequently ASS),
on 25 March 2012. He asserted his ownership of the most popular rage-comic face in Egypt at the
time by setting it as the profile picture of the page and by inscribing the biography and history of
the meme face on the well-established American/international meme database, “Know our

Meme 99128

The word *asahbi bears linguistic significance, as it belongs to a larger context in which
the Cairene Arabic as spoken by young, uneducated, working-class Egyptians infiltrated local
popular culture productions. This is illustrated by the film-character al-/imbi, portrayed by the

126 The biography of ‘Asahbi according to the global meme database “Know Your Meme:” “‘Asahbi is an Egyptian
rage comic face in which is shown to express stupidity, blind imitation of anything, or low-standard guys. This
character calls things using the wrong names or wrong spelling. He is annoying, he asks a lot of questions, and do a
bad (but funny) behavior. He thinks he is a styled man, but the reality that he is so ugly and unconscious. Many people

created Facebook pages under his name as he got famous in Egypt.”

“Asa7be Sarcasm Society (ASS).” Facebook, n.d. https://www.facebook.com/asa7bess .

127 The number 7 corresponds to the letter /h/ in the modulated typography of Arabic language used on the internet
(Arabizi (in Levantine colloguial Arabic- combines the words ‘arabi (Arabic) and injlizi (English)) or Franco (in
Egyptian colloquial Arabic) include a variety of Latin letters, complementary symbols, and numbers available on
keyboards.

128 «“Know Your Meme.” Know Your Meme, n.d. https://knowyourmeme.com/ .
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actor Muhammad Sa‘d'?® (who appeared in a wave of successful films during the 2000s) and later

in the lyrics of mahraganat, a type of urban music*°

that achieved striking popularity in the wake
of the 2011 uprising. Pronouncing the word ya sahbt as *asahbi, both of which appear in Egyptian
Colloquial Arabic (subsequently ECA), with an apheresis of the initial /y/ shifting to a mere initial
/a/, is felt in ECA as a feature of uneducated speech, or a humorous wink to this particular

register.*3!

Since appearing as al-/imb7 in a secondary role in the film “Al-Nazir” (The School
Principal),’*? Sa‘d has reintroduced the character in a set of movies that mark the incorporation of
a linguistic code into mainstream cultural productions, and later into the lexicon of the Egyptian
memesphere. The linguist Islam Youssef described al-limbi’s code as combining two main
features:

“The linguistic code that materialized in the films can be perceived in one
of two ways: one as an over-adaptation of correspondence rules which
connect ECA (Egyptian Colloquial Arabic) with higher or lower registers
of Egyptian Arabic; the other as a manifestation of the “street vernacular”
spoken by the economically and socially inferior classes in inner-city
slums.”1%

The widespread audience of these genres of cultural production and the incorporation of
linguistic shifts into the performance of street vernacular transcended class boundaries and allowed
these changes to become part of everyday speech. It is emblematic of the fluidity of social classes
and consumeristic styles, which approximate the middle and popular classes and could be traced

to the exchangeable linguistic codes marking the high and low registers of ECA. It would be logical

129 chmpall aelge Al S e (OleY) cpad (Jaadl Al 2002 - 2l - Al AL-Limbi,  2002.
https://elcinema.com/work/1010123/ .

130 Holslin, Peter. “This Is Mahraganat, a Style of Egyptian Street Music the Government Calls ‘More Dangerous
Than Coronavirus.”” Billboard, 2022. https://www.billboard.com/music/music-news/what-is-mahraganat-music-
9343924/ .

B Youssef, Islam. “Why Are You Talking like That, Sir? II-Limbi, Phonology and Class in Contemporary
Egypt.” Arabica 67/2-3 (2020): 260—77. https://doi.org/10.1163/15700585-12341561 .

182 <y all de ) g o Al 28l ¢ om0 Y) i (Jaall p8lla 2000 - bl - ol Al-Nazir (The School Principal), 2000.
https://elcinema.com/work/1001525/ .

133 Youssef, “Why Are You Talking Like That, Sir? I1-Limbi, Phonology and Class in Contemporary Egypt.”
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to anticipate the extension of these linguistic codes into the memes created by the generations
inculcated in these speech patterns, which have turned into banal expressions used by all social
classes. The intermediality in internet memes was not restricted to the different mediums of
expression; instead, it extended to the adaptation of high and low linguistic registers, street

vernacular, and curse words for the purposes of comedy.

The founder of ESS intended to create a hybrid cult and to conserve its style, constituency,
and quality. Asa7be Sarcasm Society, on the contrary, popularized their brand in a different way.
They accommodated various levels of quality, hosted creators from different backgrounds, and
exploited the edgy political tone that dominated its content at the time. Following up on current
trends and including a large and diverse set of content creators remained a main feature of the
biggest meme community on Egyptian Facebook from 2011 to 2013 and has remained a tactic,

provisionally, until the present day.

During the first eighteen days of protests that culminated in the toppling of former Egyptian
president Mohamed Hosni Mubarak, the popularized comics on Facebook paired funny street
slogans with images. Sarcasm, jokes, and inventive street slogans held on homespun banners
represented one of the essential activities in tense and unpredictable days. With the huge media
coverage of Cairo’s Tahrir Square, protesters from different backgrounds got heavily engaged in
a carnivalesque mood that attracted media attention and provided daily material for digital

sarcasm.34

Media studies professor Anastasia Denisova highlights internet memes as a contemporary
tool of ‘carnivalesque resistance.’®® She also refers to the Russian philosopher and theorist
Mikhail Bakhtin,®*® who identifies medieval carnival as a form of dissent — a ‘legal’ activity under
repressive regimes that opens the door for the promotion of alternative discourses, a multiplicity

of styles, and an intentional polyphony (heteroglossia). She traces the linkage between

134 ci&aliall 3, §ill | yas & hii- BBC.” The Laughing Revolution, YouTube, February 20, 2011.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2WIinLN2FYS8&t=26s .

13 Denisova, “Many Uses of Memes: From Fast-Food Media to Political Mindbombs,” 35.

136 Bakhtine, Mikhail, and Iswolsky, Héléne. Rabelais and his world. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984.
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heteroglossia and the allegorical term of the professor of communications Ryan Milner: “The

9137

polyvocality of memes, allowing “multiple voices to come together through humor, political,

and social commentary.”

The correspondence between the carnivalesque street resistance and the electrified
collectives who spread memes on social networks created a context in which memes were
understood as a countercultural current engaged in political persuasion and mind bombing: “The
mind bomb concept means coining a symbolic message of visual strength, something that would

express an idea in a nutshell and have an emotional impact.”*3®

Comics flourished in the newsfeeds, where a multitude of posts encouraged people to join
Tahrir protesters. These comics were abundant in moments of anticipation, uncertainty, and

danger, along with the analyses, discussions, and commentaries of activists and politicians.

duiaag 6aagJ)l wiyle Cuil

*Figure 3%*°

137 Milner, Ryan M. The World Made Meme: Public Conversations and Participatory Media.

138 Denisova, “Many Uses of Memes: From Fast-Food Media to Political Mindbombs,” 34.

139 published on February 9™, 2011, two days before the deposition of Mubarak on 11 February 2011. Facebook page
“The humor of the Egyptian people during protests.”
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A dialogue between Hosni Mubarak (the former president of Egypt) and Ben Ali (the former president of
Tunisia). On January 14, 2011, President Ben Ali and his wife, fled the country.

Tunisia ignited the wave of popular uprisings that came to be known as the Arab Spring. Ben Ali’s resign
on 14 January 2011 inspired the Egyptian youth and heightened their hopes. A call posted on the Khaled
Said page,** for an anti-police protest all over Egypt on the 25th of January and went viral on January 18,
2011.11 Many analysts at the time saw glaring parallels between the two countries and suggested a similar
fate for the Egyptian president. During 2011, the Tunisian and Egyptian post-revolutionary events would
always be compared with each other:

- Ben Ali: “Do not be late mate, loneliness is bad.”

- Mubarak: “You precede, we catch up (a common Arabic aphorism).”

140 Khalid Muhammad Sa‘1d (1982 — 2010) was a young Egyptian man whose death in police custody in Alexandria
on June 6, 2010 helped incite the Egyptian Revolution of 2011. Photos of his disfigured corpse spread throughout
online communities and incited outrage over allegations that he had been beaten to death by Egyptian security forces.
A prominent Facebook group, "We are all Khaled Said," secretly moderated by the later prominent activist Wa’il
Ghunaym, brought attention to his death, campaigned against torture and police brutality, and contributed to the
growing discontent in the weeks leading up to the Revolution. Eventually, the page was disabled and removed from
Facebook. Many versions of this page appeared after the military takeover in 2013, and they bore the same name with
additional references to their Islamist orientation.

141 Herrera. “Memes and the War of Ideas.” In Revolution in the Age of Social Media: The Egyptian Popular

Insurrection and the Internet, 112-122.
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*Figure 414

Hosni Mubarak, former president of Egypt, shaking hands with Barack Obama, former American president.
During eleven days of protest, while crowds gathered in Tahrir Square and different city squares across
Egypt, comics recycled global anti-dictator jokes to portray Mubarak obstinately clinging to power. Day
after day, these comics undermined the president’s public image.

- Obama: “I think you should write a farewell message to the Egyptian people.”

- Mubarak: “Why? Where are they going?”’

For the primary eighteen days, internet memes focused on satirical portrayals of Mubarak,
particularly his obstinate desire to both continue his term and to ignore the escalating demands of
protesters asking him to leave. In parallel to the idolized harmonious protest scene portrayed by
the international media, comics reflected the unanimity of the revolutionary crowd and the
persistence of support for the popular uprising. Political polarization and unspoken antagonism
were dissimulated by the carnivalesque mood that prevailed in the squares, especially after the

Egyptian Armed Forces announced their support for the ‘revolution of the people.” The protection

142 “The Humor of the Egyptian People During Protests.” Facebook, February 5, 2011.

https://www.facebook.com/egyjoy/photos/a.149960315062583/150145491710732/?type=3&theater .
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provided by military soldiers to the protesters in public squares reduced organized attacks from

Mubarak supporters.

The introduction of the presidential portrait into a sarcastic context started with street
banners and transgressed a long-standing Egyptian tradition of sparing high authority symbols,
like the president and military leaders, from publicly propagated sarcasm. Street banners, followed
by internet comics, familiarized the public with the act of mocking the presidents. It was as if this
wave of internet comedy was mediating a new fagade of youth counterculture as described by the
media scholar Adel Iskandar: ‘a Janus-faced dissidence of a generation with disenchanted

cynicism and a utopian imaginary.’'43

It was the intentional intervention of social actors belonging to the revolutionary camp that
primarily inaugurated comics as one of many digital expressions of identity acquired by Egyptian
youth since 2011. The individual and collective will to undermine the chief authority figure
through an omnipresent online/offline satire marked a new era of social contestation in Egypt. In
that sense, the momentary victory of toppling Mubarak symbolically affirmed the new authority
over the digital media domain, especially its interactive and contestational functions, claimed by

younger Egyptians.

The abundance of common archival cultural material among generations of Egyptians
facilitated the continuous reappropriation of popular culture references in online comics. The
shared popular culture archive is one of the crucial factors that reinforced the integration of local
elements in the flare of meme reproduction in lieu of global memes and symbols. Egyptian memes
heavily capitalized on a shared conceptual map*** and corresponding signs that keep being remixed

143 Iskandar. “The Meme-Ing of Revolution: Creativity, Folklore, and the Dislocation of Power in Egypt.”

144 Conceptual maps are one of the systems of representations identified by the cultural theorist Stuart Hall. They
signify the mental representations of the world we carry around in our minds and the complex relationships between
concepts. Hence, they are a learned system of classification in a certain culture. Hall defines the human subject by
learning the shared map of meanings in a culture: “to become a human subject is precisely somehow to learn or
internalize the shared maps of meaning with other people in your culture.”

Media-Studies.com. “Stuart Hall and Representation.” Media Studies, August 27, 2022. https://media-
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and re-contextualized in an ongoing hybridization of cultural references. The established
stereotypes of popular culture were challenged, modulated, mocked, verified, and re-enacted in
different social contexts. Meme creators revisited this shared cultural history from many angles in
purpose of this deconstruction and recontextualization. In the form of GIFs, snaps, vines, and
comics, producers of internet memes adapted the outlines of global memes and satirical content to

the local context and cultural references.

The first Egyptian television programs were broadcasted on 21% of July 1960. On 13
August 1970, a new decree established the Egyptian Radio and Television Union (ERTU) and
created four distinct sectors: Radio, Television, Engineering, and Finance.*> The Egyptian state
monopolized TV, radio broadcasting, and most cultural productions. The Egyptian national TV,
and later the Egyptian Radio and Television Union (ERTU), produced all TV programs. They
sponsored the production of TV drama series for decades. TV serials formulated a familial ritual,
with fixed airing hours per day, in addition to contributions from the cinema, theatre, and musicals.
In 2001, the first Egyptian satellite channel, “Dream TV,” was licensed and commenced
programming.1#® However, private media remained unofficially under governmental censorship,

which was somewhat loosened in the mid-2000s.

Hence, older generations of Egyptians along with millennials born in the 1980s and 1990s
share a common referential body of artistic works and dominant codes of reception. The
reproducible content of Egyptian comics capitalizes on the recognition and intelligibility of
references/meanings/representations implied in films, TV programs, songs, and theatrical
spectacles, familiar to most Egyptian users on the internet. In addition to the new productions that
achieve wide popularity and virality among young audiences, this older repertoire constitutes an

studies.com/stuart-hall-representation/ .

Hall, Stuart. Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices. London; Thousand Oaks, California:
Sage Publications & Open University, 1997.

145 Abdulla, Rasha A. “Navigating the Boundaries Between State Television and Public Broadcasting in Pre- and Post-
Revolution Egypt.” International Journal of Communication 10 (2016) : 4219-38.

146 1bid.
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integral part of the content of comics. This further engages meme creators in the deconstruction
and scrutinization of previous periods of Egyptian history within streams of daily trends:

“Digital caricature could be seen as a visual extension of a common
practice among young Egyptians, who incorporate movie or TV series
gags (Efehat, Arabization of French "effet") into their daily conversations,
creating a self-referential universe of gags drawn from a fraction of the
national cultural production. This auto-referential limit is, among other
things, sociological, in the sense that it delineates the contours of creators
and consumers from identifiable online groups, but it is also extensible to
the extent of the intermediate references made between cinema, television,
international acuity and ordinary conversation by these groups.”4’

Adel Iskandar depicts the moment when a local film frame featuring the famous

singer/actor Shadya morphed into the famous satiric meme of “the man behind ‘Umar Sulayman.”

On 11 February 2011, ‘Umar Sulayman (vice president at the time) announced Mubarak’s
resignation in a brief official statement. Iskandar stated that: “online circles had noticed the
peculiar placement of a frowning man directly behind the stoic and stone-faced ‘Umar
Sulayman.'*® Unable to identify this person, who appeared to trespass into the background of the
video in a hilarious example of “photobombing,” online audience simply labelled him as “the man

behind ‘Umar Sulayman.”!4°

147 El Khachab. « Est-ce que ¢a ne vaut pas mieux que d’étre comme la Syrie et I’Irak ? Les Caractéres Nationaux
Vus Par La Caricature Numérique Egyptienne Sur Facebook, » 299.

148 “Hosni Mubarak Has Stepped Down: Announcement by Egyptian Vice President Suleiman.” YouTube, February
11, 2011. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DxGpgi-cKBc .

149 Iskandar. “The Meme-Ing of Revolution: Creativity, Folklore, and the Dislocation of Power in Egypt.”
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*Figure 5

A frame from the Egyptian classical film “A Taste of Fear” (Shay’ min al-khawf) 1969. The heroine
singer/actor Shadya played Fu’ada, a dignified peasant who left her husband, the village’s despotic
governor (al- ‘umda), to join her compatriots protesting his orders. “The man behind ‘Umar Sulayman” is
transposed into the frame behind her in the scene where Fu’ada opens the central water tap to irrigate the

lands against al- ‘umda’s orders.

Recalling the film and the deployment of Shadya’s famous character held a cross-reference in the moment
of resignation of Mubarak. The film was produced after the devastating Egyptian defeat in 1967, which
marred the Nasserite police state’s image and formed associations between the authoritarian rule of
President Gamal Abd al-Nasser, military defeat, and popular contempt. Fii’dda (played by Shadya)
embodied the nation’s resistance to defeat and, in other interpretations, the people’s revolt against
authoritarian rule. From another angle, placing Fii’ada in the position of ‘Umar Sulayman (as the man
behind ‘Umar Sulayman appears behind her), symbolically substitutes the grim face of the vice president,
who defended the Mubarak regime until his last breath, with the smiling face of a courageous peasant

woman, signaling optimism for the future and a desire to shake off the yoke of authoritarianism.

The monopoly of small communities of meme creators and their specialized forums like
ESS has vanished since 2012. Profiting from the liberated public debate, political satire and comics

flooded digital networks, mostly anonymous and not reserved to well-known comic pages. The
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growing popularity and viewership of “Asa7be Sarcasm Society” encouraged the emergence of

hundreds of pages with implicit or explicit political agendas.

In parallel to the turbulent political theatre, a symbolic cultural arena was exploding on the
internet. The creation of comics became central to the social and political battles that characterized
the crucial period between 2012-2013, both during and after the rule of Muslim Brotherhood

candidate Mohamed Morsi.

The distinction between popular light comics and social comics aiming at developing a
minority cult (anti-normie!*® dank memes)*®* became important as creators within the memesphere
continued to create multiple fringe communities. The centrality of ASS as a commercial model
remained an exception. In the following years, an increasing and diverse range of comic pages and
meme creators focused on particular social issues and coherent stylistic lines. The talented satirical
creators gained viewership as they penetrated various domains of influence and discourse, like

stand-up comedy performances, scriptwriting, and comic creation.

150 «“Anti-Normie.” Urban Dictionary, October 15, 2019. https://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=Anti-
normie .

151 “Memes that use the phrase dank memes tend to be deliberately unusual, self-referential, and brimming with in-
jokes that poke fun at meme creators who think they are offering fresh takes on memes but have, in fact, fallen behind
the internet’s fast-changing times and tastes. Calling something a dank meme thus suggests a broader critique of the
meteoric rise and fall of viral content. In other words, ‘This meme was funny and cool until it got so popular.” As
Ryan Milner observed in his 2016 book, The World Made Meme, the phrase has been hoisted by its own petard: ‘The
insult [dank meme] is every bit as memetic as the target it is applied to. ‘Memes are dead’ is thus a well-worn meme
itself.””

Tudury, Leila. “Dank Meme Meaning &  Origin.” Dictionary.com, January 19, 2021.

https://www.dictionary.com/e/slang/dank-meme/ .
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2. Alliances and Rifts in the Mirror of the Memesphere

During 2011-2012, Islamist figures and partisans launched violent media crusades as they
relished an unprecedented opportunity to appear on talk shows and newspaper interviews. After
years of censorship, the extremist fringes of Islamist currents (like al-Gama ‘a al-Islamiyya)*?
were allowed free movement, speech, and organization after a long history of bloody
confrontations with the Egyptian state. Orthodox Salafis became political figures who blatantly

evoked and called for an Islamic state ruled by Islamic law (Sharia) in Egypt.?>®

Among the prominent newcomers to the political sphere was Hazim Salah ’Abu -

"Isma‘11**; an Egyptian lawyer and Salafi preacher, who engaged in the protests and several media

152 Formed in the 1970s, al-Gama ‘a al-Islamiyya was once Egypt's largest terrorist organization. They participated in
the assassination of President Sadat.

“Throughout the 1990s, they conducted armed attacks against Egyptian security forces, government officials, and
Coptic Christians, and they claimed responsibility for the June 1995 attempted assassination of President Mubarak in
Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. The group also launched attacks on tourists in Egypt, most notably the 1997 Luxor attack.
The group was designated as a Foreign Terrorist Organization on October 8, 1997. In 1999, a segment of the group
publicly renounced violence.”

“In 2011, al-Gama‘a al-Islamiyya formed the “Building and Development” party, which competed in the 2011
parliamentary elections and won 13 seats. The external wing, composed mainly of members living in exile, maintained
that its primary goal was to replace the Egyptian government with an Islamist state.”

“Al-Gama ‘a al-Islamiyya’s spiritual” leader, Omar Abd al-Rahman, also known as the "blind Sheikh," served a life
sentence in an American prison for his involvement in the 1993 World Trade Center bombing and died in prison in
February 2017.”

“Country Reports on Terrorism 2017 - Foreign Terrorist Organizations: Gama’a al-1slamiyya.” Refworld, United
States Department of State, 2018. https://www.refworld.org/docid/5bcflf4ba.html .

153 Abou-El-Fadl, Reem. “Sectarianism and Counter-Revolution in Egypt: Not a Family Affair.” Jadaliyya, 2017.
https://www.jadaliyya.com/Details/28906 .

154 “Born in Giza in 1961, Hazim Salah *Abii -’ Isma‘il is the son of the Muslim Brotherhood’s influential preacher
and parliamentary member in the eighties Salah *Abu -’Isma‘il. He was nominated by the Muslim Brotherhood in
1995 and 2005 for the parliamentary elections and lost both times, though it is likely that his loss was due to extensive
vote rigging by the regime. Before the revolution, Abu Ismail was a regular face on Salafi TV channels, though it was
evident that he lacked the scholarly knowledge of Salafi Sheikhs. Following Mubarak’s resignation, he took a strong
anti-military position throughout the transitional period and led several protests. His activities, however, were marked
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appearances after Mubarak’s fall. *Abi -’Isma‘il, who adopted a radical critical stance against the
Supreme Council of Armed Forces (SCAF), the interim government of Egypt at the time,'*
announced that he would run for the upcoming presidential elections in 2012. Later, Egypt’s
election commission revealed that his mother was an American citizen, which effectively

disqualified him from the race according to the Egyptian law.

However, his short-lived presidential campaign revealed that there was a wide base of
supporters who identified with his sectarian and radical discourse. There was a tangible admiration
for his statements calling for social reform by reviving the traditions of the ‘glorious past’ of
Islamic civilization. ’Abi -’ Isma‘1l’s electoral slogan: “Sanahyd Kiraman (We will live dignified)”
lured in the social imaginary by reproducing common Salafi slogans evoking themes of reconquest
and restoration of the Islamic past. His campaign started with a country-wide distribution of
posters, flyers, and street banners. A flow of photoshopped images and reworked cartoons on social
networks paralleled the campaign, satirizing the excess and abundance of ’Abu -’Isma‘il’s
expensive publicity. These comics (Figure 6) were also among the first productions to incorporate
local cultural references and images from everyday Egyptian life.

from their beginning with a lack of plan and a preference for theatrics and fiery slogans. In reality, *Aba -’ Isma‘il was
more a symbol than an actual entity. His charisma allowed him to become a phenomenon that would take Egyptian
politics by storm. His appeal was enormous because of his indisputable endorsement of the revolution, his opposition
to the military, and his support for street clashes with the military and police. Abt -’Isma‘1l endorsed those clashes
and used them to form his current and distinguish himself from other Islamists. He was thus able to form a discourse
that mixed Salafism with revolutionary action under a strong anti-Americanism and anti-lsrael umbrella. His
candidacy to presidential elections was one of the main reasons the Brotherhood backtracked on its promise not to
nominate a presidential candidate and instead offered first Khayrat al-Shatir and then Mohamed Morsi for the post.”
Tadros, Samuel. Mapping Egyptian Islamism, 60-61. Washington, DC: Hudson Institute, 2014.

https://www.hudson.org/national-security-defense/mapping-egyptian-islamism .

155 The Supreme Council of Armed Forces (SCAF) was a governing body of between 20 and 25 senior Egyptian
military officers. After Mubarak’s resignation in February 2011, SCAF assumed power to govern Egypt during the
transitional period until the restoration of democratic institutions, including parliamentary and presidential elections
and a new constitution. The SCAF relinquished power on 30 June 2012 upon the start of Mohamed Morsi's term as

president.
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*Figure 6

An assemblage of comics that appeared online in parallel to Hazim Salah ’Aba -’Isma‘il’s electoral
campaign. 'Abii -’Isma‘il’s banners, seen in the images, hung from water faucets, accompanied divers to
the bottom of the Red Sea, covered Nile buses, and were draped in the background of official speeches

given by then-interim ruler and minister of defense of Egypt, General Muhammad Husayn Tantawi.

From March 2011 onward, the Egyptian memesphere started to reflect the early divisions
within the political camps engaged in the revolutionary movement. Islamist/non-Islamist divisions
constituted the first in a set of transformations that jeopardized the nascent political subjectivity
under the overarching domination of the military (the interim ruling power). During 2012, the
Muslim Brotherhood joined the SCAF in propagating pejorative discourse aimed at discrediting
what they described as ‘the disruptive revolutionary movements’ fueling street protests. Calls for

stabilizing the country and succumbing to the electoral road map’s results were cooperatively
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disseminated by the interim and prospective governors, feeding a growing popular aversion
towards the liberal, secular, and revolutionary groups’ attitudes and mobilizations.

“Ever since the toppling of Hosni Mubarak in February 2011, conservative
political elites in Egypt have cooperated both in the open and behind
closed doors. Through a rushed transitional period and disputed electoral
process, they have sought to defuse widespread demands for structural
change. For the first eighteen months of a post-Mubarak reality, the
primary power brokers were the generals of the Supreme Council of the
Armed Forces (SCAF). Beginning last year on 30 June, the Muslim
Brotherhood, under the presidency of Mohamed Morsi, quickly joined the
fray. SCAF and the Brotherhood both used a normative discourse built on
varying degrees of religiously infused legitimacy to confront revolutionary
demands. This discourse has fluctuated between overtly conservative
Sunni political Islam under Morsi, and a more insidious form under SCAF,
in which state and private media privileged voices from the Brotherhood
and Salafist Islamist camp. Meanwhile, liberal and leftist members of 25
January’s revolutionary coalitions were regularly—and sometimes
violently—silenced. In both cases, the authorities used the classic strategy
of divide and rule to open fissures in the revolutionary camp. As this
rapidly shifting discourse gained ground, sectarianism emerged as one of
its most damaging manifestations.”*>®

The gap between electoral and street politics and the poor performance of liberal leaders
in political negotiations contributed to the gradual marginalization of the middle-class
prodemocracy sectors, who started to notice their poor organizational capacity. By November
2011, the clashes between street protesters and the ruling force reached a peak, and the evacuation
of the streets took on its most violent form. After bloody confrontations, the SCAF gradually
succeeded in eliminating street protesters and their supportive digital armies from the political
scene. Both SCAF and the Brotherhood were in favor of a speedy transition to parliamentary and

presidential elections.

Militant activity on the internet was influenced by mounting violence against rebellious
bodies, including gang rapes and sexual assaults perpetrated by criminals who “hailed from the
security apparatus of the state, the thugs loyal to the Mubarak regime, and the Muslim

Brotherhood.”*®" The administrators of Facebook pages were being kidnapped, tortured, and

156 Abou-El-Fadl, “Sectarianism and Counter-Revolution in Egypt: Not a Family Affair.”
157 Herrera. “Memes and the War of Ideas.” In Revolution in the Age of Social Media: The Egyptian Popular
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killed*® amid other attacks against protesters and civil activists. The social anthropologist Linda
Herrera describes the atmosphere and the sequence of events that led to the recession of the
revolutionary activity:

“The two warring sides—the Islamists and the military—waged fierce
battles for control over the minds and hearts of the Facebook youth.
Facebook turned into a rumour mill, a platform for misinformation.
Rumour vemes (virtual memes) entered the space like virtual bombs
exploding in the squares of social media. Facebook turned into a
discredited space of lies and fake news. In this period of clashes between
State Security and the Brotherhood, the “We Are All Khaled Said” page
went mute. For the activists involved in the January 25 Revolution, and
for the more democratically inclined revolutionaries, this moment became
a time of reflection, silence, and confusion.”%®

The comic community ESS imploded upon severe disputes among its members during
Morsi’s presidency. Its Facebook page became dominated by Muslim Brotherhood supporters
during the presidential elections and continued to mobilize under the organization’s slogan after
the bloody evacuation of Rabe‘a al-‘Adawiyya Square in August 2013:

“ESS community had followers from all categories which intensified the
debates on politics. We started to feel more restricted by Islamist
followers. We had all the spectrum from Salafis, ZTkhwan (MB supporter/
member), to supporters of Hazem Salah ’Abu ’Isma‘il. It became
impossible to post a meme on ‘the absurdity of religion” without igniting
endless disagreements among the followers. It was ok to mock Ahmad
Shafiq, the old regime presidential candidate, but not to touch on Islamist
sensitivities. The group helped me to overcome my ideological
hypersensitivities before, and | learned to accept other opinions. But at this
time, as the following grew, every joke provoked the anger of a group of
people.”1¢0

The polarization of Islamists/non-Islamists exhibited itself in the dispute over comic pages.
In Figure 7, the meme depicts the undercover Islamist management of satiric pages using a

concealed digital identity. The Muslim Brotherhood deployed a huge digital media machine, thus

Insurrection and the Internet, 112-122.

158 1bid.

159 1bid.

160 ¢ Amr Sukkar, ex-member in Egyptian Sarcasm Society (ESS), scriptwriter, and content creator. Direct interview
with the author. Cairo, 26 February 2019.
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forming e-militias that mobilized against their opponents during 2012. Islamist constituencies
accumulated followers on pages created with different themes (artist fans, social trends, fashion,
sports, etc..) but then changed the name of the page and its content to Islamic themes and topics.
The mechanism that started in 2011 was further exposed as the rift between Islamists/non-Islamists
deepened. Other popular Facebook pages declared their Islamist identity and participated in the
mobilization for Mohamed Morsi during the presidential elections in 2012, then against Abd al-

Fattah al-Sisi [’Abd al-Fattah al-Sisi] and the military takeover since June 2013.

*Figure 76
This comic uses four images portraying Homer
Simpson, the main protagonist of the American
animated sitcom “The Simpsons.” It elaborates
on the Muslim Brotherhood’s organizational
mechanism of expanding their digital presence
and followship.

Image 1: “A page supporting a football
team.”

Image 4: “A page supporting al-
Tkhwan (the Brotherhood).”

161 “Memes that do not submit to political correctness” (Memes la takhda’ li al-sawabiyya al-Siydsiyya). Facebook,
February 21, 2019. https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100063469189596 .

The page was founded in 2013 and hacked in 2021. The page administrator created an alternative page on 4 January
2021.
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When he starts his arguement
with: ols3! i Ul
wdalyal (S iagoulag

*Figure 8

The upper section uses the common phrase “I do not
belong to the Muslim Brotherhood, and I do not like them
but...” that became widely reiterated by Islamist e-
militias dissimulated under different digital identities
during 2012-2013.

Top text: “When he starts his argument with: ‘I do not
belong to the Muslim Brotherhood, and | do not like them
but honestly’...”

Middle text: “Put this (ear plug) ... and say this.”
Bottom text: “May God provide for those who bring

reforms.”

Figure 8 illustrates a sample of sarcastic reactions towards the work of the Brotherhood’s

e-militias to recalibrate the revolutionary vocabulary,®? and their reactions that started to emerge

once the online presence became more visible during the presidential elections in 2012. Political

Islamist groups expanded their online penetrability to campaign for Mohamed Morsi through a set

of mediation tools:

“The Brotherhood worked literally around the clock to influence public
opinion, both through its twenty-four-hour television channel, Al Jazeera
Mubasher Misr, and by mobilizing its e-militias to spread its message
online. Brotherhood members and supporters acted as the group’s virtual
foot soldiers. They spread pro-Brotherhood vemes deep within the arteries
of social media. The Brotherhood leadership distributed a document,
“Accusations and Answers” (Shubuhat wa Rudid), to provide members
with talking points about how to address critics of Morsi and the MB in
social media spaces. The e-militias prefaced their talking points with

162 “The MB e-militia pages tried to appropriate and redefine the political vocabulary of the revolution to confuse and

manipulate people’s cognitive frames. The e-militias took words with symbolic power, like “democracy,” “old

regime” (fulizl al-nizam), and “revolution,” and attempted to strip them of any emancipatory meaning, recalibrating

them to mean an unquestioning and uncritical support of Muslim Brotherhood rule.”

Herrera. “Memes and the War of Ideas,” 110.
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phrases like, “I’m not Muslim Brotherhood but I respect them,” “I hate the
Muslim Brotherhood but I have to support Morsi to get rid of Shafik,” (the
ex-minister in Mubarak regime and the presidential candidate against
Morsi) “T know they’re looking out for their own interests, but they were
my companions in Tahrir square,” “Don’t let your hate for the MB blind
you,” “The MB are selfish but they are not criminal,” and so on. The more
the e-militias spread their scripted talking points, the more they exposed
themselves and their strategies on social media.”'®3

The ‘brotherized’ pages had varying agendas and tactics that changed with the socio-
political transformations. During the presidential elections, they worked to attract enthusiast
revolutionaries and portrayed religious/Islamist figures in comics as the major forces of opposition.
By criticizing the comeback of officials from Mubarak’s former regime, they worked effectively
to link the Muslim Brotherhood’s candidate to revolutionary themes. However, this strategy did
not impede the double standard policy that the Muslim Brotherhood adopted, which was to
mobilize the revolutionaries while supporting the SCAF’s strategy of aborting street protests and

pushing towards succumbing to the electoral road map.

In Figure 9, the internet memes represent a sample of the prevalent discourses on
Brotherhood-managed Facebook pages at the time of the presidential elections in 2012. The
competition between Morsi and Mubarak’s former minister Ahmad Shafiq intensified as they
became the only two candidates in the re-election round. This turned the electoral scene into a
serious polarization between those who supported restoring previous conditions and who were
enemies of the Muslim Brotherhood on the one hand, and those who supported the Islamists on
the other. The meme elaborates on the Brotherhood’s multi-layered strategy, which mixed
awareness of the mobilization power of the Mubarak regime allies from one side with convincing
the revolutionary bloc to cast their votes for Morsi, in spite of political antagonism, from the other.
As the Islamist organization proceeded to marginalize calls for protest and mobilize for the
presidential candidate under slogans of ‘restoring stability against disruption,’ it had to garner the
support of revolutionaries to win over swing votes. For that purpose, their publicity had to deliver

contradicting messages to different parties — the audience aching for stability and struggling with

163 Herrera. “Memes and the War of Ideas,” 108.
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the precarious economic conditions, the state supporters grouped behind military authority and
with an ambivalent position towards the toppled regime, and the revolutionaries clinging to hope
for change despite overwhelming feelings of frustration with how they were forced to choose

between bad and worse.

*Figure 9

RCEIWTA] |y the photoshopped image, the upper section
aludll paay Jgi 1_55" = shows the popular Sheikh Muhammad Mitwalli
al-Sha‘raw1'®* reiterating the first half of one of
his famous sayings: “The true revolutionary (al-
tha’ir al-haqq) makes a revolution to wipe out
HEV-Y] Y  corruption.”

gl (1| il SLaasall| il

164 Muhammad Mitwalli al-Sha‘rawi (15 April1911 — 17 June 1998) was an Islamic scholar, a former Egyptian
Minister of Endowments, and a Muslim preacher. He has been called one of Egypt's most popular Islamic preachers
and was active from the 1970s to the 1990s. In 1966, he traveled to Algeria as the head of Al-’ Azhar Mission and
remained there for seven years. During his stay in Algeria, the 1967 war with Israel occurred, during which Egypt
suffered tremendously. Al-Sha‘rawi 'praised’ the defeat, saying that "Egypt did not gain victory while the hands of
communism surround them, and their religion remains uncorrupted.” In 1970, he was appointed to the position of
visiting professor at King Abdelaziz University in Mecca and then became President of the Department of Graduate
Studies at that same university in 1972. At the time, Saudi Arabia was empowering fanatic Wahabi currents and
mujahideen who joined the war against the Soviet Union in Afghanistan (1979 — 1989) which precipitated the rise of
al-Qaeda and other Islamic terrorist organizations throughout the Middle East. He combined sympathy toward political
Islam with respect toward the Egyptian political system. In the 1970s, during the rise of political Islam in Egypt,
backed by Sadat, he was appointed Minister of Endowments until October 1978. During this time, al-Sha‘rawi issued
a law that helped establish the first Islamic bank in Egypt in 1979. Later, during Mubarak’s reign, he advocated for
and helped promote one of the biggest frauds in contemporary Egyptian history, known as the “money-placement
companies.” Al- Sha‘rawl was guaranteed fixed weekly airtime after Friday prayers on Egyptian national TV for two

continuous decades in the 1980s and 1990s, during which time he presented accessible interpretations of the Quran in
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In 2011, the SCAF and the Muslim Brotherhood allied together for the purpose of initiating
a counterrevolutionary campaign, which it attempted to halt street mobilization in the aftermath of
Mubarak’s resignation. It was in this environment that the original Sha‘rawi sermon spread
throughout Egyptian media. In the original sermon, which likely dates to the 1980s, Sha‘rawt
examined the concepts of revolution through the lens of Islam and the lives of the prophets. He
stated that “revolutions are the revolution of the sky against the methods of the earth when tyranny
is intolerable.” Then Sha‘rawi defined the “true revolutionary” (al-tha’ir al-haqq) as the one who
“makes a revolution to wipe out corruption, then calms down to build glories.”®® His old video
was recalled in 2011 and was constantly aired by the official media and massively diffused on

digital platforms.

In Figure 9, Sha‘raw1’s sermon was modified to comment on the presidential candidates in
the 2012 elections. In the lower section of the meme, the second half of Sha‘raw1’s statement were
modified to include sarcastic Yaoming face, who says “Then calms down to rebuild corruption son
of a bitch” to mock the candidacy of an official from the old regime. Photos of both candidates
could be seen on the corner of the bottom image of the meme. This sarcastic reply expresses the
frustration of revolutionary sectors faced with the potential comeback of an old regime figures;
these revolutionary groups thus affixed the phrase “rebuild corruption’ to the second candidate,
Shafiq. The substitution of Sha‘raw1 by the laughing Yaoming face can be read as mocking the
deployment of the Sheikh’s words to support the candidacy of Shafiq, as if the wisdom was
emptied from its meaning. This impression is affirmed by the use of the vulgar moniker ‘son of a

bitch’ by the sarcastic voice (Yaoming).

After being elected president, Mohamed Morsi issued a constitutional decree that granted
him sweeping legislative and executive powers, igniting a series of legal disputes against the

supreme court’s decisions and the military council officers. Morsi acquired full hegemony upon

the Egyptian dialect. His facile interpretations, simple rural attitude, and eloquent performance captured hearts and
minds and ensured the propagation of a retroactive fundamentalist discourse among millions of Egyptians across
generations.

165 Sheikh Sha‘rawi. “s 5 yaill il Gl ol YouTube, March 5, 2011.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TGGzQslIni4l .
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forming the drafting committee of Egypt's new constitution. In parallel, the digital media crusades

against Morsi’s secular opponents continued and intensified, as shown in Figure 10.

*Figure 10
The poster of the Indian action comedy “Bol Bachchan™® has been remodeled by Morsi supporters to
portray the president hanging his ‘secular’ opponents, Mohamed al-Baradei and Hamdin Sabbahi, upside
down.’
The top text in Arabic reads: “Since there is no politeness, we should get behaved.” This is a quote from
the 2006 light comedy film “Ga ‘alatni mugriman” (She turned me into a criminal), which stars the famous

comedian Ahmad Hilmi.1%8

The quote from the film was reiterated in a situation where the protagonist was defending
the female vedette (played by the actress Ghada ‘Adil) from a group of athlete men harassing her.
The protagonist, who has a slight, frail physique, addresses the men recklessly with the phrase

“since there is no politeness, we should get behaved,” whereupon they begin hitting him. In the

166 «Bol Bachchan (2012) ¥ 5.6 | Action, Comedy,” IMDb, July 6, 2012, https://www.imdb.com/title/tt1728986/ .

167 At the time, Mohamed al-Baradei and Hamdin Sabbahi were leading the National Salvation Front (Gabhat al-
‘ingadh). This coalition was formed on 22 November 2012 in protest against the constitutional decree issued by Morsi.
It combined 35 political parties and movements that spanned various leftist and liberal ideologies. The Front called
for new parliamentary elections, a new representative constitutional assembly, and an impartial general prosecutor.

168 iy (e el Cals 3aad 4@ %83.” YouTube, June 26, 2021. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WkfcSO4jWvo .
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meme, the phrase is used in the adverse sense, as the president was portrayed speaking from a

position of strength, unlike the comedian in the film, as he holds his opponents upside down.

On 12 August 2012, Morsi asked General Muhammad Husayn Tantawi, head of the
country's armed forces, and Sami ‘Anan, the army chief of staff, to resign. He named Abd al-Fattah
al-Sisi, serving as chief of military intelligence at the time, as Egypt's new defense minister, which
was one of several replacements in the membership of the SCAF. Labor strikes and civil protests
erupted against the president’s constitutional decree and the release of security officers who
committed criminal and political offenses during 2011,'%° which paved the way for future
turbulence.

In parallel, the Islamist coalition started waving dangerous signs. Radical Salafists
demonstrated against showing a movie about the Prophet Muhammad in the American embassy,
raising the black ensign of the Islamic State (1S).17° President Morsi honored the memory of the
6th of October War in the Cairo stadium. He invited the leaders of al-Gama’a al-Islamiyya, who
were involved in the assassination of former president Mohamed Anwar al-Sadat [Muhammad
’Anwar al-Sadat], who led the October war. Among Egyptian nationalists and different sectors of
the population, Sadat is known for his alliance with Islamists at the beginning of his rule, a
relationship that soured after Sadat’s 1978 peace treaty with Israel. His assassination stands out in

the recent Egyptian history as an example of the violence tied into the discourse and frameworks

169 "Even though Egyptian law protects the prosecutor general from being ousted by the president, on 11 October 2012
President Morsi ordered Egypt's prosecutor general *Abd al-Magid Mahmad to vacate his position in an attempt to
defuse public anger over the acquittals in the Battle of the Camels case. Mahmuad, however, refused to step down and
instead became Egypt's ambassador to the Vatican City.

On 12 October 2012, critics and supporters of President Morsi clashed in Cairo's Tahrir Square in a small but potent
rally, as liberal and secular activists erupted with anger and accused the Muslim Brotherhood of trying to take over
the country. The rally highlighted political tensions within Egypt and the current government’s failure to bring loyalists
of the former government to justice for their actions during the Battle of the Camels."

Hussein, Abdel-Rahman. “Egypt Erupts as Muslim Brotherhood Supporters Clash with Protesters.” The Guardian,

December 6, 2012. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/dec/05/egypt-clashes-protesters-muslim-supporters .

170 “Mysterious Anti-Muslim Movie Prompts Protest in Egypt.” The New York Times, September 11, 2012.
https://www.nytimes.com/2012/09/12/world/middleeast/movie-stirs-protest-at-us-embassy-in-cairo.html .
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of Islamist organizations. In the same occasion, Morsi saluted Syria’s Islamist resistance in his

speech, and he announced that the Egyptian state and its youth would back jihad in Syria.

“Indeed, the relationship between the Brotherhood and the main Salafist
parties itself is productive of some of the most exclusionary and violent
outcomes of the last two years. There has been both bitter rivalry and
pragmatic cooperation between the parties since 2011. According to this
tacit pact, the Salafists provide the Brotherhood with support to push
through their policies, “resisting external pressure or calls for genuine
democratic reforms.” In return, the Brotherhood recognizes the Salafists’
aspirations, to found a religious state for example and gives them a greater
say in influencing outcomes. This bargain buoyed Morsi through the
massive protests against his unilateral “constitutional declaration” of
November 2012, and against the unpopular constitution itself.”"

Morsi’s power struggles with the military, the eruption of terrorist attacks in the Sinai
Peninsula, and the disintegration of the prodemocracy alliance that backed Morsi before the
elections all indicated a polarization between the Brotherhood and its opponents (military
leadership, secular groups, and prodemocracy forces). In November 2012, liberal political
constituencies formed “The National Salvation Front Coalition” (Gabhat al-’ingadh),*’> which
called for new parliamentary elections, a new representative constitutional assembly, and an
impartial general prosecutor. In 2013, the nation-wide Tamarrud (Rebel) campaign appeared and
began collecting signatures on a petition demanding early presidential elections. The threat of
violent Islamism ignited fears about the transforming of the nature of the state, which further
pushed the boundaries of contestation in internet memes:

“The new government carried on endless debates about women’s clothing,
alcohol, bathing suits, relations between the sexes, and women’s roles, all
topics which further marginalized women and non-Muslim minorities. It
is no wonder that phase three of meme wars was fueled by a disdain for
religious institutions and icons.”"

171 Abou-El-Fadl. “Sectarianism and Counter-Revolution in Egypt: Not a Family Affair.”

172 The National Salvation Front coalition (Gabhat al-’inqadh) was formed on 22 November 2012 in protest against
the constitutional decree issued by President Morsi. The political front constituted of 35 political parties and
movements, with leftist and liberal ideologies. They called for a new law for parliamentary elections, new
representative constitutional assembly, and an impartial general prosecutor. The front led by Muhammed al-Baradei
was one of the mobilizers of the popular uprising on 30 June 2013.

173 Herrera. “Memes and the War of Ideas,” 110.
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Linda Herrera remarked that, during the presidential elections in 2012, there emerged
homegrown virtual warriors who continued to stir debate during Morsi’s presidency, a time when
online culture wars were reaching new heights.2’* Their critique and cultural expression involved
the notion of political Islam, the piety project of Islamic revivalists, and its social penetrability
through the mainstream media as a powerful tool of shaping social discourse in the last decades.
During 2012-2013, it became obvious that ‘secular’ and ‘liberal’ activists and cultural creators
acquired a growing clout within the online sphere. They started to claim their views and debate
the influence of religious institutions and organizations in controversial posts, sarcastic memes,
and YouTube videos. Islamists engaged in political alliances and cultural debates to defend the
president and the ideology of the Muslim Brotherhood. In their media activities, they classified all
forms of opposition to the president as an attack on Islam, emphasizing the so-called ‘threat of

secular and atheist currents.’

The resurrection of street demonstrations against the rule of Mohamed Morsi initiated
waves of political violence against non-Islamist protesters:

“During the Brotherhood’s rule, torture was no longer confined to police
cells and military detention places but was carried out by Muslim Brother
vigilantes in public spaces including mosques and street corners. This
‘normalization’ of torture contributed to multiple levels of trauma through
the shattering of expectations of safety and security in the social and
political public sphere... the Brotherhood actively excluded other political
actors from the public sphere and issued laws which sought to impose a
particular Islamist vision of identity without regard for internal Egyptian
differences. After Morsi issued a presidential decree in which he granted
himself immunity from any legal challenge — thus closing the last avenue
for public accountability — and called for a referendum on what many
perceived to be an overly Islamist draft of a new constitution, the
presidential palace clashes broke out which lasted for 2 days (5-6
December 2012) and resulted in 10 deaths and injuries to at least 748
people. For respondents, these clashes deepened their experience of social
and political traumatization since civilians were no longer just fighting
state security forces but each other as violence took on sectarian forms.”*"

17 Herrera. “Memes and the War of Ideas,” 112.

175 Matthies-Boon, Vivienne, and Naomi Head. “Trauma as Counterrevolutionary Colonization: Narratives from
Postrevolutionary ~ Egypt.” Journal of International Political Theory 14/3 (2017): 258-79.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1755088217748970 .
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The physical clashes did not spare digital militants and veme (virtual meme) makers who
preserved a virtual space of commentary and digital activism. They started to transform parts of
their protest into satirical activism that targeted popular Islamist icons. They forged a

»176 \wherein

contestational space to construct a “bricolage of facts, arguments and justifications,
digital caricatures and other representations became part of a continuous process of ‘return and
repetition’*’’ to revisit a traumatic past. As the cultural anthropologist Walter Armbrust expresses,
in his account on the Egyptian revolution, “Martyrs and Tricksters,” these “mass mediated images

substituted for direct experience as the polarization of the political field hardened.”’

Heated debates and clashes did not impede the escalation of radical criticism that
transgressed many religious taboos (which will be discussed with more detail in the second chapter
of this dissertation). Increasingly, digital activists and public influencers who identified as secular,
non-religious, or atheists started to speak fearlessly about the secularization of state institutions.
Reviewing and criticizing the history of Islamic revival movement from the 1970s and traditions

of Islamic jurisprudence became a new flashpoint for mobilization and online contestation.

The powerful machine of political Islam kept itself immune from criticism and attacks for
decades, deploying an army of preachers, lawyers, and media platforms calling for censorship and
accusing critics, artists, and liberal intellectuals of blasphemy and apostasy. Sarcasm and digital
caricature played a crucial role in exposing the contradictions of political Islamist discourse and
ridiculing its deployment of fears, myths, and religious manipulation. Using comics to undermine
the fundamentals of Islamist discourse and its influential symbols was a theme that appeared in

endless social media trends that prevailed during Morsi’s presidency.

Figures 11 and 12 elaborate on reactions to the metaphors used in Islamist discourse against

political opponents and the negative public opinion forming against the Islamist alliance in power.

176 Armbrust, Walter. “8. Scripting a Massacre.” In Martyrs and Tricksters: An Ethnography of the Egyptian
Revolution, 158.

177 | bid.

178 | bid.
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Deploying accusations of moral decay and depravity, usually described in hyperbolic sexualized

metaphors, is the traditional strategy Islamist factions use to dismiss any form of opposition.

*Figure 11'7°
Feb 6 - O

el e s A Bl ol S0l 25 T Top text: The concise history of Arab
countries in modern Islamic thought.

Image captions:

“The Islamic Caliphate (on the paved
road).”

“After the fall of the Islamic Caliphate (on

e LS

the sandy road part).”

In their battles against opponents, the Muslim Brotherhood’s digital media warriors fully
embraced the radical Salafist language distinguishing modern Egyptian society from an idolized
Muslim society. The distinction could be attributed to the QutbT factions of Islamist organizations,
deeply influenced by the discursive contributions of Sayid Qutb, activist and cultural critic, who

would become the grand ideologue of modern-day Islamic radicalism.

Imprisoned and tortured in President Nasser’s prisons, after the foundering of a shaky
alliance between the Muslim Brotherhood and the military body who led the coup in 1952, Qutb’s
writings took a radical turn.

“In his founding documents for the jihadists of next generations, the prison
in which the Brothers are tortured was the perfect symbol of a hated Arab
nationalism. He identified it with Jahiliyya, the age of ignorance or
barbarity that the Scriptures say prevailed in Arabia before the Prophet
revealed the Qor’an, and which he then stamped out with Islam. Qutb calls
for a similar destruction of the Jahiliyya of the twentieth century embodied
by Nasserism. By excommunicating the Nasser regime and declaring it

179 published on the Facebook page: “Memes that do not submit to political correctness” (Memes la takhda’ lel

sawabiyya al siyasiyya).
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impious (Takfir), Signposts summoned up religious legitimacy to justify
the holy war against the nationalist state. This master stroke—which not
everyone in the Muslim Brotherhood agreed with—would give rise to the
radical current in the organization. It would later undergo immense
development, from Afghanistan to al-Qaeda.”®

The viability of Qutb’s influence is not restricted to the Muslim Brotherhood and the later
Jihadist movements. It emanates from deploying his literary and critical capacities to engender an
allegorical reading of Quran that affects the Muslim communities at large. Depicting Jahiliya (al-
Jahiliyya) as a holistic description of modern societies and a perpetual status englobing
contemporary Muslims obeying to modern ‘human’ laws and abiding to the nation-state paradigm,
opened wide doors for ‘societal Islamism.” The notion of societal Islamism infiltrated the thought
of interpreters and preachers outside and inside the traditional religious institution, and

consequently millions of their followers.
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Top text: “Then Egyptians were brotherized
and became well brotherized”'8?

“Egypt on 22 March 1928: The foundation of
the Muslim Brotherhood.”

“Egypt on 21 March 1928: The day before the
foundation of the MB.”

({1) Like (J Comment [?} Share

180 Kepel, Gilles. “One: The Islamization of the Political Order.” In Away from Chaos: The Middle East and the
Challenge to the West, 13-14. Trans. Henry Randolph. New York: Columbia University Press, 2020.

181 published on the Facebook page: “Memes that do not submit to political correctness.”

“su2al) dadiall/Asaluad) A gall 2225 Y 3. Facebook, n.d. https://cutt.ly/JCNEUHK .

182 The phrase follows the rhyme of a hadith that starts with the sentence: "If a person embraces Islam sincerely” (Idha

‘aslam al-mar’ wa hasun Islamuh).
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The top text follows the rhyme of a hadith® for the Prophet of Islam that starts with the
sentence: “Idhd aslam al-mar’ wa hasun Islamuh” (If a person embraces Islam sincerely). In the
caption Islamic belief is replaced with brotherization — “Then Egyptians were brotherized and
became well brotherized” instead of “embraced Islam sincerely and became good Muslim/believer

(s)” in the original hadith.

Figures 11 and 12 stressed these distinctions (before and after the Islamic Caliphate/before
and after the foundation of the Muslim Brotherhood) in order to caricaturize the resurrection of
Jahiliya implied in the Islamists’ attacks against their opponents. The nudity in the image
highlights the Muslim Brotherhood’s allegations about the glorified past of the Islamic Caliphate
and the magnified role they attribute to their organization in rectifying the moral decay of a society
living in decadence. The deployment of the hadith rhyme and the substitution of Islam with
brotherization mocks the sanctity that the Brotherhood worked to confer onto their system of
religious regimentation. The moralistic tone and accusations of Takfir (impiety) deployed to muffle
oppositional voices became particularly obnoxious when their reiterators echoed government
stances and addressed huge societal sectors.

“Memes la takhda’ li al-sawabiyya al-siyasiyya” (Memes that do not submit to political
correctness), the Facebook page where the memes in Figures 11 and 12 were published, was one
of the most prominent pages that emerged during Morsi’s rule and continued to play a critical role

throughout the coming political transformations. Emanating from an anti-PC (political

The complete Hadith is as follows:

Allah's Messenger (#) said, "If a person embraces Islam sincerely, then Allah shall forgive all his past sins, and after
that starts the settlement of accounts, the reward of his good deeds will be ten times to seven hundred times for each
good deed and one evil deed will be recorded as it is unless Allah forgives it."

“Chapter: (What Is Said Regarding the Superiority of) a Person Who Embraces Islam Sincerely.” Sahih al-Bukhari
41 - belief - oy S - sunnah.com - sayings and teachings of Prophet Muhammad (plu 5 4de & L) n.d.
https://sunnah.com/bukhari:41 .

183 hadith (A): narrative, talk; al-hadith is used for Tradition, being an account of what the Prophet said or did, or of
his tacit approval of something said or done in his presence.

“Hadith,” Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, Glossary and Index of Terms, 2014. https://doi.org/10.1163/1573-
3912 ei2glos_sim_gi_01408 .
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correctness) position, the administrator of the page appeared as a frontline defender of a
confrontational discourse, usually mediated through digital caricatures, against the rule of

Mohamed Morsi and the Muslim Brotherhood.

The page was founded by an Egyptian medical doctor in his late thirties who grew up in
one of the Gulf countries, then returned to Egypt to complete his high school and university studies.
He participated in the Egyptian uprising in 2011 and later returned to work in a Gulf country.8
According to him, the failure of the revolutionary movement and his frustration with leftist currents
at the time of political mobilization encouraged him to create the page and present the
sociopolitical scene with a right-wing point of view:

“There is a popular saying in the West that: Left cannot meme, which is,
in fact, the opposite of what exists in the Middle East, as most widespread
memes’ pages belong to leftist thought or to that hybrid mixture spread all
over our ‘happy’ region (a little of leftism, a little revolutionary, and a lot
of religious background). The meme pages belonging to the statist thought
or to the right-wing in general lie at the bottom of the viewership indices
due to their lack of wittiness on one hand, or the bad quality of their content
on the other hand. For this reason, the page is only trying to prove that:
Also, the right can meme, if the page could be considered closer to the
right, and that creativity does not require ‘sniffing glue’ to evoke it.”*®°

An increasing number of people on Egyptian social networks began employing the
pejorative nomenclature “glue sniffers”®® (kollagiyya) to describe the activists and militants,
mocked on American platforms under the nomenclature ‘social justice warriors (SJTWs),’ 8 who
insisted on romanticizing the failure of the revolutionary movement and ignoring the drawbacks
of political organization. According to their ‘intellectual’ critics, al-kollagiyya kept advancing

socially progressive ideas detached from the social reality. In the view of their opponents, al-

184 The founder of the Facebook page “Memes 1d takhda’ li al- sawabiyya al-siyasiyya” (Memes that do not submit to
political correctness). Online interview with the author. 11 November 2019. He requested anonymity and the omission
of details about his country of residency.

185 1bid.

186 “Glue Sniffer.” Urban Dictionary, May 19, 2019. https://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=glue+sniffer

187 Social justice warrior (SJW): an insulting way of referring to someone who regularly comments on things that they
consider are sexist, racist, unfair, etc., especially on the internet or in the media.

Cambridge dictionary. 15 June 2023. https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/sjw
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kollagiyya stiffly defended the idea of political correctness, globally promoted by identity groups,

in an exclusionary way to protect themselves from critique.

Shammamin kolla (glue sniffers), kollagiyya, or shammamin (sniffers)'®® appeared as
digital identifiers for the amalgam of cyberutopians, revolutionaries, and woke activists on the
internet. Al-thawragiyya (a synonym for revolutionaries), al-shammamin, and al-kollagiyya were
juxtaposed to al-dawlagiyya (the state supporters), a term that generally encompassed nationalists,
supporters of the ruling regime, and those with anti-PC (Anti-political correctness) sensitivities.
The two categories epitomized multiple subcategories where the social and the political
intermingled to redefine the conflicting parties in online cultural wars according to contextual

characteristics.

The attachment of the suffix -gi in the words thawragi or dawlagt, in their singular form,
originates from the Turkish suffix -ci, which has infiltrated different Arabic vernaculars, during
the Ottoman period, to become -gi (in ECA). In Turkish, the suffix -ci, when attached to a noun,
denotes a person involved with what is named by the noun (ex: balik¢i means "fishmonger," while
balikk means "fish"). Hence, the occupational reference in thawragi or dawlagi (in plural:
thawragiyya and dawlagiyya) distinguishes the common characteristics of this group and the

cultural signs of communication that it uses.

Whether these groups identified themselves by these names (al-thawragiyya or al-
dawlagiyya) in order to create a new digital identity, or whether they were identified using these
terms by others for the purpose of condemnation or marginalization, the formulae were adopted as
digital identities of the conflicting political groups. Eventually, these monikers found their way

into cultural representations within the memesphere.

188 gniffing glue constitutes a type of substance abuse with potentially severe health repercussions. It is a widespread
practice in Egypt as it represents a cheap form of drug abuse that provides a quick high. Hence, the term “glue sniffers”
is used pejoratively to identify marginal populations and delinquents within poor communities. The terms
kollagiyya/shammamin spread online as a satiric nomenclature identifying the groups influenced by the revolutionary

bloc, implying that they are unrealistic, dreamy, and lacking in coherence and vigilance.
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After 2013, secular activists diverged according to their left and right-wing tendencies.
However, the period of 2012-2013, under the rule of an Islamist president and an Islamist
parliamentary majority, witnessed the emergence of unanimous sentiments of threat and exclusion
on the part liberal currents and their middle-class audience. The unrest, which was escalating to
threats of civil war, casted its shadow on the digital landscape, which became the host of three
main conflicting divisions: the Brotherhood e-militias, the military supporters who call on the army
to intervene against the Brotherhood, and the prodemocracy cybermilitants who pursued an

ambiguous notion of the ‘civil state’ (al-dawla al-madaniyya).

In the summer of 2013, Facebook became an arena of near-warfare, and the tripartition of
three divisions was established, exhibiting the main poles that would shape the digital landscape
after June 2013, with the state supporters under the name al-dawlagiyya, the Islamists under the
name al-Islamgiyya, and the revolutionaries (who placed themselves outside both groups under
the legacy of January 2011) under the name al-thawragiyya. The three nicknames, with
correspondent derivatives, circulated as labels of digital identity, mostly appropriated by each
group to describe the other two, pejoratively in most cases.
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*Figure 13
In the photoshopped image, the creator recalls the

speech of the famous Sheikh Muhammad Mitwalli

al-Sha‘rawi before President Mubarak, who had
9 recently survived an assassination attempt in the
Ethiopian capital in June 1995. There was wide-
spread state media coverage after this event. Many

i Egyptian intellectuals, public figures, and well-
jm known preachers were gathered in a ceremony to

celebrate the president’s survival of this attack.

During the ceremony, Sha’rawi concluded his long monologue of praise for the president with the

phrase: “If you were our fated president, may God grant you success. And if we were your fated people,
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may God lend you his help to endure.”*® At the time, the phrase was understood as part of the expected
hypocritical rhetoric publicized during Mubarak’s presidency. In the photoshopped image, Mubarak is
replaced by Morsi. The phrase is modified to become: “If you were our fated president, then may God take

you. And if we were your fated people, then may God take you.”

The portrayal of Morsi in the place of the toppled president Mubarak alludes to the meager
differences between the president ousted by popular revolution and the president, elected by an
oppositional current, who failed the ambitions of a growing population. It also demonstrates
increasing popular anger with the economic difficulties that surged during Morsi’s rule, including
high fuel prices, frequent electricity cuts, and the depreciation of Egyptian currency. These and
other memes signaled the readiness of Egyptians to accept Morsi’s replacement with any other
alternative. This materialized in the countrywide protests that erupted 30 June 2013 calling for
Morsi’s overthrow and paving the way for a military coup and new presidential elections that

brought Sisi to power with unprecedented support.

, EN.M2A
@ » f..aa,u;l et ) *Figure 14

i i The top text is a statement by the Egyptian actress
- 4

P R e T [Tham Shahin: “I swear by my honor, Morsi will

2
ike - Comment * Share O s¢ not return.

Y 387 people like this.

189 Sheikh al-Sha’raw?’. “Lhl gwd Sola o e il gl 28l @il A8 YouTube, January 7, 2015.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U9luCMh4dvY .
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The cheerful picture of Morsi in the comments section suggests that his return is more likely now that a
presumably “honorless”**° actress has sworn by her honor.
The reworked image (with [lham Shahin’s statement and the comment with Morsi’s picture) was published

under the logo of the ‘brotherized” Egyptian Sarcasm Society (ESS) page shortly after Morsi’s removal.

Shahin was one of the actresses who were outspoken in their opposition to the Muslim
Brotherhood and Islamists during 2013. In her interviews, she declared that the future of her career
and that of Egyptian artistic professionals was menaced by the Brotherhood position of power. She

191 and she

participated the street demonstrations against Morsi’s dictatorial presidential decree,
later announced her full support for the military takeover and Sisi’s regime. Because of her stances,

she was subjected to an organized misogynist campaign on Islamists’ media by Salafi preachers.%?

1% The word “honor” in Egyptian Arabic is loaded with sexual connotations. In conservative and Islamist discourses,
describing women and female artists as “lacking in honor” is an insult implying promiscuity and sexual immorality.
191 Beaumont, Peter. “Protests Erupt across Egypt after Presidential Decree.” The Guardian, November 23, 2012.
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/nov/23/protests-egypt-presidential-decree .

192 “Sheikh Abdullah Badr Arrested for Insulting Egyptian Actress.” Ahram Online, May 1, 2013.
https://cutt.ly/WbjB80oN .
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*Figure 15

(From right to left)

At Morsi time (black-highlighted top
title)

“Hagg,'® what is your opinion about the
electricity cuts?”

“It is a motherfucking thing, Morsi, the
son of a dirty bitch, delivers the fuel to
Gaza strip.”

At Sisi time (black-highlighted middle
title)
N - v ‘ “Hagg, what is your opinion about the
o)l Syl a7 il 9'aa L (SO’ electricity cuts?”

9992 ganglciiaglpdla )3l g “We should rationalize consumption. The
state is struggling economically these

days.”

Bottom images

Right side

“Hagg, you are mi arras (a pimp).”
“Come here, son of bitch (the kag is going

after him).”

After Morsi’s imprisonment in 2013, the “brotherized” ESS page initiated a concerted
attack condemning the military takeover and continued to set a distinctive tone for Islamist pages
afterwards. In general, comics in Islamist pages focused on attacking state figures, secular political
factions, popular artists, intellectuals, journalists, and writers who publicly backed the protests
against Morsi. Those sectors who were labeled with pejorative term mi arrasin (hypocrites/pimps)
in Islamist media were undermined by memes that attributed all their opinions and actions
exclusively to their subordination to the Sisi regime. These sectors were also grouped under labels

99 ¢

like “the seculars,” “the feminists,” and “the atheists” in the lingo of Islamist memes. In the coming

193 A nickname in ECA, sometimes used socially to address old men, for a Muslim man who has completed the hajj.
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chapters, | will elaborate in more details on the incorporation of religion and gender aspects in the

cultural wars ignited after Morsi’s removal.

Linking these categories to the Sisi regime was meant to reinforce the idea that Islamists,
the true believers, were being persecuted by ‘secular’ regimes. It also legitimized the rest of the
misogyny, homophobia, and accusations of impiety, which were constantly deployed in online
comics to discredit the opponents of Islamist currents and label them as immoral and hypocritical
nonbelievers lacking in political integrity.

From another angle, the generalization aimed at isolating the opposition groups who
participated in the June 30th protests after they lost faith in a possible democratic transformation
under the rule of the Muslim Brotherhood. Portraying these sectors as hypocrites who favored a
military coup over a democratic process, with all the simplification it implies, gave the Islamists
media campaigners a higher moral ground during turbulent times. This work of continuous
shaming helped build and consolidate their online base of supporters after 2013, as the
cyberpolarization process carried on.

In al-Islamgiyya’s comics, another line of criticism focused on comparing the angry
reactions to Morsi’s shortcomings, publicly expressed during his presidency, versus the lack of
critcism aimed at the Sisi regime, particularly when it comes to the deterioation of public services
like electricity, healthcare, and public transport. Alluding to a conspiracy against the Muslim
Brotherhood, the Islamist comics enforced a generalized condemnation of the societal sectors that
rejected Morsi’s rule in favor of an autocratic restoration under Sisi. By advancing this critique,
they shifted responsibility for governmental shortcomings away from the Brotherhood toward Sisi
and the military, who they accused of betraying the democratic cause, failing the revolution, and

detaining increasing numbers of political prisoners.
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*Figure 16

“1- A dirty country.”

“2- Cheap blood”

“3- Atheism”

“4- Eggs (a vernacular metonym of bad
humor)”

“S- A people who likes to get fucked.”

Immigration is the solution.

The Islamist campaigns and comics focused on labeling public protest against Morsi as an
instinctual insubordination to his power and adversarial conspiracies, denying any sort of self-
critique and reflection on the two years leading up to his removal. The phrase “sha ‘b yehibb
vetrikib” (A people who likes to get fucked) in Figure [16] is a commonly used vernacular
synonym of a sexual position where a man ‘mounts’ a woman, regarded as a symbol of
subordinating her. Consequently, any man could similarly be insulted and emasculated using the
term yetrikib. The set of accusations in this meme (atheism, cheapness, dirtiness, bad humor,
subordination) are designed to denigrate the ‘people’ and delegitimize their mobilization against

Morsi.
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*Figure 17
The comic mimes a scene from the
Egyptian film “Sahar al-Layali” (Sleepless
Nights) 2003, which depicts a session of
the

character, struggling with sexual frustration

psychoanalysis  wherein female
with her husband, narrates one of her sexual
fantasies to her therapist.

Image 1: “Sisi restored security. Electricity
cuts that prevailed under al-Ikhwan (the
Brotherhood) decreased. And he kept his
promise not to run for presidential elections
and transferred power to the elected

president.”

7 | A Image 2: (Therapist) “Is that what happened
/ ".-% :

4 ¢ . \ . : ?”

i w... b >’.a’:h‘ 1 o5Ta or what you wished for?” (A phrase from
the dialogue in the original scene).

m

e

In Figure 17, sexualized

metaphors continue to inspire the choice
of picture and language in the Islamist post-coup memes. In the original scene, the suffering wife
played by the actress Jihan Fadil imagines, in front of her psychiatrist, imagines a passionate sexual
scene between her and her husband, where the husband overcomes his difficulties and seduces his
wife. The psychiatrist’s reply, “Is that what happened or what you wished for?” refers to the
husband in the film scene, and to Sisi in the meme. Portraying the ruler in the place of a presumably
impotent or sexually undesirable husband alludes to a set of sexual expectations tied to a
patriarchal imaginary of a ruler. The metonym of sexual impotence, in the meme, was chosen to

undermine the new ruler’s capacities.

194 chmpall aelgn ol a8l Gea ((BSley) cpad (Jeadl W 2003 - S jew - Alé” elCinema.com, 2003.
https://elcinema.com/work/1010155/ .
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Figures 16 and 17 suggest that an all-mighty powerful ruler, backed by a military coup,
could rape his people from a higher sexual position. The people, in turn, are portrayed as a rape
victim who ‘asked for it,” as the traditional misogynist rape apologists claim. However, according
to the same patriarchal model, a ruler’s efficiency could be undermined by comparing his

performance to a man who struggles to perform sexually.

The distinctive lines of al-Is/amgiyya comics converged with their mediated discourse on
TV channels like al-Jazeera and the Brotherhood satellite channels hosted in Turkey after the
group’s excommunication in 2013. As shown in Figures 15, 16, 17, the accusation of hypocrisy
(ta ris/pimping) became a common insult that circulated in Islamists’ comics and circles. Later,
mutual accusations of ‘selling out’ became generalized and were exchanged between the different
polarized camps. Revolutionaries (al-thawragiyya), channelling their feelings of betrayal and
trauma, launched concerted online dissing attacks, using the word ¢a ris as a common insult against
public figures who supported Sisi and criticizing regime supporters (al-dawlagiyya) for giving up
on political mobilization in support of a new dictator.
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Chapter 11: Meming Identity Currents After 2013

1. Introduction: The Rise and Demise of Mediated Dissidence in Egypt

During the time of protests in 2011, expressing doubt as to the uprising’s expected outcome
in a social media post or daring to question the credibility of its political constituencies and active
factions would subject the author to a thread of offensive attacks by prorevolutionary
commentators. In a fateful time of national division, questioning the purity of the ‘revolutionaries’
was understood as support for Mubarak and conspiracy theorists, who were themselves
undermined by online sarcasm. In contrast to the city squares dominated by vocal revolutionaries,
social networks offered a meager margin for the silent majority, which was mocked for its
negativity and submission to the official media’s defamation campaign against the uprising and its
militant activists. Expressing concerns, in a social media post or journal article, that the
revolutionary movement risked being hijacked by radical Islamists, was also taken as a sign of
collusion with supporters of the Mubarak regime. Such a commentary would probably incite

insulting attacks from pro-revolutionary sympathizers.

The increasingly absolutist tone of the revolutionary camp, as displayed by online posts,
fostered more violent tones of expression on social networks. Sectorial polarizations began shaping
the chaos online, dividing the old and the young, the conventional and the creative, the normies
and the intellectuals, and the revolutionaries and those in the sofa party (hizb al-kanaba — the
pejorative term used to depict the silent majority reluctant to show a clear political bias).
“Trolling”!% became an established online practice and took a political turn as anonymous and

195 “Trolling is when someone posts or comments online to ‘bait’ people, which means deliberately provoking an
argument or emotional reaction. In some cases, they say things they do not even believe, just to cause drama. In other
cases, they may not agree with the views of another person or group online, so they try to discredit, humiliate, or
punish them. This may include online hate — personal attacks that target someone because of their race, culture,
religion, gender, sexual orientation, or disability. The troll may also encourage mob mentality, urging others to join in
the attack so it becomes a pile on. Trolls often post under a fake name or anonymously, so they can say things without
being held responsible. This can make them feel more powerful and less cautious than they would be if they were
talking to someone ‘IRL’ or in person. This makes it difficult to identify who actually left the post or comment.

Trolls also often try to downplay the impact of their behavior, claiming anyone who is upset by their posts or comments
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fake accounts proliferated and launched systematic attacks on public figures and opinion posts

from different political camps.

As a consequence, the cascade of political events that led to the recession of the
revolutionary flame deeply affected the ‘intellectual’ revolutionaries, who had once achieved a
memorable victory against the authority of ‘normies.” By the end of 2011, mind-bombing political
memes gradually disappeared as political mobilization became more costly on physical and social
levels. The rising polarization between secular and Islamist fronts in parallel with the shift to
electoral politics attenuated street mobilizations. The frustration of the revolutionary collectives
started to show in comic productions, which were imbued with self-mockery and implicit remorse,

as shown in Figures 18 and 19.

*Figure 18'%
(.) M (J I a I m OSt fel I 1-0 r A constellation of four images and top text:

th ese i I I us i Oons %ea 08 18y “OMG Ialmost fell for these illusions.”
/ ,

The fourth image reads:

“A civilian Egyptian president (i.e., not a

military leader).”

The meme conveys the remorseful self-
mockery that dominated comics after
2013.

The military/civilian division preoccupied the social domain as the military regained its
public visibility from 2011 onwards. After the military takeover in 2013, which was followed by
Sisi’s election in 2014, the online presence of organized nationalist groups publicly backing
military governance became more tangible. This new line of polarization broke social taboos in a

manner that equaled or surpassed the scandal of openly mocking the country’s president. The

is overreacting. They may say it was just a joke, or the person who they targeted needs to toughen up.”

1% Mined during data collection in 2018 from “Comic Corner,” the archive of memes uploaded to Twitter.

Comic Corner. “1 Have an Illusion’ -Mlk Jr.” Twitter, November 17, 2017.
https://twitter.com/comiccornerv/status/931568146808475648 .
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military enjoyed an exceptional degree of secrecy surrounding its budget and expenses, a scarcity
of public media coverage, and membership in the governmental body. The enduring popularity
and untouchable status of the armed forces was established by the Free Officers Revolt in 1952, a
coup led by a group of military officers, which brought down the monarch, King Farouk, and ended
British colonialism in Egypt.'®” Thus, for the generations that grew under Mubarak’s rule, it was
unthinkable for them to witness public debates about the role of the army in governance and

civilian rule as a step towards a desired democracy.

As shocking as the idea was, one of the exceptional variables was the emergence of
demonstrations during 2011, sometimes in large numbers, using slogans to reject what was termed
hukm al-‘askar (military rule). Demonstrations and sit-ins during this year were in protest of the
offenses and violations committed by the military, which often escaped accountability or were said
to be subject to ‘internal accountability’ within the military domain.'® However, in any case, the
year 2011 witnessed frequent media appearance by leaders of the armed forces, who discussed

current events and expressed political opinions. While their appearance came in the context of

197 «“The first military president, the charismatic and popular Gamal Abd al-Nasser (1954-1970), who formed an Arab
socialist regime in which military officers occupied the most important administrative and economic positions. Two
other military presidents succeeded Nasser: Anwar Sadat (1970-1981) and Hoshi Mubarak (1981-2011. Sadat
attempted to “demilitarize” the Egyptian state by significantly reducing the number of army officers in government
positions, making the army focus more on affairs of war. Mubarak brought back the military influence on Egyptian
society allowing its leaders to create economic enterprises and occupy high-level administrative positions in the
government. The militarized state that evolved under Mubarak in the course of thirty years, passed through three
different phases. In the 1980s, after Egypt signed the Camp David peace treaty of 1979 with Israel, the military
switched its attention to economic activities. The Ministry of Defense created an economic arm called the “National
Service Products Organization” (NSPO), which contributed to public infrastructure projects and produced cheap civil
goods for the middle and lower classes. The second phase was in the 1990s. Mubarak applied a full-fledged economic
liberalization plan in accordance with the IMF and World Bank’s requirements, and the military expanded their
production of civil goods and services.”

Abul-Magd, Zeinab. “The Egyptian Military in Politics and the Economy: Recent History and Current Transition

Status.” Chr. Michelsen Institute (CMI), 2013. https://www.cmi.no/publications/file/4935-the-egyptian-military-in-

politics-and-the-economy.pdf .

198 “Egypt: Brutality Unpunished and Unchecked: Egypt’s Military Kill and Torture Protesters with Impunity.”

Amnesty International, 2012. https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde12/017/2012/en/ .
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their temporary administration of the country after the fall of the president, the path that opened
since 2011 allowed for controversy over the issue of their return to power according to the
established trajectory of Egyptian presidents since 1952, all of whom emerged from the military
establishment.

The use of optical illusions in Figure 18 highlights the taboo of criticizing military
governance while simultaneously criticizing what happened during 2011. And despite the
reference to “an Egyptian civilian president” as a fourth illusion, the meme, in an antithetical
mechanism, re-centers the military/civilian division as core theme.

*Figure 19
Yol ©bls¥] ¥g Yyl jgiwall Gl WS L) bl b 8,5 The template (image macro) shows the actor
Nir al-Sharif and actress *Abla Kamil in a

scene from the popular 1996 drama series

“Lan *a‘tsh f1 gilbab ’ab1” (I will not live in
the shadow of my father).

The text mimes a passionate dialogue
wherein the main character (‘Abd al-Ghafur
al-Bura‘7) gently tells his wife how beautiful
she is.199

The top text in the meme reads: “Do you
remember, Fatna (a popular Egyptian pet

name for Fatima), when our major disputes

were: constitution first or elections first?”

References to scenes and frames
from the popular drama “Lan ’a ‘ish fi gilbab 'abi,” produced in the 1990s, become abundant in
the memes produced after 2013 in a perfect example of the deployment of a shared popular culture
archive in a contemporary meme subculture. In this dissertation, many comics focus on “Lan ’a ‘ish
fi gilbab "abi.” The series depicted the success story of a typical Egyptian worker who became a
wealthy businessman. A substantial part of the series centered around al-Bura ‘1’s familial drama,

W9 e Qa4 el b - Akl el sl e YouTube, April 1, 2019.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fObj4yMBUrc .
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humorously spun, involving his wife and four children and everyday stories that engaged with
different aspects of their social lives. The series succeeded in providing a narrative for the Egyptian
lower to middle classes across decades of their social evolution, which encompassed evolving

socioeconomic conditions, class distinctions, and value systems.

The renewed familiarity of the couple al-Bura'T and Fatima within the Egyptian
memesphere based itself on reimagining their digital identities as two mocking and witty popular
characters. Their appearance in memes commenting on public and political incidents usually
combined self-mockery and social critique. In Figure [19], the choice of al-Bura‘1” and Fatima also
took their age and status as an older couple into consideration — as if the debate over “constitution
first or elections first?” that erupted after the toppling of Mubarak were a distant memory. In that
choice, we can observe the identification of the meme creator as an old man or woman, which
probably did not match reality, who remembered the olden days, while self-caricaturizing his/her
youthful naivety. Distancing oneself from recent events and disguising oneself behind older

characters suggests that melancholia underlies the sarcasm and self-reprimand.

During this exchange of opinions and disputes, the first incarnations of acute polarizations
inside the revolutionary camp were exposed. The debate over “constitution first or elections first?”
was the first of many incidents that divided the revolutionary bloc and pushed it towards
fragmentation. The Muslim Brotherhood rejected the idea of writing a constitution before
parliamentary and presidential elections, under the allegation that this step would be undemocratic.
The liberal bloc, on the contrary, supported “constitution first,” as their newly formed political
constituencies, unlike the Brotherhood, needed time to prepare for the electoral marathon. A
constitutional referendum was held in March 2011, organized by the SCAF, and resulted in the
continuation of work on the 1971 constitution. The 1971 constitution was suspended by the SCAF
on 13 February 2011, two days after the resignation of Mubarak. It then organized a committee of
jurists to draft amendments to pave the way for new parliamentary and presidential elections. Had
the referendum resulted in a "no™ vote, the 1971 constitution would have been nullified and a new

one drawn up before elections.
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In the absence of organized political leadership, the revolutionary crowd gradually shifted
from praising the “leaderless revolution” to struggling with a fragmented body drowning in
internal disputes. The heterogenous constituency of the revolutionary camp remained one of the
major weaknesses that characterized the biggest popular uprising in decades and rendered
predictable its tragic end, as describes the Egyptian historian Sharif Yiinus:

“These groups who took the initiative did not have a vision for an
alternative state but emanated from a youthful imagination about a new
world and a new state founded on efficiency, integrity, and freedom
opposed to a regime, in their view, stigmatized by failure, corruption and
dictatorship. Yet, this imagination was shared by different ideological
camps; liberal, leftist, nationalist, and Islamist. A lot of them held deep-
seated equivocations implying authoritarian dimensions and democratic
quests, among other variations.”?%

The newly introduced satirical content on the internet, in the form of memes and comics,
exposed this heterogeneity and tried to bridge its deficiencies. This was attempted through a
process of symbolization, bricolage and reproduction, as clarified by Gitlin: “Frames are persistent
patterns of cognition, interpretation, and presentation, of selection, emphasis and exclusion, by

which symbol-handlers routinely organize discourse.”?%

Surprisingly early, the assumed self-conscious vanguard dissolved in in the face of the
organized powers of the Muslim Brotherhood and the military leadership, who interfered to lead
and direct the revolution. The generational configuration of the leaderless digital revolution proved
farfetched and rapidly lost its appeal. Internet nerds and new-millennium rebels failed to become
a unifying and effective political force. On the contrary, they appeared fascinated by

‘polyvocality,” which they introduced to the theatre of social deliberation.

200 305-304 . paa 8 43laall g aSuY) 5 Aol da i :padla e Gl oy i,

Yunus, Sharif. Searching for a Solace: The Crisis of the State, Islam and Modernity in Egypt, 304-305.

201 Gitlin, Todd. The Whole World is Watching: Mass Media in the Making and Unmaking of the New Left, 7. Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1980.
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*Figure 20
POST A PHOTO A

7 Years Ago (2011) September 2018 on ASS mocking the steep
3 Years Ago (2015)

This Year (2018)

reworked cartoon published on 11

hike of prices after the devaluation of the

Egyptian currency in 2016, in response to the

SEE HOW MUCH International Monetary Fund’s (IMF) demand,
YOU'VE CHANGED

in order to secure a $12 billion loan to Egypt
over three years to overhaul its suffering

economy.

The trajectories of the biggest meme communities after 2013 revealed some of the
transformations that affected players on the sociocultural scene who were struggling with a
severely repressive backlash. Asa7be Sarcasm Society (ASS) archive from 2012 to 2016
disappeared from the internet. Political commentary took a lighter dissident tone as the public
space was increasingly restricted under President Sisi’s newly issued laws censoring and
reorganizing digital platforms.2% The political commentary and internet social memes witnessed
a serious decline as some social media content creators were jailed under new laws regulating

digital crime and fighting terrorism.2%

As demonstrated by Figure 20, the sarcastic tone on ASS, the biggest Egyptian meme
community, shifted away from directly caricaturizing political figures, especially the president.
Critique of governmental decisions reverted to safer boundaries, like focusing on the results of

economic policies (the devaluation of the currency) without directly referring to politicians.

202 Miller, Elissa. “Egypt Leads the Pack in Internet Censorship across the Middle East.” Atlantic Council, 2018.

https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/egypt-leads-the-pack-in-internet-censorship-across-the-middle-

gast/ .
23 «“After Journalists, Egypt Arrests Bloggers.” Reporters Without Borders (RSF), IFEX, May 11, 2018.
https://ifex.org/after-journalists-egypt-arrests-bloggers/ .
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The new Egyptian regime’s economic policies, including joining International Monetary
Fund (IMF) programs, would become the theme that inspired a harsher dissident tone in comics,
as | will show later. Currency devaluation and deeper economic crises also coincided with a series
of huge infrastructure projects, which the Sisi regime relied on the military to implement.
Channeling major economic resources through governmental and military bodies forms an
essential pillar of Sisi’s orientation toward restoring the role of the state in controlling economic
activities, which was reflected in sociopolitical discourse and the memesphere. Beyond the
confiscation of a substantial portion of the economy, the regime intends to depoliticize platforms
of contestation and suffocate the public discourse that developed since the first decade of the

century.

Through the boiling years 2005-2011, a new form of youth participation and organization
in the public sphere became visible and self-aware. A coupling between the digital cultural world
and social reality started to materialize as new amateurs, bloggers and activists joined the cultural
underground scene of publishing, journalism, and creative industries. Youth political movements
like the “Youth of 6™ April” and the “Youth for Change” were founded. In parallel, the escalating
political outrage against Mubarak’s regime led to the rise of the “Kifaya” (Enough)®®* alliance,
which combined secular opposition, mostly of nationalist and leftist affiliations, and the Muslim
Brotherhood. These political bodies endorsed a scheme for democratic transition and focused on
the imminent inheritance of Egypt’s rule by Gamal Mubarak, the son of the president, and deputy

secretary-general of the ruling National Democratic Party (NDP) at the time.

The course of actions through six years was characterized by the proliferation of arenas for
digital activism, and their direct impact on social reality. Egyptian cyberutopians represented a
rising vanguard heralding a new structure for young protest movements operating through digital
networks. They were also an expansion of the rising global middle-class networks of activism, as

the Egyptian regime was catching up with a neoliberal economic model deeply dependent on web

204 Shorbagy, Manar. “Understanding Kefaya: The New Politics in Egypt.” Arab Studies Quarterly 29/1 (2007): 39—
60. http://www.jstor.org/stable/41859016 .
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services. The proliferation of the opposition figures’ internet accounts incorporated fresh young

faces into the political scene.

Preceded by decades of alienating Egyptian youth from political institutions, channeling
social debate into organized public arenas of political activity was an inaccessible premise. Web
forums, chat rooms, and personal blogs were substitutes for civil society until the beginning of the
twenty first century. The depoliticized youth could engage in a process of politicization through
self-identification and alignment. In their online engagement, they were gradually integrated into
global culture, partly interested by schisms of identity politics forming around the world. On a

parallel note, they could discuss local quandaries in a safer atmosphere of connectedness.

Egypt witnessed the rise of its own “keyboard warriors” a few years before the emergence
of a huge protest movement in 2011. Their campaigns of online mobilization succeeded, within
six years, in perpetuating a continuous status of political congestion that infiltrated young sectors
of the population. Marching in civil protests become banal, and the country was ripe for a bigger
protest starting from 2010. In the same year, political forces including the Muslim Brotherhood
welcomed Mohamed al-Baradei, former director general of the International Atomic Energy
Agency IAEA and Nobel Prize laureate, to add weight to their escalating pressures against

Mubarak and his ambitious son.2°®

Herrera traces the roots of the heterotopic composition of the political mob in the
“cultural,” influenced by the ‘wired’ generations born after the 1970s in Egypt. In her account
“Revolution in the Age of Social Media: The Egyptian Popular Insurrection and the Internet,”?%
she highlights the common ground between the diversified young movements of the January
uprising and the cultural codes reinforced on the internet — propagating ethics and views of a new
world order. The broad lines promoted by internet cyberdissidence held in question the ‘old order’

of autocratic repression in Egypt and questioned the capacity of the government vis a vis the

205 Shenker, Jack. “Supporters Give Mohamed ElBaradei Hero’s Welcome at Cairo Airport.” The Guardian, February
19, 2010. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2010/feb/19/mohamed-elbaradei-egypt-heavy-security .

206 Herrera. Revolution in the Age of Social Media: The Egyptian Popular Insurrection and the Internet. London:
Verso Books, 2014.
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growing contempt of ‘the under-thirty-fives’ who make up to 75% of the population in the MENA
region.

“Particularly the wired among them, exhibit distinguishing features
common to growing up in the virtual age. For instance, they display more
fluid notions about privacy and value horizontal learning and sharing.
They seem to consider it normal and acceptable to speak back to power,
to interact across lines of difference, and to cultivate fictitious and
anonymous public personas. As a collectivity, this generation has also
shown itself to be assertive and ungovernable, characteristics that have
developed as larger proportions of them have participated in the growing
opposition culture, both online and offline.”?%’

The incorporation of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) in Egypt started
in the 1990s with satellite channels, cable, videogames, mobile phones,? and the internet. The
cultural impact of the newly adopted technology accompanied the exponential growth in numbers
of users from younger generations. They were able to render the dissemination and penetration of
tech novelties possible by cheaper means, whether communitarian and participatory or illegal. This
penetration posed a heavy challenge to the model of surveillance and control that prevailed in
Egyptian modern history after the Free Officers Revolt in 1952.

Introducing satellite Arab news channels?®®

amidst ominous political upheaval in the region
that began with the war on Iraq 2003 ended the monopoly of state TV dominated by the authorities’
dictated guidelines. Opening a large window on world cultures and societies encouraged feverish
debates that took place in chat rooms and blogs, with the majority happening under anonymous

profiles before the age of web 2.0. The debates and opinions on political, religious, and social

207 Herrera. “Wired Youth Rise,” 15.

208 “In 1997 Egyptian business mogul Naguib Sawiris founded Mobinil, the first mobile communications company in
Egypt. A year later, Vodafone came onto the market and price competition began. At the beginning of the millennium,
mobile phones were considered a luxury product. By 2007, with the founding of the third company, Etisalat Misr,
phones became a basic necessity for Egyptians across all layers of society. With over 56.5 million phones in circulation
in 2010 (a 72 percent penetration rate), the vast majority of Egyptians carried a mobile phone.”

Herrera. “Wired Youth Rise,” 21.

209 With the launch of Al-Jazeera in 1996, Al-Arabiya in 2003, BBC Arabic in 2008, and Al-Hurra (funded by the
American congress) in 2004, news has become an integral component of the Arabic media consumption habits.
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issues allowed for a form of connectedness that manifested itself in the continuous exchange of
Arabic slang terms, symbols, and vocabulary written in an Arabic-for-internet language
(Arabizi/Franco-Arabic).?1% Internet languages were confined to the boundaries of the virtual
world and serving its emerging youth culture. Together, Arabizi and the incorporation of the
vernacular Arabic spoken by the lower-class urban youth, popularized in cultural productions,

influenced deliberation on social networks and the lingo deployed in comics.

In his book “Arabités Numériques,” Yves Gonzalez-Quijano explores the horizontal nature
of the growing conversational and contestational spirit among Arab digital youth generations
before 2011. Despite emphasizing the historicity of each Arab society and replacing the monolithic
concept of 'Arabism' with 'Arabi-ties' (Arabités), Gonzalez-Quijano underscores that the cultural
dimension of the Arab Spring existed both before and beyond its political setbacks and ensuing

frustrations:

“The new digital technologies inform a new Arab world that is not reduced
to political affirmation alone. In the negative, we could say that it is a
substitute homeland, just like the criticisms made of a youth that locks
itself into its social networks to escape the impasses of its present. In the
affirmative, it will be said that the uprisings in the Arab world have shown,
despite electoral defeats and the difficulties of establishing a new political
order, the hope that these new digital ‘arabities’ bring with them. Indeed,
the plural is inescapable, first because these are phenomena in gestation,
which are coming together within the same regional dynamic, but in a
variety of evidential forms. But also, because these ‘arabities’ do not fit
into a single type established as a norm; in place of the "vertical" model
that carried political Arabism a century earlier, today we observe a mass
of "horizontal" circulations, in waves of multiple propositions that are
exchanged within the "society in conversation”.211

210 «“Arabic chat alphabets, including Arabizi (s_=0e, Arabizi), Franco-Arabic (franco-arabe), Arabish, and Mu'arrab
(«=22%), refers to informal Arabic dialects in which Arabic script is transcribed into a combination of Latin script and
numbers. Arabizi also established the use of dialectal Arabic, the familiar language of communication par excellence,
in the written form. Written Arabic was, until then, largely reserved for so-called literary or classical Arabic; dialectal
Arabic was considered a minor and vulgar language, even if some artists already used it in theater, poetry, and music.”
Barkoudah, Joumana. “Qu’est-Ce Que 1’easy Arabic Ou Arabizi ?” Vous avez dit arabe ? Un Webdoc de I’Institut du

Monde Arabe, n.d. https://vous-avez-dit-arabe.webdoc.imarabe.org/langue-ecriture/l-evolution-de-la-lanque-

arabe/easy-arabic-ou-arabizi .

211 Gonzalez-Quijano. “Les origines numériques des soulévements arabes.” In Arabités numériques : Le printemps du

web arabe, 176.
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Anastasia Denisova points out the latent capacity??

of the digital medium to enhance
political mobilization in places where people refrain from politics out of fear of persecution.
Digital activism that provides information and connections sensitizes a broader population in an
implicit political education through networks of contacts, newsfeeds, exposure to different political
ideologies, and observation of political and social debates. Digital platforms empower mediated
dissidence with the cover of anonymity or a curated digital identity that adds to their penetrability
and to the visibility of political deliberation online. Even depoliticized strata can achieve a minimal
political awareness that prepares them to engage in political mobilization when the situation allows

for a “political opportunity”’?*® or when the political intersects with issues of personal interest.

A political opportunity is defined by the limitations of its political environment and by a
moment of vulnerability that challenges the current political system. In the mid-2000s, relative
political pluralism and divisions between Mubarak-regime elites allowed for forms of mind-
bombing activism through internet culture. Denisova uses the term “tactical media” to refer to this
digital window that permits for the cultivation of relationships among like-minded networks® and
for the propagation of an “insurgent consciousness:”

“Tactical media activists interrupt the mainstream discourse, borrow
elements of mass culture and traditional media and reconstruct them in a
new meaningful form to criticize the dominant political and social order.?*®
Tactical media aim to combine many channels to create a personalised
media network and guarantee wide media presence of the alternative
ideas.”?®

Yves Gonzalez-Quijano further identifies the mechanism by which new web 2.0

technologies offer ‘liberating’ dissident activism a space to operate in three domains: mobilization,

212 Denisova, “Before Memes: Tactical Media, Humor, and Affective Engagement with Politics Online,” 16.

213 Kitschelt, HP. “Political Opportunity Structures and Political Protest: Anti-Nuclear Movements in Four
Democracies.” British Journal of Political Science 16/1 (1986):57-85.

214 Lievrouw, Leah A. Alternative and Activist New Media: Digital Media and Society. Cambridge,: Polity Press,
2011.

25 “Garcia & Lovink, ABC of Tactical Media,” n.d., http://subsol.c3.hu/subsol_2/contributors2/garcia-

lovinktext.html .

216 Denisova, “Before Memes: Tactical Media, Humor, and Affective Engagement with Politics Online,” 18.
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coordination, and documentation. The interoperability between social media applications
facilitates organization through anonymous accounts. Anonymity eases the call for collective
action and its live coverage.?!” Creating a space for expression and gathering could be easily
followed by coordinating collective activities. In the case of repressive measures, live coverage
delivers a narrative that spreads across local and international media, which in turn renders
repression and violence a Janus-faced weapon for political regimes — costly and sometimes

suggestive of the early success of collective protests.

New media activism and its broad thematization approach succeeded temporarily in
concealing the antagonisms between the cacophonic constituencies of the protest movement.
Young middle-class generations, empowered by the new media’s networking potential, marketed
a globalized version of activism that claimed a sort of autonomy and self-distinction from
traditional social and political camps. However, the essentialist identitarian conflicts that
formulated and determined social dynamics in the modern history of the country after 1952
manifested themselves as deeper and core influences that shaped the uprising, its fate, and its later
consequences. Shortly after Mubarak’s resignation, notions of secularism, the role of religion in

governance, and nationalist identification became more conflicting.

Based on this assumption, it is possible to trace an analogy between the new media that
harbored the budding youth protests and the conflictual nature of interaction between the groups
involved within the revolutionary movement. In his book “Martyrs and Tricksters”, the cultural
studies academic Walter Armbrust?® depicted the revolution as a “spatialized formulation of
liminality.”?!® Within this space, revolutionary factions and mediated dissident discourses
capitalized on reinforcing collective (thematized) narratives on resistance to an autocratic regime,

and operated through “performative idioms” and “frames of revolution” in a “liminal space,” as

217 |bid., 16.
218 Armbrust. Martyrs and Tricksters: An Ethnography of the Egyptian Revolution.
219 | bid.
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postulated Armbrust:?2° “The liminal space within the frames is where actors are free to improvise;

yet the space itself is also heterotopic like the stage or the screen.”??!

Armbrust deploys the studies of the anthropologist Gregory Bateson??? and the social
scientist Bjorn Thomassen’s conception of “schismogenesis”??® to analyze the cascade of events
leading to the fragmentation of the different elements of the popular uprising. Schismogenesis in
times of political revolution, as explained by Thomassen, “is a process that is particularly prone to
unfold in liminal moments, and that it can, under given circumstances, establish itself as a lasting

fOI’m 99224

Armbrust evokes the term as he delineates the cultural contact between groups engaged in
the liminal space of the revolution since 2011 until the defining moment of the excommunication

of the Muslim Brotherhood after the violent evacuation of Rabi‘a al-‘ Adawiyya square sit-in.

220 Armbrust. “Revolution as a Liminal Crisis,” 1.

221 Armbrust. “Revolution as a Liminal Crisis,” 54-55.

222 «The concept of schismogenesis was developed by the anthropologist Gregory Bateson in the 1930s, to account
for certain forms of social behavior between groups among the latmul people of the Sepik River. Bateson first
published the concept in 1935 but elaborated on schismogenesis in his classic 1936 ethnography Naven: A Survey of
the Problems suggested by a Composite Picture of the Culture of a New Guinea Tribe drawn from Three Points of

View, reissued with a new Epilogue in 1958.”

“Schismogenesis.” In Encyclopedia.Pub, 2022. https://encyclopedia.pub/entry/37346 .

223 “Gregory Bateson was a biologist by training (his father William Bateson invented the term ‘genetics’). He
understood the Tatmul village as a fragile ecology, a ‘dynamic equilibrium’ (a term he borrowed from chemistry and
coined for anthropology). Schismogenesis was a generative principle in this cultural ecology, but, unrestrained, it
would destroy it too. He delineated two forms of schismogenesis: symmetrical — where the parties reacted with
equivalent intensity to each other’s sallies —and complementary — where increasingly active display was met with an
increasingly passive response.”

Wardle, Huon Oliver Bliase. “Schismogenesis in a Belfast urinal.” Anthropology Today 17/3 (2001): 24-25.

224 Thomassen, Bjgrn. “Notes towards an Anthropology of Political Revolutions.” Comparative Studies in Society and
History 54/3 (2012): 679-706. http://www.]jstor.org/stable/23274538 .
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Armbrust denotes that “it would take an act of schismogenesis- the normalizing of what
had previously been considered unthinkable- to bring violence past a point of no return.”??® He
further describes the counterinsurgency strategies deployed against the Brotherhood “through
defining a permanent opponent who can never defeat us”?%® as a schismogenetic mechanism to
systematize violence ‘“that might in “normal” conditions be seen as monstrous or simply

impossible.”??

The acts of schismogenesis, according to Armbrust, involve constructing permanent
opponents and producing “a rhetoric neatly mirrored by those who have been labeled as outside
the scope of social recognition.”??® The political postrevolutionary dynamics convey, to a large
extent, an enduring schismogenesis that was inherent in the constituency of the protest movement

and predated, in my opinion, the excommunication of the Muslim Brotherhood in 2013.

The overlap between new media activism, with its spreadability and participatory logic,
and the protests of heterogenous elements, energized the political mobilization. The revolutionary
discourse imbued with themes of reverie could not overcome the fragmented constituencies of
social players. Thematization contributed to the assemblage of scattered groups, empowered their
mobility, and shaped their online revolutionary slogans. However, concepts of democracy, justice
and freedom, which were forged into themes in the online sphere, hardly materialized in political
strategies during the mob uprising, its trajectory, and its political negotiations.

Clashes between conflicting groups culminated in a positive feedback dynamic operating
by symmetrical mechanisms, a form of schismogenesis described by Bateson:

“We shall see that there is a likelihood, if boasting is the reply to boasting,
that each group will drive the other into excessive emphasis of the pattern,
a process which if not re-strained can only lead to more and more extreme
rivalry and ultimately to hostility and the breakdown of the whole
system.”??°

225 Armbrust. “The Disputed Grievability of Sally Zahran,” 98.

226 Armbrust. “A New Normal? The Iron Fist and the False Promise,” 224.

227 |bid.

228 |bid.

229 Bateson, Gregory. “199. Culture Contact and Schismogenesis.” Man 35 (1935): 178-83.
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Armbrust, from his side, implied that enshrining violence in a new and more virulent way
after security forces’ intervention against the opponents, then under the Sisi regime, gradually
produced the complementary form of schismogenesis:

“The relationaship between the state’s violence and those who might want
to oppose it became increasingly complementary (the alternative form of
schismogenesis in Bateson’s original formation), in which the state’s
active prosecution of violence has been met by a passive response. This
schismogenesis, unless it is restrained, leads to a progressive unilateral
distortion of personalities of the members of both groups, which results in
mutual hostility between them and must [also] end in the breakdown of
the system. (Bateson 1935, 181).”2%

Positive feedback loops progressively amplified violent actions, disorder, and entropy. The
collapse of the fragile assembly of oppositional forces meant that political mobilization failed to
break free of entrenched polarization. Yet, it rendered more urgent the identification of social
divisions, the construction of an alternative scheme of social and political tendencies, and
deemphasizing homogeneity. Asserting differences and social distinctions became features of the
new phase of cultural contestation that followed the collapse of a unified connectedness after 2013.
Rewriting the postrevolutionary narrative through comics became part of processing the
disintegration of political camps during this time of political upheaval.

https://doi.org/10.2307/2789408 .

230 Armbrust. “A New Normal? The Iron Fist and the False Promise,” 225.
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2. The Anti-Leftist Trend

“There was no real possibility or a serious revolutionary thought, within
the top of the state apparatus or the civil society, to destroy the ruling class.
No relevant party in the political field called for a civil war. Reform,
middle solution between the revolution and the counterrevolution, was the
horizon of all the conflicts; whether the victories of the revolutionary
squares (like pushing for Mubarak’s trial) or their defeats (like moving on
to elections before a process of transitional justice and fight against
corruption). Inaugurating a new system based on electoral legitimacy was
the middle solution. In the light of the organizational polarization of both
camps, and their ideological fragmentation, this result does not seem
unexpected.”?!

As in offline societies, people online prefer to associate with like-minded individuals, with
those of a similar class, race, gender, and status, instead of seeking alternative views and
communities outside of their conventional world. Echo chambers are prevalent in social life —and
the digital extension of social practice makes little difference, as explains the legal scholar Cass
Sunstein.?*?

“We can sharpen our understanding here if we attend to the phenomenon
of group polarization. This phenomenon raises serious questions about any
system in which individuals and groups make diverse choices, and many
people end up in echo chambers of their own design. On the Internet,
polarization is a real phenomenon; we might even call it
cyberpolarization.”?3

The online culture of contestation that preceded the uprising in 2011 formulated the
heterogenous consistency of an active cultural world wherein a diversity of opinions is broadly
tolerated. Yet, this contestational culture became a source of serious conflict during politically
challenging times. This contradiction, the cultural versus the political, was shockingly obvious

during years of successive cataclysms after Mubarak’s fall.

231 Yunus. “The Legacy of Delegation,” 306.
e g Al g Sy 5 A gall A rpadla e Gl Mmy sl A ph 0 | Gale " aig
232 gunstein, Cass R. Republic.com 2.0. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2001.

233 Sunstein. “Polarization and Cybercascades.” In Republic.com 2.0, 60.
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Meanwhile, the advancing “liminal void”?** was populated by the fragmentized
components of the revolutionary or counter-revolutionary camps. The continuous dynamic of
contestation and disruption that shaped the cultural world on social media, infusing it with the
courage to transgress social taboos and to question the de-facto social contract, was an impediment
to political progress during the revolutionary mayhem. The horizontal, leaderless, and youthful
social movements, which were based on individual affirmation, aimed at engaging with the public
but failed to support a consensual constituency in different phases of political negotiations.

The sociologist Dominique Cardon further highlights the paradox of “sociological/cultural
versus political” as he reflects on the cyberutopians’ encounter with the “realistic” and the
“pragmatic.” In his view, while sociocultural engagement online affirms individual autonomy, it
dismisses the representational value of the collective:

“The spirit of the Internet joins two visions: valuing the autonomy of
individuals and rejecting collective constraints and anything that could
hinder freedom and individual interests. It also implies a strong desire for
individual self-organization (hence the mistrust towards institutions and
the State, and towards representation) and a concern for sharing and the
collective. The originality of Google (or, to a lesser extent, Facebook) is
that it has been able to combine these two ideological roots: it has been
able to take advantage of the creativity shown by Internet users by weaving
links on the web and, in return, it has been able to provide them with a tool
they cannot do without, while at the same time generating huge profits on
its side.”?*®

The youth protest movements combined the opposing features that Cardon elaborates on —
the mistrust towards institutions and old political parties/activists and the preference for horizontal
and “leaderless” models of communication. In the Egyptian context, the virtual medium that
established horizontal connections among young audiences precipitated the sense of effectivity
and impact that further isolated these groups from grassroots knowledge and contacts. The
horizontal and leaderless mobilizations “demonstrated that their desire to differentiate themselves

from older generations of activists — notably due to their inaction — played a fundamental role in

234 Armbrust. “Scripting a Massacre,” 158.
25 Cardon, Dominique, and Marie-Carmen Smyrnelis. “La Démocratie Internet: Entretien Avec Dominique
Cardon.” Transversalités 123/3 (2012): 65-73. https://doi.org/10.3917/trans.123.0065 .
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the genesis and crystallization of the young activist generation.”?*® The obsession with crafting an
unprecedented model to overcome the stagnation, repression, and inactivity dominating the

Egyptian political domain ended up overwhelming youth movements.

The social polarization did not stop at the initial division between supporters of the current
trajectory/regime and the opposing “prodemocracy” camp tied to the revolution and its principles.
Left-right debates engendered new subcommunities that took on broad revisions of chapters of
Egyptian history. Patriarchy, Islamism, secularism, nationalism, and gender were the main themes
that preoccupied daily trends and tactical media activity, including in the memesphere. Amidst the
postrevolutionary clashes, different political camps went on an endless cycle of denying blame for
the revolution’s failure and exchanging accusations of endangering the stability of the country.
The common statements of different camps were typified in internet memes as part of the online

cultural wars that infiltrated social networks.

Al-thawragiyya became the name for cyberutopian militants, their networks of partisans
and followers (probably of leftist affiliations), and the defeated supporters of the revolution. Their
absolutist and self-righteous attitude became a theme of mockery in internet comics after the rising
alt-right subculture invaded Egyptian internet communities after 2013 and enjoyed increasing
influence post-2016 upon the election of American president Donald Trump.

As shown in Figures 21 and 22, the deployment of accusations of al-za ris (the hypocrisy
and pimping) increased as schismogenetic dynamics infiltrated the revolutionary bloc and initiated
the fragmentation of its constituent groups. Revisiting the near past, and especially the
collaboration of some revolutionary factions with the Muslim Brotherhood in the preparatory

phase before 2011, destabilized these groups and changed their calculations.

2% Hassabo, Chaymaa. « La stabilité du régime de Moubarak a I’épreuve d’une situation de succession prolongée : les

limites de la consolidation autoritaire. » Ph.D diss, (Grenoble, France : Institut d’études politiques, 2012).
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*Figure 212%

The comic uses the meme template macro known as

DEFINITION[OERZZI=1)

“Wise Confucius®®

(also known as ‘Confucius
Says’).” It is an advice image macro series of meme
templates that feature what, at first glance, appears to
be a sage piece of advice in the top text, while the
bottom text reveals that it was the set-up for a pun.
Top text: “Definition of al-mi'arras (the
hypocrite/the pimp”

Bottom text: “Anyone who wins a logical debate
with a leftist...”

Anyone who wins|allc
dehate with(alleftis

This revisionist perspective of the
revolution morphed into self-flagellation for some groups and into a fetishistic narrative of
victimhood for others. The narrative of victimhood later became a justification for launching
digital attacks against critics of the revolution and its aftermath, especially after the rise of the
Muslim Brotherhood and their betrayal of previous promises. The accusation of al-ta ris became
prevalent among groups that defended a revolutionary purity and helped normalize the moral

assassination of their critics through electronic campaigns during the years 2013-2014.

The association of the revolutionary camp with leftist culture could be expected due to the
fact that, for decades, Egyptian leftist currents have made up the major protest base in Egypt. For
the average Egyptian citizen, organizing demonstrations and going out to protest in the streets was
traditionally a leftist activity. In the eyes of those that began perceiving the revolutionaries as a
disruptive force, the ideals of al-thawragiyya and those of the leftists were two sides of the same
coin. At the same time, these groups, who opposed revolutionary chaos, increased their demands

for stability after the election of Sisi.

27 «aall Aadeall/Apnlpnd) A gall £ad3 Y ae” Facebook, n.d. Published on Facebook page : “Memes 1a takhda’ li al-
sawabiyya al-siyasiyya” on 5 March 2019. Founded in 2013 and hacked in 2021. The page administrator created an
alternative page on 4 January 2021. https://cutt.ly/JcNEUHK .

238 Wernette, Brian. “Wise Confucius.” Know Your Meme, April 30, 2010. https://knowyourmeme.com/memes/wise-

confucius .
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. @9‘3 *Figure 22

' g ’ ‘ Top text: Thawragi (a revolutionary guy).

E - .. “Ya m’aras” (you pimp) is written all over the body. This
§ T term was frequently used by al-thawragiyya against their
{’: critics during the online controversies that dogged the 30th
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The meme in Figure 22 was published on the Facebook page, “Memes that do not submit
to political correctness” (Memes la takhda’ li al-sawabiyya al-siyasiyya), along with many other
comics that referred to the exclusionary approach adopted by revolutionary groups post-2011. The
page founder explains his change of position and the reasons behind his critique:

“I consider myself a son of the January revolution. I participated in the
demonstrations in Cairo on January 25 and 28, and | kept believing in it
until my enthusiasm began to cool down with the Muslim Brotherhood’s
assumption of power. Although this was the decisive point, | realized that
my efforts to make the revolution a success overshadowed my wishes for
the whole country to succeed. But this moment had several premises, the
most important of which was the quasi-fascist tone that dominated the
leaders of the revolution’s speech, which allowed them to practice what
they had previously criticized, such as terrorizing the opponents and
throwing accusations of treason and hypocrisy at them, and the state of
continuous ‘revolutionary adolescence’ they dwelled in, in addition to
their complete detachment from the people.”?*®

239 The founder of the Facebook page “Memes la takhda’ li al- sawabiyya al-siyasiyya” (Memes that do not submit to
political correctness). Online interview with the author. 11 November 2019. He requested anonymity and the omission

of details about his country of residency.
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The “secular” opposition was redefined into left- and right-wing groups that delineated,
amid their disputes, new identifiers drawing distinctions among them. The sarcastic portrayal of
leftists as the main constituency of the revolutionary body allowed right-leaning communities and
state supporters to direct their blame against a distinct political enemy. Additionally, these
mocking depictions created a social “affect” that fears and attacks revolutionaries as elements of
disruption and destabilization. In her book “Les Emotions Contre La Démocratie,” the sociologist
Eva Illouz elaborates on the creation of collective affects based on social experiences:

“Emotions can turn into affects, less conscious ways of feeling. Affects
are not only based on position or social experiences. They also permeate
the spaces, images, and stories that circulate and connect society,
generating public atmospheres, climates, so to speak, to which we react
more or less consciously by assimilating the emotional associations
created by words, events, stories, or symbols. An affect is a non-cognitive
or precognitive level of experience. It is "deposited," so to speak, in public
and collective objects or events - public speeches, national holidays,
military parades, state symbols and policies. It can also be designed from
scratch. This symbolic and emotional material is the joint result of the
conscious manipulations of powerful political actors and a kind of raw
energy that circulates in civil society through social networks, personal
interactions, and non-state organizations.”?°

*Figure 23

Top image

A man labelled as “leftist” shoots the man labelled
as “the people,” saying: “A dirty country, and its
people are enslaved to al-biyada (combat boots of
army soldiers).”

Bottom image

The “leftist” says: “Capitalists deride poor
people, and we should free ‘the people’ from

them.”

P3N o A1 19 yiions Cplaisl
e nid] (als

240 1louz, Eva. “Introduction.” In Les émotions contre la démocratie, 15..
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The meme template is gathered under the theme “Give peace a chance”?*! in the meme-
sharing platform “Imgflip.” The common theme between the meme templates is rejecting

contradictory views, whether by neglecting others or by using violence to silence them.

The reiteration of the denigratory description of “the people” by al-thawragiyya as being
“enslaved to combat boots” (signifying military rule) after 2013 is reminiscent of the Muslim
Brotherhood’s description of “people who likes to be fucked” (Figure 16). In both cases, the
critique focuses on the contradictory positions of political forces who claim to represent “the
people” and then turn against “the people” when political outcomes contradict expectations.
Despite the fact that it originates in the counterrevolutionary camp, the critique points out the

populist propensities inherent in the foundation of these political currents.

*Figure 24

In the image, the mother playing with her child
is labelled as “the Egyptian left.” Her spoiled
child represents what the text describes as:
“Government  subsidies go to lazy
unproductive public employees with wide
buttocks.” On the other side, the little boy who
is about to sink in the pool is labelled as “the

national budget.”

The bottom text reads: “The public employee

comes with his sustenance.”

el Al gol) pioss 3 uSsagS
a8y o 5095l b gall

Leftist currents also criticized the
formation of online communities that supported capitalism and that argued that capitalist thought
is an absent element from the Egyptian political equation. These pro-capitalist groups argued that
the influence of leftism on public culture and the framework of oppositional currents impeded the

1 Pontanal, Karl.  ““Give  Peace a  Chance’ Memes &  Gifs.”  Imgflip, n.d.

https://imgflip.com/tag/give+peace+a+chance .
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development of an advanced capitalist structure. In their view, leftist currents encouraged reliance
on state capitalism under socialist slogans, an economic system that began during the era of
Egyptian president Nasser (1956-1970). It should be noted that the structure of government
subsidies has witnessed significant transformations since then, especially with the program of

economic reform adopted by Mubarak during the 1990s.

And in spite of the capitalists’ support for the existing government, they object to Sisi’s
delegation of major development projects to state or military companies. They insist that

obstructing free economics deepens Egypt’s economic predicament.

The content published on Facebook page “Memes la takhda’ li al-sawabiyya al-siyasiyya”
gave voice to these groups of anti-leftists. They can be considered a branch from al-dawlagiyya
that preserved a critical approach towards economic policies and prioritized liberal economic
policies over liberal political demands. Under the bleak political atmosphere that prevailed after
Sisi implemented severe repressive measures, their position combined economic critique with

acceptance of the new authoritarian order.

From their point of view, a free economic system is the step that should precede the demand
for political and democratic freedoms. Liberal freedoms, in their perspective, come in response to
the needs of various economic forces, which in turn arise with the development of a capitalist

system.

The leftist and revolutionary currents usually responded to these critiques by drawing
attention to the reluctance of these groups to discuss political prisoners and Sisi’s harsh crackdown
on public freedoms. The leftist criticism of this pro-capitalist/anti-leftist trend extends to
accusations of hypocrisy and cowardice, highlighting the fact that these groups are afraid of
criticizing authority and tend to divert criticism away from the regime to the weaker pro-

revolutionary party, which is facing persecution.
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*Figure 25

Top image

-Actor Ahmad Hilmi (to the right) is
labelled as “The working class.”

- Actor Muhammad Sa‘d (al-limbi)
(middle) is labelled as “The Egyptian
communists.”

. /,"! - Actor ‘Ala’ Waliy al-Din (to the left)
“:J/’:( / ‘\l'l.(’» is labelled as “The petit bourgeois.”
N : /

7 Bottom Image

-
b

\ » ) “Egyptian communists” push the
P : 35‘3 “working class” away, saying: "You
' >

5 only exist on the program; we are

organizations of intellectuals."

[

The film frames are taken
from the film Al-Nazir (The School
Principal/The Beholder, 2000),2*? starring the late comedian ‘Ala’ Waliy al-Din. The film featured

the character of al-/imbi (performed by the actor Muhammad Sa‘d), who was established as a
comic prototype of poor slum dwellers in Cairo. Al-limbi’s character appeared in cinematic
blockbusters in 2002 and 2003, a historic success that crystallized this character in the imaginary
of the young generations of the first decade of the new millennium. In the scene in Figure 25,243
al-limb1’s naive middle-class friends attend his wedding. The first is Salah (played by the comedian
‘Ala’ Waliy al-Din), a school principal’s son who inherits a private school after his father passed
away, and the second is ‘Atif (played by the comedian Ahmad Hilmi), Salah’s friend and assistant.
The two men are subordinate to the leadership of the slum’s strongman, who is supposed to teach

them how to remain tough and macho in the face of the crises they face while running the school

22 «hmpall melge (I M Gea DleY) cpad Jeadl Qi 2000 - LU - W8 elCinema.com, 2000.
https://elcinema.com/work/1001525/ .
243 Rotana Cinema. “clist ¥ cpall Js ede (o dual sin dlaa LU AL (e alll = 58 2050683 6. YouTube, May 9, 2021.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JAzv4QHHeAS .
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business. The power relations between the strongman, the school owner, and his assistant are
reflected respectively in the relations in the meme between the “Egyptian communists™ (the

leader), “the petit bourgeois” (the owner), and the “working class” (the worker).

The accusation of elitism at the expense of the working classes was originally a classic
leftist critique leveled against center-left or right-wing governments. However, in the meme-
recycling culture, it is difficult to trace the afterlife of a produced meme, as it might circulate out
of the realm of its referential origin. Diverging from its primary connotation, this meme could be
shared on right-leaning pages to signify the hypocrisy of leftist currents and the gap between their
declared slogans and their real-life performance. Comics, in that case, serve as puzzle pieces,

gathered from different origins and mixed to produce a new hybrid.

Critics of the revolutionary bloc gradually increased with the change of the political
ecosystem after 2013 and the conflict over the postrevolutionary narrative. In the aftermath of the
revolution, politically engaged Egyptians began deconstructing the concept of mediated dissidence
and reevaluating the political effectiveness of protest movements. This process acquired a central
place in post-revolutionary narratives, especially with the rise of online communities of state

supporters.

The cultural wars that dominated the social networks were hugely influenced by the
changes introduced to the sociopolitical and media spheres after Sisi’s election. The resurgence of
the nationalist and populist rhetoric under Sisi was preceded by a prolonged period of confusion,
wherein precarity and disorientation dominated over hope. Multiple factors sensitized large sectors
of the population against political protests — the fragmentation of social actors and political groups,
the ascension of Islamists and their failed leadership as an intermediate force between the
revolutionaries and the old regime, the political implosion of neighboring Arab countries, and
Egypt’s economic deterioration. These transformations paved the way for a counterrevolutionary
discourse that welcomed the stabilizing power of the state as represented by a military leader:

“Whether or not the rise of al-Sisi regime really marked the end of the
revolution remained a matter of debate for some time. This is not because
opposition to his regime continued (though it did among some Islamists
and, less openly, in various non-Islamist sectors of society), but because
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in some ways al-Sisi himself remained in a liminal position,
halfway between SCAF and the civilian state.”?**

20m

Figures 26 and 27, published on Facebook

page “Memes ld takhda’ li al-sawabiyya al-siyasiyya,”
represent the administrator’s attitude in the first years
of Sisi’s rule. The themes addressed in both comics
had an aggregative power that consolidated the state
supporters’ current or “the stability alliance,” that ran

in parallel to hard core nationalist subcommunities

adopting more extreme positions.

*Figure 26

A reworked cartoon using the template of the “Alice in

Wonderland joke,”?*® a famous meme trend inspired by the

absurdist webcomic “poorly drawn lines.”?4

In a sequence of four parts, the comic starts with Alice (representing Egyptians at large) tricked by the
White Rabbit (representing Egyptian communists) into the bear's den (representing the Muslim
Brotherhood).

The fourth image usually reveals that the so-called “Wonderland” is a trap.

In the Egyptian version, “Wonderland” is replaced by “Freedom,” which represents a false dream used to
lure Egyptians into political repression. The bear hands a dollar to the White Rabbit as a sign of the covert

deal between both parties.

In the Egyptian reproduction, the White Rabbit symbolized the leftist revolutionary camp,
who called on Alice, symbolizing the Egyptian people, in 2011, to follow him through the tunnel

leading to freedom. The meme exemplified the vision of the surging al-dawlagiyya groups after

244 Armbrust. “Revolution as Liminal Crisis,” 11.
245 DeadWhale. “Alice in Wonderland Comics.” / Funny pictures & best jokes: comics, images, video, humor, gif

animation - i lol’d, January 30, 2013. http://joyreactor.com/post/642543 .

246 Farazmand, Reza. Poorly Drawn Lines, n.d. https://poorlydrawnlines.com/ .
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2013. According to the narrative propagated in official media, the revolutionary leftists were

misguided by the Muslim Brotherhood, which deployed pro-freedom slogans and manipulated

leftist activists (usually portrayed as imbecilic sheep) into campaigning in their favor. In the

postrevolutionary cultural wars, the coordination between the leftist currents and the Muslim

Brotherhood became a common belief, even among the generations that witnessed the revolution

firsthand.4

*Figure 27

A photoshopped image shows the actress Marlene
Dietrich passionately kissing an American soldier as he
arrives home from World War 1l. It was first published
in “Life” Magazine with the caption: “While soldiers
hold her up by her famous legs, Marlene Dietrich is
kissed by a home-coming GI.7248

The Egyptian comic creator pasted the communist and
the Egyptian flags on the soldiers (communists) holding
the actress’s legs (Egypt), as if the left activists
(referenced by the communist flag) were uplifting the
‘country’ to kiss the soldier (the Muslim Brotherhood),
who is in turn propped up by another soldier (the Turkish
state). The distributed symbols portrayed, in the view of
the meme creator, how the leftist movements helped the
Muslim Brotherhood mobilize for the ‘January
Revolution’ (thawrat yanayir, written in Arabic script),
which served the common interests of Turkey and the

Muslim Brotherhood.?*

247 «gpaal) Axdeall/Aplaall 4l sall a3 Y jam,” Facebook, December 31, 2018.

248 «A ctress Marlene Dietrich Kisses a Soldier Returning Home from War, 1945.” Rare Historical Photos, November

25, 2021. https://rarehistoricalphotos.com/marlene-dietrich-kissing-soldier-1945/ .

249 <paaal) dadiall/Aul il Ay sall 33 Y 3. Facebook, January 28, 2019.
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*Figure 28

The meme shows a “normal citizen” gradually falling
under the complete influence of leftist discourse
(symbolized by the communist flag). In the bottom right
image, the term “muwatin dughuff” (“a useful idiot™)?*°

suggests that the citizen is being controlled by leftist

ideology, which is portrayed as a type of brainwashing that
transforms a “normal citizen” into a “weird citizen” and

then into a “useful idiot.”

Al-muwatin al-dughuff (“the useful idiot”) is one of the terms that the Facebook page
“Memes la takhda’ li al-sawabiyya al-siyasiyya” publicized on a broad scale after providing an

Egyptian colloguial Arabic translation of the English term.

The groups attacking January activists (al-thawragiyya) employed the critiques and meme
themes adopted by the rising alt-right groups in the USA. They also borrowed elements from the
critics of the alliances between Islamist organizations and leftist political parties in some European

countries (coined under the nomenclature Islamo-leftism in right-wing media).

The prototype “useful idiot” was borrowed from international meme -culture. It
synonymized the person serving, even in good faith, purposes that contradict his/her own
aspirations. A “useful idiot” is only useful, in the end, to his adversaries. A contemporary example

of a similar idea is “the Western left-wing intellectual manipulated by the Soviet regime to praise

20 «Useful idiot (pejorative): A person, often perceived as naive, who, whether or not they are aware of it, serves the
interests of a political faction, influential group, hostile government, terrorist movement, etc., by promoting and
disseminating their ideas or propaganda at the expense of one's own interests.”

“LLF La Langue Frangaise.” La langue francgaise, n.d.

https://www.lalanguefrancaise.com/dictionnaire/definition/idiot-utile .
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its merits (or at least to silence its crimes).”?>! Recently, this concept has resurged in memes on

alt-right platforms to describe those serving the leftist/liberal political factions’ economic and

political interests.?>2

The founder of the Facebook page “Memes that do not submit to political correctness”

(Memes la takhda’ li al-sawabiyya al-siyasiyya) clarifies his position towards what he percieves

as a continuous alliance between Islamists and leftist currents in modern histroy of Egypt:

“The main idea of the page was to create a hole, even a small one, in the
thick wall of our society’s awareness aginst these virtue signalling
politically correct trends and their symbols, and try to demonstrate the
extent of their recklessness dissimulated by constantly blackmailing
people’s feelings, and always making them feel morally short (“inevitably
they are better than me because they do not say nigger, inevitably they are
better than me because they respect women, inevitably they are better than
me because they do not slaughter animals....etc.”). And although this
incoherence may seem clear to everyone (including those who are
convinced of these ideas themselves), everyone's silence on the growth of
this phenomenon is what prompted the page to appear, in addition to the
impact of this direct trend on our miserable region with crude leniency
with terrorism and considering it a point of view that may prove right or
wrong, and may even be supported sometimes.”?>3

He further defines where he stands between al-kollagiyya and al-dawlagiyya as fashioned

by the Sisi regime:

“Al-Kullagr is a general description of that person who opposes for no goal
other than opposition, evading any rational discussion with impenetrable
recycled slogans and arguments, and deploying preserved clichés to
blackmail any holder of a different opinion. There is a common ploy used
by the left, which is attributing popularly reprehensible actions to smaller
leftist factions to displace the blame away from the mother movement. Just
as the Muslim Brotherhood does with ISIS, the left does with al-
ishtirakiyyian al-thawriyyin (the Egyptian movement of Revolutionary

%1 Montvalon, Jean-Baptiste de. “La seconde jeunesse des idiots utiles.” Le Monde.fr, May 15, 2019.
https://www.lemonde.fr/idees/article/2019/05/15/la-seconde-jeunesse-des-idiots-utiles 5462233 3232.html

22 pid.

253 The founder of the Facebook page “Memes la takhda’ li al- sawabiyya al-siyasiyya” (Memes that do not submit to

political correctness). Online interview with the author. 11 November 2019.
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Socialists) movement, used as a peg on which leftists hang their alliance
with the Islamists.”?>*

*Figure 29

The meme shows the four options offered by the soda
machine:

“Successful previous experiences.”

“The capitalist solution.”

“The leftist solution.”

“The Islamist solution.”

In the comic, muwatin dughuff (a useful idiot) chooses a mix of the leftist solution and the Islamist
solution. The bottom text reads: “In-kind contributions for all, taxes only for rich people, confiscation of
private property, governmental support of unproductive labor, forbidding birth control, preserving a

bureaucracy of six million public employees, increasing salaries as inflation rises.”

The meme published on the page “Memes la takhda’ i al-sawabiyya al-siydsiyya’ details
the point of view of the page moderator and highlights features of conventional economic policies
in Egypt. The Islamist and leftist hegemonic mixture appropriated by the state administration, in
his view, influences citizens’ preferences and perptuates a cycle of economic failure. The meme
assumes that the oppositional currents’ propositions match the state policies to a large extent. In
this interpretation, the dominant hybrid is integrated within both the governmental and

oppositional logic.

24 pid.
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Part Two: Religion

119



Chapter I: The Middle-Class Counterpublic: The Split between Religiosity and Nationalism

“There is nothing called a religious leadership, because, supposedly, the
president of a state is responsible for everything therein, even its religion.
Even its religion. That is why when | spoke in the very beginning, when |
was presenting myself to the people | said: Check who | am, and know
who | am, because you are going to choose. | am responsible for the values,
principles, morals, and religion.”255

General Sisi, presidential candidate, 11 May 2014.

1. Introduction

The contestation of religious symbols emerged as a digital media phenomenon under
President Mohamed Morsi’s rule (30 June 2012 to 3 July 2013), in reaction to the enlarging divide
between the secular/modernist and Islamist camps that had emerged even before his election. First,
this contestation focused on the hypocrisy of the Brotherhood and Salafists, Rifag al-Midan
(Companions in Tahrir square, Maydan al-Tahrir, referred to in colloquial Arabic as Midan), who,
in the seculars’ terms, betrayed the democratic ambitions and forged a toxic alliance to hijack the

revolution (the militant tone deployed by the secular camps is evident in the term ‘betrayal’).?®

255 4 ye 5sw sl "dsY) ¢ Sl sl L) de ae 3al ey’ YouTube, May 11, 2014.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=29PNbUbJzl1&t=2283s . (38.00).

256 «politically, the Brotherhood misread the situation. It moved toward political domination too quickly, making a

series of tactical mistakes in the process. It failed to either appease or successfully confront institutional power bases,
and, believing its electoral victory to be an irreversible popular mandate, it was reluctant to make the concessions
necessary to avoid alienating crucial secular elites. The Brotherhood waged an unwinnable battle, driven more by
ideological zeal and delusions of grandeur than by a realistic assessment of the political environment.

Ideologically, the Brotherhood was shallow and opportunistic. It proved too willing to sacrifice elements of its
ideology for short-term political victories. Furthermore, fundamentally antidemocratic components of Brotherhood
dogma and the disconnect between the group’s professed ideology and the policy positions it assumed highlighted its
incompatibility with modern democratic politics.”

El-Sherif, Ashraf. “The Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood’s Failures,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace,

n.d., 2014. https://carnegieendowment.org/2014/07/01/egyptian-muslim-brotherhood-s-failures-pub-56046 .
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Later, particularly when Morsi came to office, part of the blame fell on the naivety of the
revolutionaries who trusted that the Islamists would engage in a democratic transition process and
afford a margin of compromise to prioritize coexistence and social cohesion. This critique started
to transform after June 2013 into ferocious accusations of complicity with Islamists leveled against
certain revolutionary activists, secular, and leftist parties. The unfolding of regional alliances and
the spread of narratives on the pre-revolution scenarios, highlighting the Turkish-Qatari-
Brotherhood axis, redefined political positions and so affected social stances. The Muslim
Brotherhood organization (referred to in Arabic as al-Zkhwan) was re-framed in the post-
revolutionary narrative, via state-monopolized media and social networks, as a transnational
project with regional and international extensions. The territorial nationalist proponents of Sisi
brought the historical tensions between the Brotherhood and the successive ruling regimes to the
forefront of online debates. The Sisi regime assigned its war against Muslim Brotherhood as a
strategic priority and designated political Islam as an enemy of the state and an outgroup intent on

disrupting national communal values.

& *Figure 1

' In the reworked cartoon, the slogan of the Muslim
Brotherhood is symbolized as the fruit of the tree of
“freedom of expression” (horiyyat al-ta ‘bir) irrigated

by the leftists (symbolized by the communist flag).?’

The pejorative thematization of an imbalanced alliance between leftist currents and the

Brotherhood became more prevalent after 2013. State media mobilization and the fragmentation

257 Published on the Facebook page: “Memes that do not submit to political correctness” (Memes la takhda’ li al-

sawabiyya al-seyasiyya). https://cutt.ly/JcNEUHK.

121


https://cutt.ly/JcNEUHk

of secular camps created an antagonistic feeling towards the revolutionary uprising and serious
divisions between support and opposition to Sisi’ settlement after the excommunication of Muslim
Brotherhood. The military takeover gained further affirmation as the move, backed by a huge
popular mobilization, stopped a supposed Islamic revolution in the make.

The contribution of secular revolutionaries, leftist partisans, and activists to the rise of the
Brotherhood to leadership of the protest movement became a dominant narrative. The multipartite
social movements formed since 2005 against Mubarak were reviewed in the light of the
revolution’s outcome. The discriminatory and exclusionist performance of the Brotherhood,
disclosed after 2011, become additional proof of credulity and collusion of the secular currents

involved in these movements.

The rising neonationalism consolidated Sisi’s symbolic power by capitalizing on the
creation of a political enemy and by portraying the state and the army as entities independent of
and uninvolved in political and class conflicts:

“Armed with this mandate, al-Sisi was able to position himself outside the
socio-political conflict, styling himself not as a political actor like the other
parties, but as a representative of the state in its war for survival against its
enemies and the enemies of society—namely, the Muslim Brotherhood.
This does not mean that the state and military actually stood outside the
conflict, but rather that al-Sisi was able to successfully harness the
symbolic power of this image and that of the military as the guardian and
arbiter of competing parties. In fact, this conception of the army as the
protector of democracy and the final arbiter of conflict would find a place
in the Egyptian constitution with the amendments of 2019.2%8

The internet memes spreading online (Figures 2 and 3) embodied this narrative and
signaled the emergence of an active bloc of supporters of the state direction and discourse,
embodied in its leader, who later acquired the nomenclature al-dawlagiyya (from the word dawla

= state). Consolidating the rising regime’s vision, and outlining its enemies, through digital warfare

28 Tonsy, Sara and Aly el-Raggal. “How Did Sisi Reproduce Authoritarianism in Egypt?” Rowaq Arabi 26/1 (2021):
47-63. https://doi.org/10.53833/XLFM9551 .
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shifted the function of internet memes from sarcastic caricaturization to taking sides. Many comics
pages represented the battling political factions in the tripartite division that will insinuate itself in
the heart of the social dialogue for the coming years — between al-dawlagiyya, al-thawragiyya

(revolutionaries) and al-Islamgiyya (Islamists).

The allusion to the Iranian Revolution was repeatedly evoked before and after 2013,
reflecting justified concerns amidst years of political upheaval. Fear about the fate of the revolution
and suspicions towards the sectarian and exclusivist behavior of Islamist forces started early during
the referendum on constitutional amendments in March 2011. In Iran, Islamists had the upper hand
over the secular opposition thanks to their access to a vast network of mosques and religious
institutions across the country and to the international mobilization platform granted to Khomeini.
Unlike the secular groups forced underground by the Shah, the organized structures of the clergy
enabled Khomeini and his followers to control the revolutionary narrative and coopt the revolution

through a combination of insurgency and bloodshed.

And despite the fact that the two mobilizations had many different features, the relationship
between Islamists and secular opposition was retained in the Egyptian counterrevolutionary
narrative, in the version of al-dawlagiyya, as expressed the ironic meme in Figure 2, where the
meme creator criticized the dominance of the leading Brotherhood figures on the “revolutionary

forces’ decisions.”
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*Figure 2
Z""‘JQ °)9J JASU ‘UJQ'J' éSQJ' [A] Top text: “When revolutionary forces make a
‘Qi.k.” é.L.u.AJ o | 9 _)LOU ' 529 successful  revolution and start choosing
someone to rule the country.”
Names on the cartoon figures:
“Khayrat al-Shatir°
“Muhammad Badi*”

“Muhammad Murs1”’

Bottom text: “Allow us to introduce ourselves.”

Allow us to introduce ourselves,

The reformulation of the post-
revolutionary narrative operated in continuation with the schismogenetic dynamics that dominated
the revolutionary trajectory. Polarization and fragmentation of political camps, the authoritarian
restoration, and the mediation of alternative narratives all contributed to a status of cognitive
dissonance where conflating discourses promoted by various actors took iconographic forms.

Three successive years of political upheaval effectively undermined the mainstream media
gatekeepers. Instead, a continuous reinvention of new positions started in the virtual medium,
where traumatism and mutual rivalries surged within the constricted space of sociopolitical
expression after 2013. In Figure 3, the meme portrayed the joined leftist and Islamist forces before
the revolutionary movement as mere exploitation and political trickery deployed by the

Brotherhood, that translated into a real loss of the leftist camp after 2011.

29 Khayrat al-Shatir is a well-known businessman with influence over the political and financial decisions of the
Muslim Brotherhood. Muhammad Badi‘ occupies the highest position in and is the elected Supreme Guide of the

organization (al-murshid al- ‘Gmm).
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*Figure 32

The popularization of the critique of Islamist-leftist alliance, and its thematization, created
points of consensus and cohesion within the revisionist postrevolutionary camps, including the
self-claimed al-dawlagiyya, who led a critical wave of retrospection. Later, some of these
collectives became sympathizers with the rising alt-right subcultures online, especially after
Donald Trump’s election in 2016. The revisionists drew on the commonalities between their views
and the rising discourse on leftist- Islamist alliances, extending to Europe, to deepen the critique
of liberal leftist views on Islamism.

After the failure of the Arab Spring uprisings, supporters of the authoritarian regimes and
some independent critical intellectuals shared a negative view of Western anti-imperialist left’s
accommodation of Islamist factions, especially the Muslim Brotherhood, as a viable democratic
alternative for autocratic regimes. In their view, the Western anti-imperialistic left failed to
acknowledge the intricacies and specificities of the regional conflicts and societies, as clarifies the
Syrian intellectual Yasin Al-haj Salih:

“Connecting our struggle to a great global conflict, the only real conflict
in the world, which denies any autonomy to any of the social and political
struggles taking place anywhere, and the anti-imperialists, especially those
residing in the supposed imperialist centers, are best qualified to tell the
truth about the struggles taking place anywhere. Those directly involved

260 Pyblished on the Facebook page: “Memes that do not submit to political correctness” (Memes la takhda’ li al-

sawabiyya al-seyasiyya). https://cutt.ly/JcNEUHK.
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in the conflict only know what is really going on with a barely partial and
‘unscientific’ knowledge.”?%

Re-fashioning the Muslim Brotherhood as an outgroup allowed styling the president and
the army as sole guarantors of the stability of a state facing imminent collapse. These efforts helped
Sisi to instrumentalize the state apparatus and manipulate nationalist sentiment, deploying an
extensive anti-Brotherhood discourse:

“This nationalist discourse reinforced the resentment and demonization of
al-lkhwan, which was portrayed as an entity alien and hostile to the
national fabric, seeking to dismantle the historical sense of Egyptian
nationhood. The private and state-run media machine worked assiduously
to demonize and de-Egyptianize the Brotherhood, further dehumanizing
the group with a discourse that branded them as Kherfan (sheep).262°263

However, the current social polarization and the resurgence of the nationalist wave in
reaction to fears of precarity and state disintegration should be read along the recent history of
Islamism in Egypt. Sisi inherited a middle-class counterpublic deeply influenced by the Islamist
schools of wasariyya (literally ‘middleness’) that dominated for successive decades before 2011.

In other descriptions, wasariyya is subordinated to the larger nomenclature “post-Islamism”

261 2017 iy seand) " all (Mosal (Y Sl s 3y 5 iy lla za)

Al-haj Salih, Yasin. “Syria and the Western Anti-Imperialist Left.” Aljumhuriya.net. 2017.
https://aljumhuriya.net/ar/2017/02/24/%D8%B3%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9-
%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%8A%D8%B3%D8%A7%D8%B1-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D9%86%D8%AA%DI%SA-
%D8%A5%D9%85%D8%A8%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%8A -
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%BA%D8%B1%D8%A8%D9%8A/ .

262 Kherfan [khirfan, plural of kharif, sheep] has a double meaning. It both rhymes with al-Zkhwan (The Brotherhood)

and alludes to its hierarchical principle of “Listening and Obedience.” This ethos preserves a secret and rigorous
system of socialization and indoctrination into the ideology of the movement that was initially based on the writings
and speeches of the founder Hassan El-Banna but expanded gradually to include the writings of Sayyid Qutb and
Salafi references. The term kherfan was used against Ikhwan supporters during the street conflicts sparked by the
presidential elections of 2012 to accuse them of blind obedience to any and all orders no matter how contradictory to
the interests of the revolutionary movement.

263 Tonsy, el-Raggal. “How Did Sisi Reproduce Authoritarianism in Egypt?”
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depicting the rise of broad currents of preachers, influencers and celebrities who targeted the

youthful middle class as a potential audience and lever of societal change. The relationship

between the Islamist political organizations (led by the Muslim Brotherhood) and post-Islamic

currents shaped the Egyptian social sphere and its youngest strata since the 1990s.

In his account on the impact of Islamic cassette sermons publicized in Egypt during the

1970s,%%4 the anthropologist Charles Hirschkind identifies the notion of a counterpublic as

embracing both the categories of political deliberation and ethical discipline at once:

“Although shaped in various ways by the structures and
techniques of modern publicity, the form of Islamic public I discuss here
exhibits a conceptual architecture that cuts across the modern distinctions
between state and society and between public and private that are central
to the public sphere as a normative institution of modern democratic
polities. In their objects, styles of reasoning, and modes of historicity, the
entwined deliberative and disciplinary practices that constitute this arena
reflect the way Islamic notions of moral duty and practices of ethical
cultivation have been mapped onto a national civic arena by Muslim
reformists over the course of the last century. As mosques in Egypt over
the last fifty years became the site for new kinds of social and political
organization and expression, everyday practices of pious sociability
gradually came to inhabit a new political terrain, one shaped both by the
discourses of national citizenship and by emerging transnational forms of
religious association.?%

From 2011 to 2013, the Egyptian middle-class audience of post-Islamism went through a

deep turmoil, questioning and revisiting twenty years of infatuation with post-Islamist currents.

To understand the different groups’ reactions after 2013, in the religious domain, we should begin

by analyzing the social structure of this counterpublic, split and fragmented, during the political

conflict.

264 Hirschkind. The Ethical Soundscape: Cassette Sermons and Islamic Counterpublics.

265 1pid., 10.
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2. Wasatiyya and Post-Islamism: The Construct of the Pious Middle-Class

The term post-Islamism was first introduced by the sociologist Asef Bayat in 1996, as he
described “the articulation of the remarkable social trends, political perspectives, and religious
thought that post-Khomeini Iran had begun to witness.”?%® However, the broader uptake of the
term, for empirical and analytical purposes of the transformations of Islamism and militant Islamic

movements, outside the Iranian context, resulted in its “poor conceptualization and

99267

misperception,”" according to Bayat. In his book “Making Islam Democratic: Social Movements

and the Post-Islamist Turn,””?%® Bayat provided, in view of the different academic reactions to the
term, his own definition:

“In my formulation, post-Islamism represents both a condition and a
project, which may be embodied in a master (or multidimensional)
movement. In the first place, it refers to political and social conditions
where, following a phase of experimentation, the appeal, energy, and
sources of legitimacy of Islamism are exhausted, even among its once-
ardent supporters. Islamists become aware of their system’s anomalies and
inadequacies as they attempt to normalize and institutionalize their rule.
Continuous trial and error makes the system susceptible to questions and
criticisms. Eventually, pragmatic attempts to maintain the system
reinforce abandoning its underlying principles. Islamism becomes
compelled, both by its own internal contradictions and by societal
pressure, to reinvent itself, but it does so at the cost of a qualitative shift.
The tremendous transformation in religious and political discourse in Iran
during the 1990s exemplifies this tendency.”%°

The ethical model of Egyptian Islamism should be analyzed in light of how identity politics
at the dawn of the twentieth century contributed to conflict within Egyptian nationalist movements.
The eclectic doctrine carved by the Muslim Brotherhood was the fruit of conservative currents

opposing the early modernist Nahda movement?’? at the turn of the century. This philosophy was

%6 Bayat, Asef. “1. Islam and Democracy: The Perverse Charm of an Irrelevant Question.” In “Making Islam
Democratic: Social Movements and the Post-Islamist Turn,” 10.

267 |bid.

268 |pbid., 10-11.

269 |pid.

210 Hill, Peter. “Revisiting the Intellectual Space of the Nahda (Eighteenth-Twentieth Centuries).” Les Carnets De
L’Ifpo, n.d., https://doi.org/10.58079/pvvn .
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similar to that of the “National Party” led by Turkish nationalist leader Mustafa Kamil and that of
conservative Islamic reformists like Sheikhs Muhammad Abduh, Rashid Rida and Gamal al-Din
al-Afghani, who formed an original offshoot of nascent Egyptian nationalism at the end of the
ninetieth century. However, it was Hasan al-Banna [Hasan al-Banna] who, in reaction to the fall
of the Ottoman Caliphate and the predominance of the Wafd Party’s modernist bourgeoisie,
established the organization of MB and directed its insinuation into the political domain. This
constituted a more serious division between the “national” and the “religious,” culminating in

conflicts over political power after 1952.

Since the reintegration of the Muslim Brotherhood in the Egyptian political system by
President Sadat during the 1970s, Islamism as imagined by al-Banna and then Sayyid Qutb?"
heavily influenced the Egyptian middle-class ethos by emphasizing this national-religious divide.

271 Sayed Quth [Sayyid Qutb] (1906-1966) became the grand ideologue of modern-day Islamic radicalism after he
spent years studying in the United States, which transformed his understanding of the Nahda modernity project that
he had been attached to.

“In places like Stanford University, he conceived of the depth of the West’s misunderstanding of Islam and Arab
culture, along with its different moral attitudes toward gender and sexuality. Qutb began to reflect on the extent to
which the Nahda model of modernity was based on Western norms, especially models like Pharaonism that pervaded
secular modernist currents. He reiterated that these models were not just foreign to Egypt’s autochthonous culture but
were effectively a repudiation of Muslim values. Upon his return to Egypt, Qutb was greeted by young Muslim
Brothers and quickly joined the organization. Later, he described the experience as one of rebirth. The loss of the
assassinated Hasan al-Banna had deeply affected the Brotherhood, and Qutb was quickly promoted through the ranks
to fill this power vacuum.

In 1952, Qutb was elected to the Brotherhood’s leadership council, became head of the organization’s public outreach
mission, and was appointed editor in chief of the society’s newspaper “Al-Tkhwan Al-Muslimiin.” He supported
Nasser’s liquidation of secular political forces and labor movements, which Qutb considered to be Jahiliyya-based
and Western-imported. He called for restoring the Islamic project of the state. When a member of the Brotherhood
attempted to assassinate Nasser in Alexandria in 1954, the state pounced on the organization — its newspaper was
closed, and Qutb, along with hundreds of others, was arrested, tortured, and sentenced to a lengthy prison term. Qutb
would not emerge from Nasser’s prisons until 1964, during which time he had written five books, including his
monumental exegesis of the Quran, “Fi- zilal al-Qur’an" (In the Shade of the Qur’an), and another, more polemical
book, Ma ‘alim fi al-tarigq (Signposts Along the Road).”

Colla. “Pharaonism after Pharaonism: Mahfouz and Qutb.” In Conflicted Antiquities: Egyptology, Egyptomania,
Egyptian Modernity, 260-61.
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By that time, the state embraced the Brotherhood project to maximize its social control and then
tolerated societal Islamization as part of its strategy of counterbalancing the Nasserite and secular
political opposition. Under President Mubarak, nonviolent Islamism penetrated professional
syndicates and civil institutions, capitalizing on piety discourses mediated through new

technologies and an expanding network of autodidactic preachers and wasariyya intellectuals.

The term wasariyya, translated into English as “moderate,” referred to a new version of
Islamist discourse and mobilization that gained momentum after 1995. By the end of the 1990s,
the Brotherhood invested in the privatization of welfare through charity, including it within
electoral and clientelist strategies in the formula known as “market Islam.”?2 A lexical conflation
of wasariyya, post-Islamism, new religiosity, and lite Islam dominated sociopolitical and cultural
analyses of the reformulation of Islamism discourses twenty years before the Arab revolutions.
The impact of the new religiosity backed by wasariyya theology influenced Muslim societies
locally and internationally, explains the scholar in contemporary Islam Karin Van Nieuwkerk,
quoting the sociologist Asef Bayat:

“Bayat describes post-Islamism as a condition and a project. Among the
social and political conditions that gave rise to post-Islamism was a period
of trial and error that induced Islamists to reformulate their views. As a
project, it aims to reconcile “religiosity and rights, faith and freedom.”
Post-Islamism movements acknowledge “ambiguity, inclusion, and
compromise in principles and practice.”?”®

By the end of the 1990s, the Islamic movement, with the Muslim Brotherhood at its heart,
had to accommodate the ambitions of a new middle-class youth under conditions of growing
fragmentation, accelerated by economic and cultural globalization.?’* These conditions
differentiate the path of Egyptian Islamism from Iranian Islamism in the implications of the post-
Islamist deviation, as Bayat affirms. This attempted moderation had to take place inside a colossal

organizational body, one with a base consisting mostly of those in favor of the fundamentalist

272 Bayart, Jean-Frangois. “Retour Sur Les Printemps Arabes.” Mediapart, October 31, 2013.

https://blogs.mediapart.fr/jean-francois-bayart/blog/311013/retour-sur-les-printemps-arabes .

213 VVan Nieuwkerk. “Part Three. The New Millennium: Performing Piety.” Chapter. In Performing Piety: Singers and
Actors in Egypt’s Islamic Revival, 204.
274 Bayat. Making Islam Democratic: Social Movements and the Post-Islamism Turn.
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Brotherhood indoctrination method. The group was looking forward to adapting to an age where
internet websites, chat rooms, blogs, and satellite channels have opened virtual public spaces for

horizontal networking and transnational dialogue.

The Muslim Brotherhood promoted wasatiyya thought through the contributions of its
members, young preachers, and scholars sympathetic with the Islamist project. A youthful version
of preaching, that acquired its own momentum and tactics of mobilization within the globalized
arena of media and the internet, created a broad piety project that included members of and

sympathizers to the mother organization and its political projects.

Therefore, it is important to differentiate piety movements, which seek to refashion a
counterpublic from the Egyptian depoliticized middle and upper classes, from the political
structures governing the Brotherhood ideology and ambitions. Post-Islamism has transcended the
Brotherhood framework, expanding into the religious markets of charity, culture, the arts, and
moral reformism. It included the wave of al-du ‘ah al-gudud, or New Preachers, of the ‘Amr
Khalid?”™ (subsequently Amr Khaled) model or other rising preachers during the 1990s,2’® who
advocate for a system of piety and conservative religiosity enmeshed in a framework of personal

salvation, self-actualization, wealth accumulation, and consumerism.

The Market Islam model, as promoted by preachers targeting average members of the
middle class, broke with traditional codes of Islamic Ulama working for the official religious
institutions. The New Preachers appeared without beards or zebiba,?’” and adapted new fashions
of Islamic veil for women and girls, and had a presentation of the self and the body indicating
lighter attachment to extremist models of religiosity. In parallel, the Muslim Brotherhood

maintained its thriving political project while allowing post-Islamism in a sociocultural milieu that

25 The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, “Amr Khaled | Egyptian Televangelist, Motivational Speaker & Author,”
Encyclopedia Britannica, September 1, 2023, https://www.britannica.com/biography/Amr-Khaled .

276 Moll, Yasmin. “Television Is Not Radio: Theologies of Mediation in the Egyptian Islamic Revival,” Cultural
Anthropology 33/2 (2018). https://doi.org/10.14506/ca33.2.07
277 A darkened mark on the forehead signaling the commitment to prayers in some popular understandings.
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generated new market forces and cultural sensitivities, which promoted societal Islamization and

the formation of a counterpublic more lenient to the idea of state Islamization.

Post-Islamism was presented as aspiring to become the chief heir of an extremist version
of political Islam. In contrast, piety movements helped create a parallel religious censorship
playing in harmony with the authoritarian grip of the “seculareligious” state, as per Bayat’s
description.?’® Bayat used this term to depict the duel over piety in the mid-1990s between
Islamists pressured by the state and an Egyptian state presenting as pious and leading an

“Islamization without an Islamic state.”?"®

The conflict between the Brotherhood’s bet on piety to sensitize a depoliticized audience
to their Islamic project from one side, and its ideological stiffness guarding cohesion and
membership on the other, placed the Brotherhood in an ambiguous position between the ruling
authority and its opposition. As the Brotherhood consolidated its middle-class bourgeoisie base
and supported the ethical model of wasariyya, it settled for embracing the main features of the
authoritarian Egyptian regime (elitism, moral guardianship, and structural violence) and inculcated
its followers with a religious logos and strict moral code. The replacement of the old state, for the
Brotherhood, would occur after the organization internalized a theocratic model of
authoritarianism, one featuring a completely religious version of old nationalist authoritarianism:

“The movement deemed control over the old state necessary to enact its
broader political vision. Brotherhood leaders believed that all they needed
was a process of elite turnover to gain control of the existing state
institutions, which they could Islamize once they had consolidated power.
They aimed to position themselves in the long run to be able to capitalize
on such an opportunity. The thirty years of Mubarak’s rule gradually
witnessed the full integration of the Brotherhood into Egyptian politics.
Over time, the group developed into a massive political movement that
crowded out social alternatives but lacked the flexibility to challenge the
status quo.”?%

278 Bayat. “Revolution without Movement, Movement without Revolution: Islamist Activism in Iran and Egypt,
1960s-1980s,” 48.

219 Bayat. “Egypt’s ‘Passive Revolution’,” 147.

280 E|-Sherif. “The Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood’s Failures.”

132



Bayat connects the popularity of the Islamist project within its middle-class audience
mainly to the radical shift in the global neoliberal order since the 1990s and to the disillusionment
of young swathes of the population with the failed capitalist modernization and socialist utopia
projects of the post-Cold War era. The rise of Islamism as a “formidable force to lead the mounting
dissent against autocratic Arab rule, Zionist dominance, and Western imperialism, while
championing revival of cultural authenticity and indigenous values”?®! inspired a middle class in
search of an alternative social and political order. However, Islamism was not immune from
neoliberal metamorphoses or collaborations with imperial projects against secular and liberatory

movements in the region.

In addition, the ideological pillars of the Islamic project, centered on culturalism and
building an Islamic order, did not seek to provide alternative economic or political models. Post
Islamism tried to establish a new model that, in contrast to Salafist neofundmentalism,?®2
approaches democratic pluralism within a nation-state framework, instead of the Islamic state
promoted by traditionalists. The Egyptian post-Islamist version profited from a dominant civil
society and network NGOs promoting an Islamic version of identity politics. However, it preserved
the conventional framework of Islamism by focusing on conservative religiosity, an exclusive
social order, and a patriarchal disposition. For the Bortherhood’s political organization, its
common grounds with post-Islamist sensitivities offered an opportunity for its further integration
into global identity discourses to address the democratic/left-leaning circles ready to overlook their
misogynistic stance and meager commitment to political/human rights on the grounds of “cultural

59,283

relativism’:

“The resilience of Islamism- despite its failures, transmutation, and post-
Islamization- lies primarily in its serving as an identity marker in a global
time deeply invested in the politics of “who we are,” identity politics...
Islamism offers an ideological package filled with seemingly consistent
components, clear responses, and simple remedies, thus automatically
rejecting philosophical doubts, intellectual ambiguities, or skeptical
probing.”?4

281 Bayat. “Not a Theology of Liberation.” Chapter. In Revolution Without Revolutionaries: Making Sense of the Arab
Spring, 69.

282 1hid., 73.

283 1hid., 70.

284 1bid., 73.
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The Brotherhood’s political project, exposed after 2011, did not translate into a break from
authoritarianism or an economic model challenging the previous one. Instead, it resulted in the
Brotherhood’s failure to split from its Salafist base, the deployment of supporters in a ‘moralistic’
critique of secular opponents, and an unleashing of political violence — thus proving the
“insolubility” of Islamist movements within the nation-State, as explains the scholar in
contemporary religion and politics Jean-Francois Bayart:

“There is nothing cosmetic about this "market Islam." Its political
expression is based on profound transformations of the religious field,
which has been commodified since the 1990s, as much in the fields of
banking or finance and industry or commerce as in those of teaching,
preaching and pilgrimage, not without being inspired by the evolution of
North American Christianity.”?

The problematic counterpublic shaped by the Brotherhood reflected many aspects of the
longstanding crisis of Islamism and its identitarian political project. The Brotherhood joined
Islamic parties of the region in the “conjunction of the national idea and capitalist globalization,
under the guise of Islam,” which matched their ambitions to expand their audience into an upper
middle class naturally disinterested in inciting political unrest for revolutionary causes. However,
the younger members of society, who started to feel uneasy with the rigidity of the Islamic revival
currents, were not beholden to the ideals of self-sacrifice and heroism common to the Quzbi?%
sectors of the Brotherhood.?®’

“The Brotherhood’s famous charity networks helped it to develop a
following but did not promote popular mobilization or awareness. People
were not invited to action except as voters on election days. Little attention
was paid to the role of civil society and communal self-empowerment
except as a supplement to the Brotherhood’s real goal of taking over the
existing political order.”?®

285 Bayart. “Retour sur les printemps arabes.”

286 |n reference to Sayyid Qutb, the grand ideologue of modern radical Islam.

287 Muhammad MursT and Mahmud ‘Izzat, members of the “Guidance Office” of the Brotherhood in Egypt, the highest
leadership council of the organization, asserted their belief in the ideas of Sayed Qutb in 2011.

Aile s, 6/ 3 bt JISE e ladly ui je 2ena /35S e 33ana /2. YouTube, August 14, 2009.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gGZZgkCp2I0 .

288 E|-Sherif. “The Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood’s Failures.”
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The radicalization of the Brotherhood grew with time in what Husam Tammam, researcher
in contemporary Islamist movements, described as the ‘“salafization of the Muslim
Brotherhood.”?® The leading group is mistakenly taken for an ideology, despite its fragile
theological basis, one that favors societal re-structuring and political action as part of its anti-
modernist vision. Expanding its social base into the largest possible number of supporters and
surpassing disagreements between Islamic doctrines were the priorities of the populist religious
movement inspired by fascist indoctrination methods and slogans: “A Salafi da 'wa, a Sunni order,
a Sufi truth, a political body, a sports group, a scientific cultural association, an economic company
and a social idea.”%

In its foundation, the Muslim Brotherhood reflected the multiplicity of the Islamic
revivalist thought and methods and yet liberated itself from adopting monolithic theological
interpretations. However, the populist influence and the massive growth of Salafi groups in Egypt
left no choice for the Brotherhood but to radicalize. The difference between the Brotherhood and
al-Da’wah al-Salafiyya is between an Islamist party and an Islamic mobilization movement. The
largest Salafi movement, which birthed al-Nur party after 2011 guaranteed the continuity of their
movement after 2013, as it maintained a cohesive doctrinal body at the expense of political
expansion. AIl-Nir party remained a political arm of a religious movement within the
postrevolutionary political matrix, surviving its internal divisions by distancing itself from the
Brotherhood’s political clashes and by joining its opposition in January 2013:

“The Muslim Brotherhood is the archetype of an Islamist movement. Its
final aim is to seize power to implement its Islamic political vision. Yet, it
does not care much about theological disputes within Islam: it preaches a
conservative message, but one that allows for some plurality of
interpretation. In contrast, the Salafi Da‘wa- in line with other Salafi
movements elsewhere- was established to restore the theological purity of
Islam and preach that purity to fellow Muslims. Politics were always
peripheral to that vision.”?%

289 Tadros. Mapping Egyptian Islamism, 89.
290 |bid., 92. From a letter written by Hasan al-Banna that was sent to the Brotherhood’s fifth conference.
21 Lacroix, Stéphane. “Egypt’s Pragmatic Salafis: The Politics of Hizb al-Nour.” Carnegie Endowment for

International Peace, November 1, 2016. htips://carnegieendowment.org/2016/11/01/eqypt-s-pragmatic-salafis-

politics-of-hizb-al-nour-pub-64902 .
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Some scholars argue that the poor theological foundation of the Brotherhood’s discourse
demonstrates its pragmatism and flexible political direction. But jumping over details is also an
inherent characteristic of populist movements, with, in the case of the Brotherhood, an added
dimension of frank protofascist intent to cultivate a reactionary anti-modern theocratic ethic. The
Brotherhood’s Islamism distanced itself from any alliance with global movements, humanitarian
approaches, or economic developmentalist models. At its core, the organization promoted an
exclusionary and oppressive patriarchal model based on an imagined Muslim supremacy:

“We are, however, an idea and a creed, a system and a syllabus, which is
why we are not bounded by a place or a group of people and can never be
until the Day of Judgment, because we are the system of Allah and the
way of His Prophet. We are the followers of the Companions of the
Messenger of Allah, and the raisers of his flag as they raised it and like
them, popularizers of his way and the memorizers of the Quran as they
memorized it and the preachers of his da’wah as they preached it, which
is why we are a mercy for mankind.”?%

The turning point in 2011 and the prominence of the “digital media class” split al-Tkhwan’s
middle-class counterpublic and favored its alliance with Salafists, scattered extremist, and ex-
jihadists. Reviving the common philosophy that political power derives from Sharia and that the
state has a religious role to play, the Islamists’ monopoly on the political expression of Islam was
recentered as the pathway to political dominance. A significant amount of internet comics
portrayed the Islamist alliance before 2013 as a unified front that ‘othered’ its opponents on a
radical and exclusionary religious basis. In these comics, dissident revolutionary components
eventually bear the title “infidels” or “atheists” in opposition to the Islamist alliance that claimed
a full authority on deciding the future directions of the revolution. This was together with half-
hearted and unstable support from al-Niar party, which succeeded in maintaining a marginal

political position after the elimination of the Brotherhood in 2013.

292 From a letter written by Hasan al-Banna that was sent to the Brotherhood’s fifth conference.

Tadros. Mapping Egyptian Islamism, 92.

136



*Figure 42%

Top image
Before the revolution:“Girl, let’s make a revolution

against the corrupt regime.”

Bottom image

After the revolution: “You atheists, sons of dirty

bitch.”

The Brotherhood’s social consistency and political project reproduced a fundamental
paradox: sociopolitical expansion, solubility in the nation-state framework, and adaptation to
democratic political practice on the one side, with the threat of the dissolution of a sectarian
foundation preserving its internal cohesion and indoctrination machine on the other. The
Brotherhood’s youthful counterpublic was more prone to experience emotional perplexity and to
change their mind during and after the revolution, leading some of them to detach from Islamist
collectives or join anti-Islamist groups after witnessing the political behavior of the Islamist

alliance and going through different phases of self-exploration and social interactions.

The political behavior of the Islamist alliance incited more divisions and fragmentation of
the pious counterpublic as it failed to overcome its ideological hollowness and provide answers to
the longstanding issues of state-religion relations, society-religion relations, the place of Islamic
law and jurisprudence, and the organization’s ambivalence towards notions of democracy,
pluralism, and personal freedoms:

“The Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, by contrast, remained tied to an
eclectic combination of the old dogma of its founder Hassan al-Banna and
former leading ideologue Sayyid Qutb and an instrumentalist mind-set that

293 pyblished on the Facebook page: “Memes that do not submit to political correctness” (Memes la takhda’ li al-
sawabiyya al-seyasiyya).
“saal) Asdiall/Apulud) 4 gpall 2233 Y jae,” Facebook, 2017-2019. https://cutt.ly/JcNEUHK.
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limited the organization to superficial adaptation to new circumstances.
While some analysts have argued that the Brotherhood’s conservative,
closed-minded worldview was the result of a process of “ruralization” in
which leaders from rural backgrounds influenced the group’s ideological
development, in reality the Brotherhood’s ideological deficiencies were
more fundamental. At the root of these deficiencies was the puritanical
dream of an “Islamic state” that would resuscitate the Islamic caliphate
and lead members of the Brotherhood toward the realization of their
Islamic identity, salvation, and empowerment.”2%

Presenting the Muslim Brotherhood as a moderate political force that embraces modern
democratic values served a local and an international political purpose. Considering the manifold
existence of the organization in Europe, the United States, and Muslim countries all over the world,
moderate Islam discourse provided a culturally open ground that gathered support for its political
project from international circles that started to conceive the group as a viable alternative for the
autocratic regimes in the Arab region. It also provided youthful supporters with an ideological tool
that profited from discourses framing cultural appropriation as an authoritarian practice that
harkens back to a colonial past. Islamism retrieved new grounds in common with leftist political
correctness and woke social movements redefining the disenfranchised collectives on gender, race,

and religious basis.

The contradictions of the new Islamist intellectual, as described by Olivier Roy,?*® between
the unifying totality of religion and the dialectical nature of knowledge acquisition, developed
through wasariyya discourse into a cultural sign, one that preserves Islamic “culture” and asserts
that all people in the Arab-speaking region have a single, representative identity, which
differentiates Muslims yet does not impede their integration into a global culture.

Secular and liberal collectives contesting the patterns of religiosity after the revolutionary
upheaval focused on illuminating the ties and antagonisms between political Islam and post-
Islamism. The political affiliation of apparently independent preachers to the economic and

cultural networks of the Muslim Brotherhood were revealed. The extended liaisons between the

29 E|-Sherif. “The Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood’s Failures.”
2% Roy. “The Islamist New Intellectuals.” In The Failure of Political Islam.
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Brotherhood, Salafi factions, and the Mubarak regime, which continued under the Supreme
Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF) after 2011, were exposed.

The articulation of an undisguised radical discourse that resembles that of the 1980s and
1990s by Islamist forces in alliance undermined the magnitude and depth of post-Islamism’s
influence. Revisionism was particularly prevalent in the examination of the political ramifications
of wasariyya, eclipsed by proliferative literature on post-Islamism’s capacity for moderation.
Retrospectively, we see that the subject of wasariyya dominated internet comics as more youthful
sectors of society distanced themselves from the notion as synonymous with direct affiliation to
Islamist groups.

*Figure 52
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2% Reworked cartoon published on the new page of the Facebook group: “Memes that do not submit to political

correctness” (Memes la takhda’ li al-sawabiyya al-seyasiyya). Facebook, January 7, 2021. https://cutt.ly/KnzprMs.
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The meme creator concluded the comic, where he depicted the values promoted by
wasariyya by formulating a contradiction between the actual societal environment and the ideal
slogans on the democratic rule, promoted by the same wasayi factions, in the context of political
protest. The comic tried to detail the democratic values and practices that should be entrenched in
political discourses, in opposition to the instrumental electoral perspective that prevailed on
Islamist’s discourse on the rule of the majority.

Clusters of internet comics focused on the moral contradictions that imbued wasariyya
discourses, referring to the conservative religiosity and patriarchal dispositions implied in its
apparently tolerant tone.

Picking the character of ‘Abd al-Wahhab, from the well-known drama series “Lan ’a Tsh
fi gilbab "ab?” (1 will not Live in the Shadow of my Father) 1996,%%" to represent a prototype of
wasariyya ethos (Figures 6 and 7) reflects the revisionist standpoint of the generations who grew
under Mubarak’s regime, and also the subversive power comics possess to ridicule a prototype
reflecting a constellation of ideas just by resurrecting it to the online mainstream, and reiterating
the same ideas in a different time.

The series is based on the novel by the famous Egyptian novelist Ihsan ‘Abd al-Quddas,
who wrote many novels addressing middle-class ethical dilemmas and the relationship between
patriarchy and rebellion during times of social transformations in the 1950s and 1960s. The series,
updated to the 1990s time, normalizes patriarchal models introduced within the convivial familial
context, represented by the head of the family “Abd al-Ghafuir al-Bura‘1’s character (played by the
actor Nir al- Sharif).

27 ¢y gl aed e ¢ il S8 ¢ Gpa (oY) i Jandl Wil 1996 - (o Clla b el () - Judis” elCinema.com, n.d.,
https://elcinema.com/work/1010312/ .
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*Figure 6
Caption
“Rozalin: Al-salamu ‘alaykum”

“‘Abd al-Wahhab (superimposed text on image): How lovely is the civilized European Islamic mentality.”

‘Abd al-Wahhab is the son of the self-made millionaire ‘Abd al-Ghafiir al-Bura‘1 in the
popular social drama “Lan ’a ish fi gilbab ’abi” (1 will not Live in the Shadow of my Father) 1996.
He grows under the pressures of his father’s successful model who combines capitalist success
values and patriarchal overarching presence. The son, in search of his personhood and
independence, ventures into a long journey of self-discovery. However, he was portrayed in the
original novel and the series written by the scriptwriter Mustafa Muharram, as a fake rebel who
resorts eventually to joining his father’s business; what his father hoped for from the beginning.
The novel (published in 1982) treats the notion of patriarchy and rebellion between the brackets
of the obsession with moderated liberation, the notion that prevails in ‘Abd al-Quddas’s literary
projects focusing on middle-class morality since the 1960s. The writer describes an impossible

liberation under rigid patriarchal normativity, as he attributes the son’s hollow spirit to the
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omnipresence and strictness of the father, and his lack of perception of the preconditions of his

independence.

The series denounces the failed rebel yet glorifies moderation from both sides, father and
son. Presenting the father’s character as a visionary prudent laborer who challenges the social
hierarchy and succeeds in his ambitious social ascension, the drama does not ignore focusing on
his tolerant side to his son’s floundering. The illiterate millionaire who insists on educating all his
daughters and only son, is also flexible enough to understand that he cannot force his son to join
his business unless he voluntarily asks for it. The son from his side seeks moderation after many
failed experiences in education, marriage, and business. His only proven success comes when he
works in the same field as his father, competing against him, and showing a witty character just
like his. Surrendering to the inherited character and social norms, the son resorts to moderation

compromise with a tolerant and patient patriarchy.

‘Abd al-Wahhab’s path delineated in the series captures the notion of moderation (/ ‘tidal)
reinforced in the Egyptian middle-class ethics. In defense of moderation, the conservative father
rejects the overly religious deviation of his son in one of the phases of his rebellion. In that phase
of religiosity, the son striving for meaning and social prestige grows his beard, joins an Islamist
group, and gets married to an American woman (Rozalin) who turns to be a crook. The woman
wins his heart when she converts to Islam to marry him, granting his Islamist turn the admiration

of a “Western eye” against the rejection of his family.

The context of ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s character was recalled in an image macro that signaled
the meanings implied in the “moderate” attitude and kept circulating in various digital
reproductions for months in 2020. Moderation is the magical formula under which fusing
contradictions and gathering a European/Islamist thought had always been possible, the same way
as patriarchy/liberation negotiations happened between father and son. However, the referentiality

of ‘Abd al-Wahhab and Rozalin (her hypocrite conversion to Islam mirroring his turn to Islamism
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in search of self-realization) added an inflection pointing to the hollowness and self-deceit
underlying the value system of cherry-pick contrived moderation.

*Figure 7
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‘Abd al-Wahhab in a scene from “Lan ’a Tsh fi gilbab "abr” (1 Will Not Live in the Shadow of My Father)
(1996).
In a conversation with a friend, he describes the criteria of his dream wife: “I want to marry a woman that
holds European woman values; her strength, her knowledge and her responsibility taking. And | want all
these qualities gathered in a pious Egyptian girl.”*®
By the end of the series ‘Abd al-Wahhab marries his cousin, the niece of his mother. Conforming to the
family ideal and choosing the bride that his mother preferred to the American woman, towards whom she
always held aversion and suspicions.

The political version of wasasiyya was aided by the interpretations of the prominent

theologian Sheikh Yisuf al-Qaradawi,®®® who graduated from al-Azhar, joined the Muslim

2% Qriginally posted on the Facebook page Ma yadubuhu al-mushahidin (Whatever Viewers Request) — page
dedicated to art and entertainment, which identifies itself as an “artistic page for the most famous scenes of cinema
and drama.” As of September 3, 2023, the page has 1.6 million followers.

Oslial adly L, Facebook, June 5, 2021.
https://www.facebook.com/metwaliat/photos/a.104136917814637/352450856316574/ .

29 Y{isuf al-Qaradawi (Arabic: b dll < s) born 9 September 1926) is an Egyptian Islamic theologian based in

Doha. He attended al-Azhar University and received his B.A. in 1953 at the top of his class. He received his PhD from
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Brotherhood,*®and left Egypt for Qatar in 1961. In his set of definition of Islamic wasariyya, al-
Qaradawi placed a ‘“moderate Muslim” (wasari) between two binaries: extremism vs.
indulgence/permissiveness/laxity. Through this perspective, he defined extremism as the act of
“carrying weapons” to change the society, meaning the radical path to social or political change as
identified by militant jihadist. He refused to condemn singing and movies, stated that Muslims can
sell pork and alcohol in the West, and allowed Muslim women to marry non-Muslim men if not
living in a Muslim country.®®* And he asserted that Islam supports democracy and the right to

popular voting.

al-Azhar University in 1973. Al-Qaradawt joined the Muslim Brotherhood as a young man and was arrested several
times for his Islamist activism, in 1949 by the monarchy and in January and November 1954 by Nasser, spending 20
months in prison after his last arrest. In 1961, he left Egypt for Qatar to work as a preacher. Al-Qaradaw1’s rise to
fame across the Muslim world was a result of his regular appearances on Al Jazeera. He is the founder and president
of the International Union of Muslim Scholars, which the Emirati government designated as a terrorist organization
in November 2014. He is also the president of the European Council for Fatwa and Research. He founded IslamOnline
and is a shareholder in Bank Al Tagwa. A prolific writer with 170 books and articles to his name, al-Qaradawi is a
leading Islamist thinker in non-Salafi circles. However, his fatwas and religious views have come under severe attack
from Salafis, some of whom label him as ignorant and devoid of religious knowledge. Al-Qaradawi has endorsed the
death penalty for apostasy and has praised suicide bombers in Palestine, Irag, and Lebanon. He is also an anti-Semite
and has famously called for a new Holocaust, saying: “Throughout history, Allah has imposed upon the Jews people
who would punish them for their corruption ... The last punishment was carried out by Hitler. By means of all the
things he did to them — even though they exaggerated this issue — he managed to put them in their place. This was
divine punishment for them.... Allah willing, the next time will be at the hand of the believers.”

Aaron Rock-Singer, “Scholarly Authority and Lay Mobilization: Yusuf al-Qaradawi’s Vision of Da‘wa, 1976-1984,”
Muslim World 106/3 (2016): 588-604. https://doi.org/10.1111/muwo0.12135 .

Tadros, Mapping Egyptian Islamism.

300 vvan Nieuwkerk. “Part Two. The 1990’s: Debating Religion, Gender, and the Performing Arts in the Public Sphere,”
162.

301 «Qaradawi, for instance, promulgated a decision permitting a European woman to remain married to her non-
Muslim husband aft she converted to Islam. A second example is about taking mortgages on houses and business. For
western Muslims, mortgages to buy houses or invest in business are permitted, but these were forbidden in traditional
interpretations of Islamic law. For European Muslims, Qaradawi has developed various interpretations from Islamic
jurisprudence called Figh al-agalliyyat that apply legal theory to a Muslim minority that lives in the West. But he
continues to use the binary position between dar-ul Islam and dar-ul harb, which means, in his thinking, that the needs
of Muslims living in a non-Muslim country, as well as their conditions and circumstances, may differ from those in

other countries where Muslims live as a majority. But in the case of Muslims living in the West, the rules can be
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“Yusuf al-Qaradawi looks for a possible restoration of Islamic
formulations on contemporary problems that face Muslims. Promoting a
moderate Islamic view arguing for the limitation of the expansion of
militant Islamists is one of the ideas that one obtains from this new
discourse and from this change of authority (Bayat 2007, 2010). A quick
outline of this new authority, which is based on both the traditional and
modern role of Islamic intellectuals, seems to support a non-state-oriented
Islam (Yilmaz 2005). It is not a product of official Islam under strict
control of the state but is becoming a transborder and transnational
phenomenon. In the last century, the media, the Internet and
communication technologies have played a significant role in the
production and expansion of Islamic knowledge. The nature of the
traditional mode of Islamic knowledge adapted to these new technologies
— blogs, web pages, Facebook, YouTube forums — have become new
channels and mediums in the spreading of Islamic idioms, narratives and
information. Mass media and education also influence the fragmentation
of Islamic knowledge.”3%

However, al-Qaradawi preserved the structure of the Brotherhood proselytization:
Replacing the Umma with the Sharia (Islamic law) as the supreme authority and source of
legitimacy. The most dangerous aspect of this dogma, from the liberal perspective, is that Sharia
is taken away, and the power passes from the hands of the Umma into the hands of those with
political power. Centering his vision around a victorious Islamic Umma conquering the world as
the rebirth of the Islamic caliphate, he held anti-Semitic convictions and praised suicide bombing
and attacks against civilians in Iraq as heroic martyrdom operations against colonial powers,
endorsed death penalty for apostasy, and justified political assassinations as an act of jihad inspired

by the Wahhabi notion of al-1a ifa al-mu mina or al-firqa al-nadjiva®® (The believing sect).3%

adjusted in accordance with the rule of their country. And that makes him again different from some more traditionalist
thinkers.”

“Modern Islamic Thinking and Activism: Dynamics in the West and in the Middle East,” ed. by Erkan Toguslu
(Leuven University Press, n.d.), 45. https://doi.org/10.11116/MITA_CII .

302 Toguslu, ed. “Modern Islamic Thinking and Activism: Dynamics in the West and in the Middle East.”

%03 “Firka (A): sect. The ~ nadjiya is the sect that alone will be saved out of the 73 into which the community will be
divided, according to a Tradition.

al-Salihiyya; al-Wakidi.” “firka”, in: Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, Glossary and Index of Terms, Edited
by: P.J. Bearman, Th. Banquis, C.E. Bowworth, E. van Donzel, W. P. Heinrichs Bowworth. Consulted online on 23
September 2023 http://dx.doi.org.accesdistant.sorbonne-universite.fr/10.1163/1573-3912 ei2glos_SIM_gi_01235.

304 “The practice of declaring other Muslims infidel (takfir) due to insufficient piety is widely practiced by Salafists

and Wahhabis and used by jihadists to justify the use of violence against other Muslims. Jihadists frequently point to
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On the other side, indulgence in his definition allowed a spacious horizon to indict and
denounce practices and beliefs that integrate Muslims into a modern society of equality and
citizenship. He promoted a violent misogynistic stance towards women’s rights and supported
domestic violence and female genital mutilation.3® He condemned working in local tourism and

the right to rethink and revisit Islamic Figh and interpretations.3%

a saying attributed to Muhammad: ‘This community will be split up into seventy-three sects, seventy-two of them will
go to Hell, and one will go to Paradise, and it is the majority group.69 They, along with Muslim fundamentalists,
believe they are that “Saved Sect” (at-Ta 'ifa alMansura), the only group possessing the correct Islamic beliefs. The
concept of takfir, propounded by Ibn Abd al-Wahhab (founder of the Wahhabist movement), includes the command
that anyone who does not show sufficient levels of wala (allegiance to his view of true Muslim belief) and adequate
bara (rejection of non-Muslims, including the wrong kind of Muslims) is at risk of committing apostasy.”

Bukay, David. “Islam’s Hatred of the Non-Muslim,” Middle East Forum, June 1, 2013,

https://www.meforum.org/3545/islam-hatred-non-muslim .

“Yusuf Al-Qaradawi.” The Investigative Project on Terrorism, n.d.

https://www.investigativeproject.org/profile/167/yusuf-al-qaradawi .

305“Islamic Ruling on Female Circumcision,” IslamOnline, September 18, 2021,
https://figh.islamonline.net/en/islamic-ruling-on-female-circumcision/ .
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Al-Birr;, Khalid. “The Brotherhood’s wasasiyya... Little Red Riding Hood.” Dagaeq.net. 2018.
https://cutt.ly/Xxhueal .
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Figure 87

Text: “So, you are playing Quran in your
bazar in a touristic city, motherfucker.
Tourism is essentially haram (religiously
prohibited), its profit is karam, or you are
proselytizing for Islam among the kuffar

(infidels) son of dog’s religion.”

The meme features a man who appeared
in live streams on social networks like
YouTube and Instagram. Livestreaming
has been popular among amateurs and
younger groups of meme creators since
20109.

Wasariyya, as conceived by al-Qaradawi, was a problem-solving mechanism to empower
Muslims, one that predicated on perpetual maladaptation and cultural clashes in the West.
Politically, it made the Brotherhood more attractive among the young middle-class sectors. Based
on the “Figh of priorities”*® which he himself created, al-Qaradawi laid out a theological
framework to take young Muslim generations over in charity and educational institutions and to

rebrand the social image of political Islam. His pragmatic fatwas encouraged moderate veiling

307 posted by Mario Caesar on Facebook. URL: https://cutt.ly/Ic1kkV2 .

308 “This term did not exist in the Islamic vocabulary until the 1970s. Invented by the Brotherhood theoretician Yiisuf
al-Qaradawi in his famous book by the same name, it gradually leaked into religious discourse, and preachers compiled
books deploying it for various purposes. It became part of the traditional jurisprudential debate, minimized or
marginalized disagreement between Islamic groups (Ikhwan, Salafists, and jihadists), and postponed discussions on
differences. It helped bridge the gap between the contradictory local and international discourses of the Brotherhood
by introducing ‘The jurisprudence of priorities’ wherein political interests come first.”

2018 . @8y | el V1438 1Y 138y b D) LA s 6 lae |

‘Imara, Hani. “Islamists’ Traps in Minutes: The Jurisprudence of Priorities.” Dagaeq.net. 2018.

https://cutt.ly/xc1k8TG.
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practices (veil/hijab vs. nigablburqa ‘) and other tolerant practices without threatening the core of
Islamic fundamentalism or issues of religious freedoms, especially those in local Muslim societies.

Al-Qaradaw utilized religious interpretation to aid in the expansion of the Brotherhood,3%
a group that he portrayed as the rightful leader of the Umma and as responsible for the preservation
of its Islamic identity, both locally and internationally: “the Muslim Brotherhood should play the
role of the missing leadership of the Muslim nation, especially in the West- ‘Try to have your

society within the larger society- otherwise you will melt in it like salt in water.””31

In general, al-Qaradawi formulated an Islamic discourse that accommodates the age and
spirit of neoliberal globalization and sees no clash between faith and fortune. He characterized
Islamism as an anti-imperialist identity-oriented movement devoid of the Marxist tendencies that
framed the Islamism of the 1970s as a resistance project of the dispossessed (a la Ali Shariati). He
restored Islamism to the fundamental clash with secular and materialistic dimensions of Marxist
and socialist projects®! and reinforced the capitalist and authoritarian core of the Islamic da ‘wa.
In this sense, he opened the door to “pious neoliberalism” operating on principles of economic

rationality, productivity, and privatization.3?

309 «politically, Qaradawi has a classical Islamist tendency stemming from the Muslim Brotherhood background. He
divides the world between Muslims and non-Muslims and takes his position along this formulation. In his book, Sharia
and Life, he continues to follow this mainstream interpretation in Islam. This political stand is significantly manifested
in several Muslim campaigns, such as the calling for a boycott of Danish products aft er the cartoons aff air published
by the Danish Jyllands-Posten newspaper. As Husam Tammam argues, Qaradawi has positioned himself not only as
an activist of Egyptian Muslim Brothers, but also as a mentor of the political language of Muslims (Tammam, 2009).
One may describe Qaradawi as a ‘religiopolitical activist’. Th e term is used by Muhammad Qasim Zaman to identify
the political reference intermingled with religious discourse. He employs the language of Figh to address the modern
political questions.”

Erkan Toguslu, ed., Modern Islamic Thinking and Activism: Dynamics in the West and in the Middle East (Leuven
University Press, n.d.), 46. https://doi.org/10.11116/MITA_CII .

310 Al-Ameri, Alaa. “We Must Refuse to Play the Islamists Game.” Spiked, October 29, 2020. https://www.spiked-

online.com/2020/10/29/we-must-refuse-to-play-the-islamists-game/ .

311 Bayat. “Not a Theology of Liberation.” Chapter. In Revolution Without Revolutionaries: Making Sense of the Arab
Spring, 80-88.
312 Atia, Mona. “Pious Neoliberalism.” Project on Middle East Political Science, September 23, 2014.
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The expanding Islamic markets helped integrate the lower middle-class and poor “into the
circuits of financial capital through microenterprise initiatives,” stated Bayat. The model carved
by al-Qaradawt and the Brotherhood delineated the difference between Islamic da ‘wa as the path
for “gradualist and legalist Islamists” and Islamic da 'wa as the path for militant jihadists. However,

this did not obliterate their broad convergence on the “idea of a closed social order, a polity based

on Sharia, and adherence to cultural nativism.”33

A wave of young preachers was inspired by wasariyya as a nomenclature that characterizes
the epoch of market Islam and the rising generations of polished Islamists unbounded from the
bloody image of the near past in the 1990s, when bearded terrorists and Qutbi Brotherhood
traditionalists dominated the media culture and representation. Innumerable preachers from a
variety of backgrounds appeared after Amr Khaled pioneered the invasion of media culture by al-
du ‘ah al-gudud and popularized a version of societal Islamism:

“Al-du‘ah al-gudud, or New Preachers, so named because their television
preaching styles are unprecedented within the country’s forty-year Islamic
Revival. Between 2010 and 2013, | conducted fieldwork with Hosny and
his media team in the Cairo studios and offices of Igraa, a transnational
Islamic satellite channel. Established in 1998 by a Saudi media mogul,
Igraa promotes a “centrist Islam” (islam wasati) as a bulwark against both
secular Westernization and religious dogmatism. For Igraa producers, the
channel’s moderation is evidenced by its broadcast of preachers from
different, at times mutually antagonistic, Islamic trends, whether Sufism,
Salafism, or political Islamism. Despite this on-screen diversity, within
Egypt Igraa is best known for launching the careers of the country’s most
prominent New Preachers, the trio of Amr Khaled, Moez Masoud, and
Mustafa Hosny, all of whom attract youth who would not normally tune
into an Islamic program.

As their Cairo viewers explained to me, these preachers matter to them
both because of what and how they preach. The New Preachers
appropriate genres from dramatic serials to music videos to American
televangelism to create novel forms of religious media at once edifying
and entertaining. In doing so, the New Preachers and their producers
straddle distinct standards of moral probity, commercial success, and
sensuous pleasure as their programs expand what counts as “Islamic
media.” It is precisely this innovation in da‘wa—and its underlying
theological claims and associated moral sensibilities—that has earned the

https://pomeps.org/pious-neoliberalism .
313 Bayat. “Not a Theology of Liberation,” 80-88.
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New Preachers much criticism from their equally popular Salafi-Wahabi
counterparts in the piety movement.”3!

In her book, The Perils of Nonviolent Islamism,3™> Elham Manea traces the liaison between
the radical armed forms of extremism and the nonviolent forms of autodidact preachers who
preserve the dogmatic core and read the Quranic text anachronistically. She postulates that
developments in Muslim societies are linked to their extension into non-Muslim societies that
accept Muslim immigrants. She delineates how nonviolent Islamism, via wasariyya propaganda,
condones violence under righteous entitlement according to the modulated anachronistic readings

of the scripture.

The piety movements’ enormous audience is essentially indoctrinated in isolation from
political engagement. However, the Islamist monolith infiltrated the public debate and targeted the
depoliticized youth to initiate a religious re-imagining of morality and to reinforce their
participation in charity. A huge sector of the Egyptian middle-class youth seems to have migrated
towards the point of view that social reform is synonymous to performative piety and the self-
development model that belongs to the neoliberal ethos.

Significant sectors of the middle-class strata involved in the revolutionary mobilization
were alarmed by the Brotherhood’s exclusionist political behavior. The violent antagonisms with
the secular parties and activists further incited many digital activists to lead a revisionist movement
directed to the last twenty years of wasariyya discourse:

“It is clear that the surprise of 2011, then the disarray of 2012, in relation
to the outbreak and evolution of the Arab springs, have revealed the extent
to which the traditional conceptions of the Arab-Islamic world were
ineffective. Nobody or almost nobody has referred to the to the complex
and specific relationship established in the world of Mediterranean Islam
between a secularization in progress and a deep religious itself in
transformation. Indeed, if the religious was absolutely not present at the
beginning of these revolutions, of profoundly secular nature, by their
actors and by their watchwords, the revolutions will be caught up by the

314 Moll. “Television Is Not Radio: Theologies of Mediation in the Egyptian Islamic Revival.”
315 Manea, Elham. The Perils of Nonviolent Islamism. New York: Telos Press Publishing, 2021.
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religious along the way. If the springs had nothing to do with religion at
the beginning, very quickly, the Arab revolutions will meet the
religious.”316

316 Huntzinger. Les printemps arabes et le religieux : La sécularisation de lislam.
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3. Against Mass-Mediated Islamism

Emerging anti-Islamist collectives should not be reduced to pro-regime nationalists and
state propaganda. During the moment of revolutionary enthusiasm, digital media provided a new
avenue by which to express religiosity, refuting the de facto hegemony of Islamist discourse in the
sociocultural domain. Opening the public debate and pushing the boundaries of permitted
conversations challenged mainstream discourse, which had been dominated by the Islamic revival
for decades via the microphones of the mosques and the infiltration of media industries:3!’

“In addition to the Islamist presence in the socioeconomic field, Islamist
voices also became important in the media. They debated “true Islam” and
“the good Muslim woman” and formulated a conservative Islamist
counter-discourse that challenged the state-supported national secular
discourse. They disseminated their ideas through religious schools and
mosque lessons, cassettes, radios and TV programs, and the growing
Islamist publishing industry.”38

Despite being deprived of political legitimacy, the Brotherhood’s economic influence
expanded rapidly. Islamic investment companies (40% of which were owned by the Muslim
Brothers or supporters of their ideals) and Islamic banks received around 8 billion Egyptian pounds
between 1983-1986, withdrawn from public banks. In addition, the self-supported Brotherhood
capitalized on monthly subscription fees (5 percent of their income paid by the members) and

voluntary donations from well-to-do entrepreneurs working in the Gulf.3® The Brotherhood

817 “The circulation of Liwa’ al-Islam, the successor of the popular Brotherhood journal al-Da’wah, grew from 35.000
in 1987 to about 95.000 in 1991. Over half of the copies were sold in Egypt. In 1994, over one-quarter of all books
published were religious, a 25 percent rise since 1985. An estimated 85 percent of books sold during the 1995 book
fair in Cairo were Islamic. The tapes of religious preachers such as Sheikh Kishk, numbering over a thousand, sold in
millions. Hours allocated by the state to religious programs on national television and radio increased, reaching 14.500
hours annually, compared with the 8000 for entertainment programs.”

Van Nieuwkerk. “Part Two. The 1990’s: Debating Religion, Gender, and the Performing Arts in the Public Sphere,”
114-115.

318 |bid., 114.

319 1bid., 115.

152



utilized this economic expansion to institutionalize its social authority, which was manifested in

full power in the electoral arena after 2011.

In concordance with sociopolitical transformations, and negotiations with the ruling
regime, Islamic revival movements’ social discourse was continuously adjusted to satisfy new
generations while safeguarding traditional ideologies. Mass-media platforms were influential
domains by which political Islam achieved a “cultural pervasiveness” that influenced the social,
political, and cultural contexts while capitalizing on celebrity culture:32°

“Graeme Turner elaborates on the “celebritisation of politics,”*! where
the role of celebrities is centralized in political activities, fund- raising and
welfare. He foresees the transgression of celebrities to engage in ethical
discussions and negotiations, transcending their confined roles within the
popular culture as stars. From this token, Van Nieuwkerk depicts the
shifted mediated discourse of political Islam under Mubarak characterized
by a heavy engagement of ‘repentant’ actresses in mass media channels as
promoters of the veil and new pious role models in a phenomenon that she
called the “celebritisation of piety.”%?

Elaborating on the “celebritisation of piety,” Karin Van Nieuwkerk explains how the
economic reach of the culture and entertainment industries reinforces dominant ideologies and
helps legitimize them via mass consumption and commaodification (take, for instance, the veil as a
virtue-signaling commodity).3?® Turner describes it as a convivial relationship where “productive
consumers” engage with the star image: “star representations are mass-mediated and transformed.
The audience also actively engages in consuming and selecting images and preferable lifestyle

models.”3%

In parallel lines, the Egyptian journalist Wa’il Lutft traces the ascension of the televangelist

Amr Khaled®® at the end of the 1990s, aided by the engagement of Salih Kamil, Saudi

320 vvan Nieuwkerk. “Part One. The 1980°s: Celebrating Piety,” 13.

321 Turner, Graeme. Understanding Celebrity. Los Angeles: Sage Publications, 2013.

322 \/an Nieuwkerk. “Part One. The 1980’s: Celebrating Piety,” 14.

323 1bid., 15.

324 Turner. Understanding Celebrity.

3% Amr Khaled: Egypt’s Once Hip Preacher Turned Symbol of the Past.” Fanack.com. 23 August 2017.
https://fanack.com/faces/features-insights/amr-khaled~89445/ .
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businessman and owner of Arab Radio and Television network (ART). In 2002, Kamil empowered
the influential preacher and elevated the visibility of his discourse when he asked Khaled to

become his personal religious consultant and to join his religious channel Igra’.32®

In response to the economic transformation triggered by neoliberal policies in Egypt, New
Preachers offered an interpretation that promoted market Islam. This model appealed to young
members of the middle-class who missed out on the government welfare project and who followed
a business-oriented ideology praising the accumulation of wealth coupled with the preservation of
piety.3?” Simultaneously marketing religious values and endorsing the pursuit of happiness, the
accumulation of wealth, and the acquisition of power comforted younger generations. Eventually,
market Islam replaced the Salafi ideal of a good Muslim, creating a more tolerant model that both
accommodates human desires and preserves religion as the “exclusive source of normative

practice.”3?®

Since 2012, many digital activists and public influencers interested in social debates
created a digital media forum that provides a space for contesting representations and support of
Islamism. Within few years, sympathizers of Islamism could sense collectives forming to combat
the moral authority that consolidated their visible and symbolic censorship of social life. Islamic
revival discourse bearers started to reorganize to restore and defend the sanctity of fundamentalist

interpretations in their theological or populist forms.

The methods deployed by New Preachers in the last decade of Mubarak’s regime came
under criticism within the memesphere. Symbols of this wave of ideologues, like the preachers
Amr Khaled (Figure 9) and Mustafa Husni (Figures 10 and 11), were portrayed sarcastically in

internet comics. In this critical meming, they appeared partly as swindlers manipulating their

326 2019 . ill Gl 1 :3alN Maxall sle sl A, 5aY1 53l 1S Jla o sad) slea (il ¢ ikl

Lutfi, Wa’il. The Supermarket Preachers: The American Roots of New Preachers. Cairo: Al-Ain Publishing House,
2019.

327 I bid.

328 Schielke, Samuli. “Ambivalent Commitments: Troubles of Morality, Religiosity and Aspiration among Young

Egyptians.” Journal of Religion in Africa 39/2 (2009): 158-85. http://www.]jstor.org/stable/20696806 .
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audience by tinkering, patching, and twisting religious interpretations and citations to fit the
wasariyya framework while guarding its patriarchal standpoints. The sermons of the two preachers
attracted young middle-class sectors because they delved into the sphere of personal freedoms,
relations between sexes, and character building according to a model of personal development.
Their proximity to issues pertinent to the public and personal discourse, together with their
adoption of modern attire and language, helped them craft a system of moral indoctrination within

a framework of religiosity.

Retrospectively, New Preachers were regarded as representatives of an epoch, who
influenced two generations by promoting a lifestyle and a view of personhood focusing on societal
conservatism regardless of any underlying hypocritical and discriminatory patterns of behavior.
New Preachers established a quantitative parameter of piety based on the continuous calculation
of the godly rewards (thawab) granted to those abiding to a set of personal guidance schemes, like
a point system, iterated in TV programs and cassette sermons series. Examples of this include
stopping the shaking of hands between men and women, promoting early marriage to immunize
youth against moral decay, encouraging the veiling of young girls who dress in a modern style,

avoiding mixed-sex schools, and sending children to Islamic schools.

The new schemes of piety, however, were marketed in a forgiving and tolerant tone by
cheerful men in elegant modern outfits. These preachers did not threaten with severe punishments
and an eternity in hell for minor sins, like Salafi preachers and traditional sheikhs. Instead, they
used a point system to allow endless balances in which rewards compensate for sins.
Simultaneously, they employed apologetic religious justifications for systemic and individual
injustices that trump free thought, subjectivity, reasoning, and mindful collective responsibility.
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*Figure 9°%
A photoshopped image showing four photos
of the Islamic preacher Amr Khaled.

Upper right image: “You can spend the eve
of Eid taking drugs and hash.”

Upper left image: “In the morning, go

perform abulition and pray.”

Lower right image: “Stand between the

hands of God and say: ‘God, I have sinned,

forgive me.””

Lower left image: “You will get relief, and
the next day you will take drugs while

secure and serene.”

T

[ i,

Seen as crucial agents in
perpetuating the dominance of Islamist factions in the sociopolitical life of the country, New
Preachers’ discourse was deconstructed on many levels — especially given their role in deflecting
attention from major political and economic problems. New Preachers, as an extension of societal
Islamism, guaranteed the stagnation of personal freedoms and women’s rights legislations. The
opened public debate after 2011, in addition to the direct confrontation between the state apparatus
and Islamist groups, was an eye opener for broad swathes of society. Significant sectors began
revisiting recent experiences and started to comprehend the way in which New Preachers operated

within a complicated ideological and social engineering machine.

329 Televangelist Amr Khaled lost a huge number of his Islamist fans during his political transformation from 2011 to
2013. Voting for Sisi and not supporting the Brotherhood after 2013 led some to accuse him of hypocrisy, especially
since he was on the side of the Islamists during his peak popularity in the 2000s. He was portrayed by many critics as
one of the principal figures popularizing youth mobilizations for Islamism, encouraging the mass veiling of young
girls, and mediating wasariyya school under the slogan of “moderate” Islam, which was popularized as part of the
package of market Islam during these years.

Amr Khaled: Egypt’s Once Hip Preacher Turned Symbol of the Past.” Fanack.com. 23 August 2017.
https://fanack.com/faces/features-insights/amr-khaled~89445/ .
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*Figure 103

To the right

(Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, leader of the
Islamic State of Irag and Syria (ISIS)):
“When you argue with a male atheist.”
To the left

(Mustafa Husni, a young preacher who
emerged after 2000): “When you argue

with a female atheist.”

The contrast mocks the way

in which New Preachers have
essentially refashioned the Islamist piety project to suit a growing female audience. The
photoshopped image implies discursive convergence between da’wa and militant jihadism by
highlighting the triviality of the formalistic and decorative differences that are used by Islamists

to target younger, middle-class, and female audiences.

Historically, major contestations of national identity have focused on the arts, gender, and
religion. At the turn of the twentieth century, Egyptian culture was a battlefield between modernist
and fundamentalist groups, fraught with power relations and identity conflicts. Art as a stronghold
for modernist projects, kept being used and monopolized by the successive political regimes to
confer the cultural meanings of nationhood, as asserts the anthropologist Lila Abu Lughod,33! with
particular emphasis on the Nasserite state. The disparity between the two visions
(modernist/fundamentalist) is particularly evident in the centrality of women’s place in society as

symbols of the nation from the 1920s onward:

330 pyblished on Facebook page “Iz ‘ag ‘Ilmi” (Scientific Nuisance). 2 March 2019.
331 Abu Lughod. Dramas of Nationhood: The Politics of Television in Egypt. Cairo: The American University in Cairo
Press, 2005.
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“From the 1920s onward, coinciding with the lifting of the veil among
urban women and the grown public visibility of women, the ‘new woman’
became exemplary. The image of the ‘new woman’ was based on
educated, young elite woman who unveiled. Unveiling became a metaphor
for national independence, a metaphor that was contested.®*? In debating
the issue of the veil, contestants of both sides had come to see veiled
women as symbols of the nation, either of its backwardness or its purity.
Religious nationalists supported veiling as a sign of moral virtue, and
women became markers of cultural purity. The more secular-oriented
nationalists preferred the ‘new woman’ and adopted the veil as a sign of
backwardness™3*

*Figure 11

Top image
Preacher Mustafa Husni from a

famous video®** in which he
explains  via  demonstration
various incorrect ways to wear the
hijab. He also denounces tight tops
and trousers, details the seductive
parts of women’s bodies, and calls
on women to avoid highlighting
these areas in order to conform to
his interpretation of modesty, as

described in the Quranic scripture.

Bottom image

O 5:¢h0 o s 2 334 cady @F yad ddady cladd Caption: “He convinces you to

cover your hair then he goes to

improve his looks with a hair transplant.”

332 Baron. Egypt as a Woman: Nationalism, Gender, and Politics, 57-82.

333 \an Nieuwkerk. “Part Two. The 1990’s: Debating Religion, Gender, and the Performing Arts in the Public Sphere,”

91.

334 umjoriy. “Slidl Gl s claall (e WSy e ilaas Keshow.Flv.” YouTube, October 15, 2010.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k3mGmheEdck .
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*Figure 123%
The comic features Sheikh Hazim Shiiman®*® during a
televised 2011 sermon in which he hysterically
/ addressed Muhammed al-Baradei®*” as a leader of the
Bl qelk.’i’q liberals: “What is liberalism Baradei?” He replied,
g (S JSU Lo 18 “liberaliyya means that your mother removes her hijab.”
His sermon gained him instant notoriety. Non-Islamists
widely ridiculed him, and he became a source of
embarrassment to the Salafis.>*® In the comic, Shiiman’s

statement is modified to: “What is liberalism? It means

Ulwlw’. AT

that your mother eats cupcakes with ‘dicks’ on top.”

The comic refers to the debate that ignited
after leaked pictures of a group of members of Al-Jazira Sports Club, an old aristocratic institution

in the highbrow Zamalek neighborhood in Cairo, sparked anger on social media.®*® The leaked

335 Abd Elaziz, Eslam. Facebook, January 19, 2021. https://cutt.ly/DvibmHY .

33 “Hazem Shouman is a Mansoura-based preacher. Before the revolution, he regularly appeared on Salafist TV
channels like Al Nas and Al Rahma. He rose to fame following the revolution with his inflammatory attacks on non-
Islamists.”

Tadros. Mapping Egyptian Islamism, 31.

337 Muhammed el-Baradei [Muhammad Mustafa al-Barad 1] is an Egyptian legal scholar and diplomat. He was the
director general of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA). He and the IAEA were jointly awarded the Nobel
Peace Prize in 2005 "for their efforts to prevent nuclear energy from being used for military purposes and to ensure
that nuclear energy for peaceful purposes is used in the safest possible way." In 2010, he returned to Egypt to contribute
to the political mobilization that preceded the revolution in 2011. Afterwards, he participated in the postrevolutionary
scene as a liberal leader of a newly formed political party and as a potential presidential candidate. He was interim
vice president of Egypt from 14 July 2013 until his resignation on 14 August 2013 after the bloody dispersal of the
Brotherhood sit-ins.

The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, “Mohamed ElBaradei | Biography & Facts,” Encyclopedia Britannica,
January 29, 2008, https://www.britannica.com/biography/Mohamed-ElBaradei .

338 Elmasry, Moustafa. “ e saie ¢liny A I jalll Lol b Glas Gl Lo bl iy dine g0 4l J s g o3l aales la s p il e )
AS S pai” Youtube, March 28, 2011. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f29AmITFcOw .

839 Zlulull sliac W) ¢S5 5 5ad) (oali A3 )55 Aapmd peadffs piall (3l 45, 56y hall (et JsL-¥4-¥5 January 18, 2021,
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pictures; deployed in creating many videos and footage online, show a celebration where a group
of middle-age and old women, most if all non-veiled, sitting around boxes of cakes and pies shaped
in the form of sexual organs of men and women. Joyously, the group of club members, of higher
social status, seemed unaware of the potential leaking of their photos, while eating the cakes in a

small-scale private celebration.

The social debates permeating the digital web routinely entail moral issues and judgments.
On a weekly basis, phenomena of a moralistic nature preoccupy social networks. A huge division

in opinions appears between conservative religious users®*

and those who defend plurality,
tolerance, and social freedom. Usually, the second party, much smaller, includes critical voices
and meme creators who ridicule the conservative morals of the Egyptian middle-class and
Islamists. The comic in Figure 12 reflects the views of the Islamist camp by applying Hazim

Shiiman’s perspective to the new situation, as part of the ongoing battle against the liberals.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Zr4LGBhtcUO .

340 “Shame and Haram... The Case of the Women of Al-Jazira Club Excites Ahmed Moussa.” Egy24 News, January
18, 2021. https://cutt.ly/MviYWIv .
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Remarkably, the relative loudness of liberal collectives (which form when like-minded individuals
consolidate into in-groups and attract others with the same cultural affinity) contributed to the consolidation
of a defensive reactionary cult. Islamists and their supporters began expressing worry and anger against the
collectives popularly known as “liberals, atheists and seculars.” In Figure 13, the same image macro of
Hazim Shiiman was posted by the digital platform Al-fariq ila llah (The Way to God) with the superimposed
text: “What does liberalism mean Baradei.” The caption by Ydusif ’Ayman, a physician of Islamist
inclination, reads as follows: “After full nine years, I feel that T owe Sheikh Hazim Shiiman an apology for
every time | participated in mocking him after this absurdly comic scene. It is now obvious that he perfectly
understood from the very beginning the meanings of liberalism and secularism as they are in the heads of

Egyptian liberals and seculars.””3*

In Figures 12 and 13, the backlash against notions of liberal freedoms and secularism
appears harshly intolerant and hostile. In both cases, it reflects an absolutist mindset nurtured by
longstanding repression and a stagnant cultural imagination that has been, for decades, reluctant
to examine dominant social values and governing normative discourses. In Shiiman’s 2011

sermon, he described liberalism as a doctrine that abolishes differences between Islam and other

1 El-Ayman, Yousef Ahmed. e basal) S Ll 5 @S LI 38 51 S e (Glesdi p jla)d lNiely Gade () Gl ¢ lalS (i s 2o
o el Cpaibalall 5 ) ¢ e 3 U Auslaladl y A5l aalé IS 1 59 cpe 43 el 03 5_dasall 3¢l e Facebook,
August 17, 2020. https://cutt.ly/AviSMBI .
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beliefs, deprives Muslims of their supremacy, forbids nothing to women, and allows all forms of
debauchery and moral depravity. Thus, as a reaction to other groups challenging the boundaries

traced by hegemonic Islamist discourse, he paints a picture of total social collapse.

The offensive counterattack, in memes and comics that emerged after 2013, to criticize the
hegemonic discourse on Islamic superiority equally borrows its sexualized metaphors. Ridiculing
the phantasmagoric misogynistic imaginary of the Islamists, speaking from an authoritative

moralistic position, influences the sarcastic views in these comics.

The Salafi narratives imbuing the social discourses of the 1970s emphasized the sexual
power of old Muslim ancestors and the Prophet, portrayed the rape of war hostages as entitled to
Muslim warriors, and glorified polygamy and female slavery. Scornfulness towards and
objectification of women was disseminated in cassettes, TV shows, and mosques’ sermons. In fact,
fueling an obsession with the comportment of women was the cornerstone of efforts to mobilize
and engage with the revivalists” audience. Offensive expressions in anti-Islamist digital caricatures
reacted to decades of silence, in Egypt and the Arab region, when raising doubts about the
Islamists’ narratives or contesting the value system they reinforced, was met by horrendous
attacks, death threats to public figures, and accusations of apostasy and blasphemy.3#

Deploying profanity and sexualized metaphors is equally present in Islamist and anti-
Islamist comics, especially when they criticize each other’s views on personal freedoms. It is a
form of breaking the Islamists’ monopoly on judging morals and using sexualized insults to

discredit their opponents.

3422018 @iy "W Hla & e laia ) Aalul) a3 "

“The Crimes of the Social Authority in Our Alley.” Dagaeq.net. 2018.
https://dagaeq.net/%D8%AC%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%A6%D9%85-
%D8%AT7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%84%D8%B7%D8%A9-
%D8%AT7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AC%D8%AA%DI%85%D8%A7%D8%BI%DI%8A%DE%AY .
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*Figure 143
Top text: “When an atheist finds his mother in a
consensual sexual relationship with the

doorman.”

The photoshopped image integrated the meme

face “Trying to hold a fart next to a cute girl in

class” in the place of the atheist.>*

[

% flowey v o

Under the original post, many
comments mock the obedience to the “atheism rules” that oblige talkid (a sarcastic nomenclature
given to “atheist (mulkid)” on Islamists’ pages) to accept consensual relationships and respect
others’ choices. Islamist memes usually focus on misogynistic metaphors and frankly demeaning
language that lacks humorous twists and word puns. A moralistic tone is highlighted in the
criticism of the opposing camp’s political or social stances. Constantly, accusations of diminished
or feminized masculinity are deployed against political opponents, secular, and liberal partisans.
Islamists acting online have focused on women’s morality and comportment and attacked feminist
voices and collectives emerging on digital platforms as a chief category of their political enemies.

The new feature of this anti-Islamist sensation is that it is joined by a broader base of
common people and creators, not limited to the elite intellectual or political circles. Digital
caricatures and shocking multimodal images mocking the male-gazed reading of Islamic history
provided wider spaces for criticism on religious matters in general. As criticism expanded, more
voices could speak fearlessly and different versions of interpretation of that history infiltrated the
public debate.

U S alally Ay delia oY) el ) Gew Gladia (e 3 pee 4Dl e Facebook, May 12, 2020.
https://cutt.ly/vnznPgh

344 SnOwCh1ld. “Trying to Hold a Fart Next to a Cute Girl in Class.” Know Your Meme, December 29, 2015.
https://knowyourmeme.com/memes/trying-to-hold-a-fart-next-to-a-cute-girl-in-class .
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The middle-class morality system was shaken after witnessing young people outside of the
intellectual elite criticizing religion. Anti-Islamist camps combined activists and creators with
different political affiliations: with or against the political regime, right or left wing, anti-
revolutionary or revolutionary. Their synergistic efforts, criticism, and sarcasm created a new
reality whereby religious preachers lost full control over public discourse and media. Despite their
different opinions and backgrounds, an implicit agreement was articulated on social networks in
favor of defending a minor secular rationalized space of debate that defied Islamists’ established

censorship authority.

Portraying the grand sheikhs in internet jokes and recontextualizing their fatwas (religious
advisory opinion from official institutions or random sheikhs or preachers) in cultural
representations, however, stirred angry accusations of breaching sanctity and crossing red lines,
which summoned large sectors to the battle ground. Reporting satirical content and deploying
social bots to spam critical posts, gradually established a new ecosystem where digital warfare

grew clashing audiences and redefined social camps.

Egyptian neofundamentalist currents reorganized their digital landscape on Facebook3*
and twitter to approach younger generations and provide argumentation catalogues, mediated in
memes, critical posts, and YouTube channels. Younger generations of da ‘wa, mostly based in
Qatar®*® and Turkey, beside Egyptian Salafi preachers, inaugurated a multitude of platforms to

345 Tahalib (algae) —I\=k is a social media page on Facebook (2.2M followers) and YouTube (1.07M subscribers)
that was founded in December 2018. This page addresses the concerns of younger generations from an Islamic point
of view, focusing on topics such as sexuality, feminism, science, art, and culture. 7akalib employs post-Islamist
methods of tinkering with Western references, popular science propositions, ideological textbooks, self-development
brochures, and religious scripture.

@Tahalip. “~l=k.” YouTube, n.d. https://www.youtube.com/c/Tahalip/videos .

Gllaks “Callals” Facebook, n.d. https://www.facebook.com/Tahalip .

346 < Abdullah al-Sharif is an Islamist influencer and Egyptian Youtuber who achieved fame after being introduced by

al-Jazeera channels as a poet and blogger. Al- Sharif airs a weekly YouTube show from Doha wherein he leads hostile
campaigns against the Egyptian regime, incites violence against security forces, and defends anti-secular and anti-
regime Brotherhood narratives. His YouTube program (4.64M subscribers) uses classic Islamist, Salafist,

misogynistic, and exclusionary language to discuss art, politics, and other intellectual topics.
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combat the rising wave of declared atheism, feminist collectives and secularists. Some of these
platforms faced campaigns of reporting for ‘promoting hate speech and terrorist messages,” yet

their alternative pages still garner big following in hundreds of thousands.3*

*Figure 15

Muhammad Mitwalli al-Sha‘rawi
holding a book by Karl Marx: “The
son of a whore says that religion is
the opium of the people; this means
I am a drug dealer LOL.”

Al-Sha‘rawi is the iconic

sheikh ~ who garnered an
unprecedented semi-divine status through a lengthy career in Islamic preaching, especially when
he played a major mediatic role during Sadat time on national TV. He continued preaching under
Mubarak on a weekly timeslot after Friday prayers throughout the 1980s and 1990s, where he

offered the most accessible and popularized interpretation of the Quran in the Egyptian dialect.

His facile interpretation, simple rural attitude, and eloquent performance captured hearts
and minds and ensured the propagation of a reactionary fundamentalist discourse among millions
of Egyptians across generations. And even though he did not belong to political Islamic circles
and was considered a loyal adherent to official religious and political institutions, his influence
surpassed all his contemporaries in disseminating the Islamic revival ethos, except for its political

@abdullahelshrif. “—w &) dlae Abdullah Elshrif.” YouTube, n.d. https://www.youtube.com/c/abdullahelshrif/about .
347 Quraf min al-"Ask (337K followers) is a Facebook page founded in 2016. It was eventually removed after having
reached two million followers, at which point the account administrator created an alternative page. This account
focuses on responding to and battling so called “destructive” liberal and secularist thought with particular attention to
ethical rectification, anti-feminist messages, and gender discriminatory discourse.

URL.: https://www.facebook.com/Qutooff
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dimension. Even today, his posters are commonly found hanging on the facade of microbuses,

houses, and popular sugar cane juice shops (Figure 16).

Daring to meme the taboo that al-Sha‘raw1 embodies and criticize his archived sermons
reveals the magnitude of the subversive tide that energized numerous groups and individuals.
Especially that these groups do not belong to the typical secular or intellectuals’ circles who,

themselves, faced huge resistance when they criticized al-Sha‘rawi while alive.3*

348 The famous Egyptian writer Yiisuf ’ldris publicly apologized in the Egyptian newspaper *Akhbar Al-Yiim to al-
Sha‘rawi for describing him in 1982 as the “Muslim Rasputin who dominates the simple-minded people.” In his
apology, ’Idris wrote that “al- Sha‘rawi is the most important Islamic phenomena since the four Imams (founders of
Islamic Figh).” Similar incidents occurred with different journalists and writers in the 1980s and 1990s, and, until our
day, celebrities avoid attacking al- Sha‘rawT due to his persistent popularity.

LS Ay )Y A Al S @ jedh Al A 5 el aal (55l peil) Fadlly 1w p)) Caugs 1986 Ll 8 p s ld 1Sy Cilal) Ay
) asall 2 bl o gl - agie dll iy Juis oy ey 28LE 5 ddiia o February 8, 2022,

Sa‘id Al-Shahhat writes: One day... February 8, 1986. YasufIdris: “Sheikh Al-Shaarawy is the most important Islamic
religious phenomenon that appeared since the days of the four great imams, Abu Hanifa, Al-Shafi’1, Malik, and Ibn
Hanbal, may God be pleased with them.”
https://www.youm?7.com/story/2022/2/8/%D8%B3%D8%B9%D9%8A%D8%AF-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B4%D8%AD%D8%AT7%D8%AA-%D9I%8A%DI%83%D8%AA%DEY%AS-
%D8%B0%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%85-8-
%D9%81%D8%A8%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%B1-1986-%D9%8A%D9%88%D8%B3%D9%81-
%D8%A5%D8%AF%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B3/5647735
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https://www.youm7.com/story/2022/2/8/%D8%B3%D8%B9%D9%8A%D8%AF-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B4%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D9%8A%D9%83%D8%AA%D8%A8-%D8%B0%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%85-8-%D9%81%D8%A8%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%B1-1986-%D9%8A%D9%88%D8%B3%D9%81-%D8%A5%D8%AF%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B3/5647735
https://www.youm7.com/story/2022/2/8/%D8%B3%D8%B9%D9%8A%D8%AF-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B4%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D9%8A%D9%83%D8%AA%D8%A8-%D8%B0%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%85-8-%D9%81%D8%A8%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%B1-1986-%D9%8A%D9%88%D8%B3%D9%81-%D8%A5%D8%AF%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B3/5647735
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*Figure 16

The image features al-Sha‘rawi
with the bottom text reading: “So
you want to live freely between
us, and do stuff that we would die
to do but we cannot... Why? Do

you think we are dawawith?!”

Dawawith is the plural of

dayyiuth, a pejorative classical

Arabic word meaning “pimp” or “cuck”. A dayyiith is a man who is indifferent to (or does not feel ashamed

of) his wife’s infidelity and who is reluctant to censor the comportment of women within his household.

For decades, the term “dawawith” has been regularly employed by Salafi preachers in
sermons in which they call on men to impose the veil on the women of their family, to regulate
their behaviors and clothing, to ban them from communicating with other men, and more. The
implication is that, if a man does not do so, he is a dayyith who will be expelled from God’s

kingdom (according to a Hadith attributed to the Prophet).3*° Lately, however, new words with

349 «It was narrated from Salim bin 'Abdullah that his father said: ‘The Messenger of Allah said: "There are three at
whom Allah will not look on the Day of Resurrection: The one who disobeys his parents, the woman who imitates
men in her outward appearance, and the cuckold. And there are three who will not enter Paradise: The one who
disobeys his parents, the drunkard, and the one who reminds people of what he has given them.””

Reference  : Sunan an-Nasa'i 2562 (“a collection of hadith compiled by Imam Ahmad an-Nasa'i (rahimahullah).
His collection is unanimously considered to be one of the six canonical collections of hadith (Kutub as-Sittah) of the
Sunnah of the Prophet™). “About - Sunan An-Nasa’i - Sunnah.Com - Sayings and Teachings of Prophet Muhammad
(ks 5 4dde 4 L) ” n.d., https://sunnah.com/nasai/about .

In-book reference  : Book 23, Hadith 128

English translation : Vol. 3, Book 23, Hadith 2563

“Sunan An-Nasa’i 2562 - The Book of Zakah - sS3ll S - Sunnah.Com - Sayings and Teachings of Prophet
Muhammad (als 5 4le & L) n.d., https:/sunnah.com/nasai:2562 .
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similar misogynistic and anti-feminist connotations (like “soy boy,” “low-T” (low testosterone),
and “nu-male”) have permeated American slang and the memesphere, which boosted the use of

equivalent vocabulary in Arabic, like dayyith, by digital neofundamentalist preachers.

*Figure 17

Illustration of Sheikh al-Sha‘rawi using the world
famous meme template “Shin-Sang/Statue of God.”
According to the meme database “Know Your Meme,”
this meme originates from the image of people bowing
down to the hidden boss Shin-sang in the Korean
"Manhwa" (comic) “Solo Levelin.” The image became
an object-labeling template and initially gained wide
popularity among the Indonesian community. Then, the
meme achieved international fame when it appeared on
the Facebook page "Leo Legend Messi" on July 14th,
2020, where it showed many soccer players bowing

down to Lionel Messi.3°

The more popularized that comics related to
religious personalities become, the more Islamists and hardline conservatives are provoked to
respond. And despite the sweeping dominance of Islamic media in the Arab digital scene, Islamist
influencers put on the top of their priorities framing a new enemy of non-conformist digital

activists and groups.

By integrating popular culture icons into their work, as elaborated in the figures below, and
focusing on local social trends, different comics pages addressed religious censorship and
delivered critical stances to a broader audience. In parallel to the mounting attacks on “seculars
and atheists” religious hypocrisy and bigotry became targets of digital caricature. This move
increased the appeal of these caricatures to online groups forming against the obvious attempts of

the regime to restrict free expression, which gained new momentum and put restrictive standards

30 JustOrdinaryMan. “Shin-Sang/Statue of God.” Know Your Meme, February 18, 2021.

https://knowyourmeme.com/memes/shin-sang-statue-of-god .
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on the type of speech tolerated on social networks. It was obvious that, despite detentions and
courts sentencing young activists of secular and atheist inclinations,**! the governmental judicial

directions were being met with increasing ridicule and contempt.

31 According to Ishaq Ibrahim, an officer with the Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights (EIPR), in August 2013
more than 60 people received sentences based on accusations of “contempt of religion.” In 2012, the 27-year-old
blogger Albert Sabir received a three-year sentence on charges of blasphemy for creating a webpage called “Egyptian
Atheists.” In 2013, a Coptic Christian lawyer, Ruman Murad Sa‘d, was sentenced in absentia for “ridiculing” the
Quran. Until 2015, many secular activists were arrested based on accusations of blasphemy and contempt of religion.
Karim al-Banna, a 21-year-old student, was sentenced to three years in prison in January 2015 for saying on Facebook
that he was an atheist. In September 2020, Egyptian security services arrested 3 suspects in the Sharkia governorate
who were accused of reviving the "Quranic" movement.

Jo Schietti, “Egypt Author given 3-Year Jail Term for ‘insulting Religion’ amid Legal Row.” Middle East Eye,
February 21, 2017, https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/egypt-author-given-3-year-jail-term-insulting-religion-

amid-legal-row .
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*Figure 18

A scene from the film al-Nazir (The
School  Principal/The  Beholder)
(2000), starring the late comedian
‘Ala’ Waliy al-Din. The scene depicts
a naive school principal on his first

day addressing the students:
Al-Nazir: “Why doesn’t God respond
when I pray to him? Why doesn’t he

listen to me?”

Students’ reactions:

'\«Sh.mJld.u_;_lmA-—" c". b
- \4,}_ T - “Block you atheist.”
NP 7 ' ..L..ala.AJl._.\.ongvo_uMLu)
Jé 93-‘ ol o3 5 )m A . - “God responds in the right time.”
ol .L:\;la ._lﬂuS - - ) - “I will get you son of a bitch.”

- “You infidel bastard... etc

The comic emulates the reactions to
al-nazir’s speech in the original film,%? which incited wide-spread chaos in the school playground and
highlights the way that this corresponds to reactions on social media against comments on religious matters.

Recalling ‘Ala’ Waliy al-Din’s character in this particular scene is meant to recontextualize
the original script’s subtext. The film narrates the story of the school principal’s son who inherits
the private school after his father (the owner and principal) passed away. The son is brought up
under the severe control and censorship of his cruel despotic father, who runs the school in a similar
method. The son matures in a closed environment, isolated under the pretext of “protection,” and
prohibited from practicing the activities of a young man freed from his father's tutelage. The

schoolchildren also live in a climate of fear and terror, surveilled and oppressed by constant

32, gile 4o | Sl dilae o April 1, 2020, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=neC8EAYITDs .
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threatening and yelling from al-nazir (a double entendre in Arabic hinting at the beholder or the

supervisor).

After al-nazir’s death, we discover that the school was performing every function but
education. When students were temporarily liberated from his power, pupils rushed out of their
classrooms, started beating their teachers, spent their time playing violent games, and fled school.
The son discovered that he had no social life, no experience, and no friends. He had never flirted
with girls and did not know how to integrate into his own generation. In the meantime, Salah, the
new nazir, had to take his father’s place and face the chaotic situation in the school without any

previous experience.

Meming the scene captures a set of resemblances with the liberated contestations on
religious matters and the suffocating oppression by authority figures and societal forces. It portrays
the battle between confident holders of prejudices and pejorative judgments, who revel in chaos,
and those who dare, innocently, like the new nazir, to try new methods and contest prevalent

discourses.

‘Adil Imam, who could be described as the most popular Egyptian comedian in modern
history, is one of the biggest meme-generating figures. Due to the familiarity of his grimaces and
the popularity of his comedies, Imam’s images pervade the memesphere, accompanying various
social trends. One of the image macros®® that is heavily mediated in digital caricatures came from
his family comedy “Murgan Ahmad Murgan,”*** where he plays the role of an extraordinarily rich
businessman. His sons and single daughter criticize his lack of education, so he decides to study
at university and earn a higher education degree. The film bases its morale on the common middle-

class wisdom that “money cannot buy everything” and, using light comedy, highlights the

353 “Image Macro is a broad term used to describe captioned images that typically consist of a picture and a witty
message or catchphrase. On discussion forums and imageboards, image macros can be also used to convey feelings
or reactions towards another member of the community, similar to its predecessor, emoticons. It is one of the most
common forms of internet memes.”

gi970l. “Image Macros.” Know Your Meme, February 29, 2012. https://knowyourmeme.com/memes/image-macros .
354 «“Morgan Ahmed Morgan.” IMDb, July 4, 2007. https://www.imdb.com/title/tt1423961/ .
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unethical behavior of the nouveaux rich, who acquire their wealth depending on corruption,
business contacts with high-level authorities, and favoritism. Imam’s character (Murgan)
combines vulgar manners and an unfounded sense entitlement, which prompts him to establish a
business network within the university, by funding investment projects, heading the football team

and drama club, and bribing university staff, all to establish popularity within the students.

Imam was always famous for his frank critique of Islamism, whether in his movies or in
real life. His stances sharply confronted fanatic incitement against artists and intellectuals and a
hatred towards the arts and actors by Islamist voices. He was accused of blasphemy and contempt
of religion many times along his career and was the target of many lawsuits by Islamist lawyers.
He even received a three-month jail sentence for insulting Islam in his films and theatre plays in
2012, after Islamists won a sweeping majority in the parliamentary elections.3>®

During the 1990s, Imam starred in a series of films where the scriptwriter Wahid Hamid
analyzed and dissected Islamism. He effectively supported the Egyptian security forces in their
confrontation against terrorist groups by presenting his film al-"Irhab7 (The Terrorist) by the author
Lenin al-Ramli in 1994. In these films, Imam was keen to sarcastically portray Islamists and
caricaturize their propositions. Showing Islamist characters (whether in his leading role or roles
ascribed to other actors) that assemble a blend of extremism, religious hypocrisy, and imbecility
incited fury within Islamist communities. His name topped the lists of public figures that were
targeted during the wave of assassinations of politicians, intellectual and cultural celebrities in the
1990s.

In his attempts to mingle with the university students and gain popularity, Murgan joins
the meeting of students’ religious club “Niir al-Haqq” (The Light of Truth). In the scene between
Murgan and Mahmiid (the head of the club),®*® they speak about the decadent morality of youth

3% Reuters Staff. “Egyptian Film Star Sentenced for Insulting Islam.” Reuters, February 2, 2012.
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-egypt-actor-jail-idUSTRE8111AJ20120202 .

36 The original scene from “Morgan Ahmed Morgan” posted on YouTube.
F.M Production. “‘sasag Ola e & SlE e dlaal Teaa b 55:\.\9 ?M\ _ aall e Byl é 2 sac Gla e C‘)_” Ul}.d}@.”

YouTube, February 22, 2020. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u3KABUfE5TQ .
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generations, mourning the lost piety and moral commitment. Murgan says that he is shocked
discovering that his daughter and son have love relationships with colleagues at the university,
while Mahmiid views that unofficial customary marriage (zawaj ‘urfi) is the religious resolution

to protect the youth from moral degeneracy.

Under the Egyptian laws, customary marriage means a marriage which is not officially
registered. When a valid contract is made by the woman's guardian in the presence of two
witnesses, the contract is sound according to the Sharia. The recording of the contract by the
marriage official (ma’dhiin- responsible for performing and registering marriages) is not a
precondition for the validity of the contract according to Sharia. However, the failure to formally
register marriage prevents courts from hearing cases involving matrimonial disputes arising from
such marriages, which often results in many catastrophic consequences in cases of divorce,

pregnancy, and the effective loss of women's rights in official marriages.3’

The image of both characters (Murgan and Mahmud) became the template for a viral meme
symbolizing the double standards of Islamist leaders (like Mahmad) who capitalize on piety

performance and deploy religious arguments, arbitrarily, to their own interest.

The intertwining of creativity and fixedness in image macros (Figures 19 to 22) reveals the
power of multimodal constructs relying on fixed elements within changing texts, and the effect of
combining conventional and recognizable (prototypical) connotations with peripheral
transformative  elements. The “syntactic schematicity”®*® providing fixed syntactic
slots/punchlines like We Ma’ana (1 introduce) or brother Murgan (calling each other brother is
common among Islamists) standardizes a vocabulary and direction (e.g. criticism to religious
hypocrites). Modified texts and interchangeable topics remain framed within the initial prototyping

of a well-known multimodal construct.

357 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. “Egypt: Customary Marriage (Zawaj Urfi; Zawj Orfy; Zawha

ORFI; Gawaz Urfi; Various Other Spellings) Particularly with Respect to Interfaith Marriages.” Refworld, May 1,
1999. https://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6ab8910.html .

38 Zenner, Eline, and Dirk Geeraerts. “One Does Not Simply Process Memes: Image Macros as Multimodal

Constructions.” In Cultures and Traditions of Wordplay and Wordplay Research.
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*Figure 19

Top image
Mahmiid: “T introduce our brother Murgan, a party boy who
never prays and spends the night watching xxxxn (referring to

a porn site).”

Bottom image

Murgan: “In need for Mekka, its odor and its spirituality.”%°

*Figure 20
Top image

Mahmiid: “I introduce brother Murgan, the conqueror of atheists.”

Bottom image
Murgan: “If evolutionary theory is true, why haven’t monkeys

evolved yet?%60

39 «’Iz‘ag “‘Ilmi” (Scientific Nuisance).” Facebook, August 18, 2018.
360 «*Iz‘ag “Ilmi” (Scientific Nuisance).” Facebook, October 26, 2018.
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*Figure 21

Top image
Y Mahmitd: “I introduce brother Murgan. He just watched the
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Murgan: “It’s God’s punishment for wrongdoers. God keep

video of an earthquake in Japan.”
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*Figure 22

Top image
Mahmud: “I introduce the sheikh of Islam Ibn

Taymiyya.”3?

Bottom image
Ibn Taymiyya: “He should repent and then be killed.”

361 «Jz‘ag ‘Ilmi” (Scientific Nuisance).” Facebook, December 22, 2018.

362 «“Taki al-din Ahmad Tbn Taymiyya (born in Harran on 10 rabi‘ I 661/22 January 1263, died in Damascus on 20
dhii I-ka ‘da 728/26 September 1328), theologian and jurisconsult, belonging to Hanbalism. He came from a family
that had already given this school two well-known men, his uncle Fakhr al-din (d. 622/1225) and his paternal
grandfather Madjd al-din (d. 653/1255) Even today, lon Taymiyya remains, along with al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111) and
Ibn “Arabi (d. 638/1240), one of the authors who have made the strongest impact on contemporary Islam, especially
in Sunni circles.”

Laoust, H., “Ibn Taymiyya”, in: Encyclopédie de [’Islam. Consulted online on 25 September 2023.

https://referenceworks-brillonline-com.accesdistant.sorbonne-universite.fr/entries/encyclopedie-de-I-islam/ibn-
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In Figure 22, Murgan is replaced by an imagined picture of Ibn Taymiyya, the Islamic jurist
and theologian associated, in the contemporary readings, with Wahhabism and jihadism.*®® His
fatwas were frequently popularized in contemporary religious sermons by Salafist preachers as the
legal Islamic punishment for apostates and skeptics of the faith.3%* The hanbali (belonging to
Hanbalism) 14" century theologian is usually quoted as a reference by wahhabi jurists and
ultimately jihadi activists, and therefore assimilated in the common Arab liberal discourse, and in

Western academic or journalistic accounts of jihadism as a Godfather of extremist currents.3®

The phrase “he must be killed after he repents” came in one of Ibn Taymiyya’s contested
fatwas where he states: "Whoever delays the prayer for industry, hunting, or serving a professor
(...) until the sun sets, he must be punished. Rather, he must be killed according to the majority of

scholars after he repents (or ‘unless’ he repents)."3®

taymiyya-SIM 3388?s.num=0&s.f.s2 parent=s.f.book.encyclopedie-de-l-islam&s.q=1bn%2BTaymiyya

363 «1bn Taymiyya, for his part, is a leading figure in the history of Islamic civilization, not just medieval civilization.
The places of reception of his thought that are today most often most often mentioned are the Wahhabi experience,
Salafist thought and the ideology of certain contemporary radical groups that rely on Ibn Taymiyya to formulate a
radical critique of the governments of their countries. The most cited example is the assassination of Egyptian
President Anwar Sadat in 1981, where the text that inspired the perpetrators referred extensively to the fatwa against
the Mongols traditionally attributed to Ibn Taymiyya. Although the name of 1bn Taymiyya is on many lips today, it is
no less true that, as one well-known scholar recently stated, it is still missing a systematic study and an update on the
richness of his reflections and the different ways in which it has been received until the present day.”

Bori, Caterina. “Théologie Politique et Islam a Propos d’Ibn Taymiyya (m. 728/1328) et Du Sultanat Mamelouk,”
Revue De L’histoire Des Religions, January 1, 2007, https://doi.org/10.4000/rhr.5225 .

364 This comic was published by al- ‘4lmangiyya (The Seculars), a Facebook page (25.2k followers) identifying itself

as “against all forms of religious, nationalistic and revolutionary dogmas.” https://www.facebook.com/securalism .
35 The political scientist Gilles Kepel deploys Ibn Taymiyya’s re-integration, as a respected jurist, by the
contemporary radical wahhabi movements in the 1970s and 1980s to justify President Sadat’s assassination in the
1980s and to condemn the Saudi regime and calling for its overthrow.

Kepel, Gilles. Jihad: The trail of political Islam, 72. Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2002.

06 Jw VY, byt G Awed ol os)y Jel e Irfaasawtak, May 7, 2018,
https://www.irfaasawtak.com/articles/2018/05/07/%D8%A7%D8%A8%D9%86-
%D8%AA%DI%8A%DI%85%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D9%85%D9%81%D8%AA%DIY%BA-
%D9%8A%D8%B3%D8%AA%D8%AA%DE%AT7%D8%A8-%D9%88%D8%A5%D9%84%D8%AT-
%D9%82%D8%AA%DI%84 .
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https://www.irfaasawtak.com/articles/2018/05/07/%D8%A7%D8%A8%D9%86-%D8%AA%D9%8A%D9%85%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D9%85%D9%81%D8%AA%D9%8A-%D9%8A%D8%B3%D8%AA%D8%AA%D8%A7%D8%A8-%D9%88%D8%A5%D9%84%D8%A7-%D9%82%D8%AA%D9%84
https://www.irfaasawtak.com/articles/2018/05/07/%D8%A7%D8%A8%D9%86-%D8%AA%D9%8A%D9%85%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D9%85%D9%81%D8%AA%D9%8A-%D9%8A%D8%B3%D8%AA%D8%AA%D8%A7%D8%A8-%D9%88%D8%A5%D9%84%D8%A7-%D9%82%D8%AA%D9%84

Chapter I1: Reorganizing the Religious Field: In Search of an Imagined Centrism

1. True Islam as a Contested Category

*Figure 23

[1] Ahmed Helmy: “I want to go to
heaven.”

[2] Advice God:*" “We need a religion so
you can go to heaven.”

[3] Advice God: “You must choose
between 4200 religions.”

[4] Advice God: “You chose Abrahamic
religions? Then, start looking for the true
religion among them.”

[5] Advice God: “You chose Islam? Now
kid, start looking for al-firga al-nadjiya

n;\‘

2368 ' 9L Ml).dl ul.:.:ﬂl ._a).u.
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(the saved sect).

367 The image of the elderly man is Michelangelo's artistic rendition of God in his piece, The Creation of the Sun and
Moon. Since 2010, this image has been regularly used in advice image macro series, usually captioned with text
denouncing religion (often Christianity) by pointing out apparent biblical contradictions and attributing mischievous
behaviors to God. In the Egyptian version, this image was integrated into scenes from popular film and appeared in

comics representing God speaking to Muslims.

Imasillypiggy. “Advice God.” Know Your Meme, December 28, 2010. https://knowyourmeme.com/memes/advice-
god .

368 Mentioned in hadith, the term al-firqa al-nadjiya ("surviving group" or “saved sect”) was used by the Prophet to
describe those who hold on to their beliefs in the face of challenge and hardship. This term has been used in the
literature of many sectarian/religious groups, usually accompanied by the claim that this group alone has access to the
ultimate truth. Theologians in different historical periods have referenced this concept to inspire orthodox religious
movements and radical fundamentalist groups, including Salafists and Jihadists. In doing so, they take after the
ideologue Sayed Qutb, who reaffirmed the centrality of al- ‘usba al-mu’mina (the believing league) or al-fa’ifa al-
mu’'mina (the believing sect) in his paradigm. The term has been used in discourses accusing liberal Muslims and
others of distorting religious belief (sometimes leading to the killing of “infidels” and nonconformists for disagreement

over opinion/belief). This idea has been used to consolidate the monopoly of an Islamic priesthood on interpreting
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The comic imitates a scene in “‘dsal "’Aswad (Molasses)-2010,%% a film starring the famous comedian
Ahmad Hilmi. In the original scene, a civil registry officer demands a bribe from the protagonist before
finishing his papers. In the film, Hilmi performs the role of an American of Egyptian origins who decides
to visit Egypt to explore his roots and strengthen his relationship with his motherland. In this scene, he tries
to obtain an Egyptian passport, but he had to go through typical Egyptian bureaucratic obstacles.*” In the
meme, the image of advice God replaces the government officer, and the difficult bureaucratic process is

parodied by deploying Islamist vocabulary to mimic the endless search for the contested “good Muslim.”

In Sayyid Qutb’s resurrective framework of the Prophet’s Sunna, the path to a true Islam,
according to Sunni Islamist orthodoxy, starts with the creation of al-ta’ifa al-mu’mina (the
community of the believers). The notion is elusively used by all categories of Islamist movements
and institutions. It is also the most popular alibi of “moderate” Islamic Ulama who insist on tracing
distinctions between their theological schools (madrasa) and those of political Islam groups. Only
Salafist currents rhetorically crystallize a conception of true Islam:

“In their sermons, they preached “Sunni orthodoxy” against the beliefs and
practices of Sufis, Shia, Christians, and liberal Muslims; they called for
ultraconservative social practices inspired by the Prophet’s Sunna
(tradition), producing fatwas and books prohibiting ikhtilas (gender-
mixing) and men shaking hands with women or encouraging Muslim men
to grow beards but they largely avoided discussing hot political topics, and
when they did discuss issues of governance, they stuck to theoretical
statements. For instance, they considered democracy, and all kinds of
political systems claiming their legitimacy from the people and not from
God, to be contrary to Islam, but they avoided publicly denouncing the
Egyptian regime. They also refused to participate in elections, arguing that
change would only come from below by spreading their message to create
al-ta’ifa al-mu’mina (the community of the believers).”*"

scripture.

Bukay, David. “Islam’s Hatred of the Non-Muslim,” Middle East Forum, June 1, 2013,
https://www.meforum.org/3545/islam-hatred-non-muslim .

369 «hmpall delge ol Al Gea MYl cpad (il salia 2010 - 2swl Jue - A8 elCinema.com, n.d.,
https://elcinema.com/work/1313173/ .

370 The original scene from ‘dsal Aswad (Molace) showing the visit to the civil registry office.

Rotana Cinema. “a¢s (5 oalds i S dalias 7 5 5 W & 6. YouTube, November 3, 2020.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o0ly5JAvyflg .

371 Lacroix, Stéphane, “Egypt’s Pragmatic Salafis: The Politics of Hizb al-Nour.”
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The term “true Islam” is a contested category, which some interpret as legitimizing of
violence and death. It is often deployed when nonviolent fundamentalists deny the relationship
between Islam and Muslims who commit acts of terrorism or take extremist positions. “Does not
represent the true Islam” is a commonly used phrase by sheikhs, preachers, and Islamist apologists
in reaction to those who argue that religious interpretation endorses and justifies extremism and

terrorist assaults.

The phrase was caricaturized in internet comics to undermine individuals who are reluctant
to acknowledge the ties between religious discourses and actual consequences. The notion of “true
Islam,” as utilized by entrenched religious institutions, is commonly used to distance terrorist
groups and archaic fatwas from an imagined pure core of Islam. Thus, it allows defending the
institutional tradition, and reinforces its monopoly over religious interpretation, without engaging

in substantial reforms.

’ Comic Corner

That's scarcity right there!

Naiter: Your steak sir. Very rare.
Ve: Wow, that's rare.

*Figure 243"

Text in  Arabic:
) “Muslims
43 Retweets 1 Quote Tweet 65 Like

representing Islam.”

372 Comic Corner. “That’s Scarcity Right There!” Twitter, August 5, 2017.
https://twitter.com/comiccornerv/status/893891708475387904 .
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*Figure 25°%3

Actor Ahmad ‘Abd al-‘Aziz,
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Sheikh al-Azhar Ahmad al- Tayyib incorporated this phrase into his statements during a
heated campaign against the French president’s utterances before and after the assassination of
Professor Samuel Paty in 2020. After his meeting with the French Minister of Foreign Affairs,
who arrived in Cairo after the exacerbation of the Charlie Hebdo cartoons crisis and the subsequent
calls to boycott French products, al- Tayyib asserted his position describing the cartoons as
insulting to Islam and Muslims as opposed to an expression of free speech. He stated: “Al-Azhar
represents the voice of nearly two billion Muslims, terrorists do not represent us, and we are not

responsible for their actions,” stressing that he stated that in many international forums.

The Charlie Hebdo cartoon cris and anti-French boycott campaigns throughout Muslim
countries stimulated diversified, partly unconventional, reactions on social networks. On the
background of the widening rift between Islamists and non-Islamists, social media debates
included voices that expressed support of French state protection of republican values against what
they viewed as Islamic bigotry. These sectors viewed the official positions taken by the religious
institution as an implicit sympathy with terrorist acts dissimulated by the defensive discourses

expressing anger and calling for boycott.

373 Abd Elaziz, Eslam. Facebook, October 27, 2020. https://cutt.ly/Ac3gvvb .
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Away from the intricacies of local French politics and the complex dimensions the regard
of Islam, political Islam, and Islamophobia in France takes, the Egyptian debate on social networks
focused on aspects of this controversy pertinent to local identitarian conflicts. The crisis and
mobilization against this Western portrayal of the Prophet in sarcastic cartoons was viewed in light

of regional conflicts that involved Islamists.

The social dialogue invited debates over the politicization of the crisis by regional
governments (like the Turkish and Pakistani governments) and the contradictory positions taken
by religious groups and institutions in reaction to violence and terrorism. The elevated tone of
Sheikh al-Azhar against the French position (the French president’s designation of Islamic
terrorism and the support of cartoons as forms of cultural expression) looked very different when
compared to his stance during the series of terrorist attacks that targeted Charlie Hebdo journalists,

among other victims, in 2015.

In 2015, Ahmad al- Tayyib called on Muslims to ignore the Charlie Hebdo cartoons
portraying the Prophet Muhammad. In his official statement, al-Tayyib declared:

“Al-Azhar denounces this sick imagination, and calls on Muslims to ignore this hateful
absurdity, because the position of the Prophet of mercy and humanity is greater and higher than it

can be subjected to charges that are free from all moral restrictions and civilized controls.””3"*

Other critical voices focused on Islamists’ investment in the rising trend of self-serving
purposes and highlighted their bigoted statements against the French president and the West as a
form of counter racism that matched their oppressive attitudes at home. This interest in the
relationship between local and international Islamist currents emerged as the result of the exposure
of broader sectors of the public to regional politics and alliances in recent years. These debates,
which focused on the Muslim Brotherhood’s confrontation with the Egyptian state and alliances
with or against Brotherhood expansion, influenced local audiences and stimulated online debates

from polarized camps.

374 (5 yadl seal “Al-Azhar to Muslims: Ignore the Insult of Charlie Hebdo to the Prophet.” Al-Masry Al-Youm, January
14, 2015. https://www.almasryalyoum.com/news/details/629649 .
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A sector of Egyptian secularists fueled debates that distinguished Islamophobic sentiments
under the guile of free speech, in the French society, from the impossibility to limit freedom of
speech and anticlericalism and mockery of religion as part of the country’s DNA. The intercross
of these Egyptian and French debates could be seen as the fruit of the deeper integration within
the globalized web deliberations, and the growing understanding of the inseparability of the local
context’s dilemmas from the international frameworks that influence the Egyptian society and
politics for centuries. The growth of Muslim communities in the West and the discourses around
their religiosity, in the last decades, were resituated as part of the local debate on political Islam
and the critique to its expanded networks of influence, as exemplified in the French and other

European countries’ cases.

Islamic comics and photoshopped images/posters played a role in the anti-French online
mobilization. Also, a digital-warfare machine of fake news and misinformation shifted the
attention away from the decapitation through the portrayal of France and the West as places where
Muslims struggle with extreme forms of racism, discrimination, and Islamophobia. Islamist
activists and sympathizers recalled French colonization of Muslim countries in Facebook and
twitter posts and capitalized on historical circumstances to mobilize an online campaign of hatred,
all under the guise of supporting the hundreds of thousands of disenfranchised Muslims living in
Europe.

Some of the images and videos revived slogans of jihad and referenced conquering the
West. This included openly racist statements against Western culture, which reiterated
conventional Islamist epithets referencing a Western conspiracy and the West’s perceived
irreligiosity and immorality. The interplay of superiority and inferiority complexes towards an
imagined Western excellence resonated with broad sectors of middle-class pious Egyptians who

expressed different degrees of sympathy with Islamist campaigns.
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*Figure 26

YouTube video titled “Macron’s
wife (in a photoshopped image
wearing the wveil) surprises
everybody as she converts to
Islam, wears the wveil, and
demands a divorce.”®"

Top text: “Macron’s wife
7 % converts to Islam.”

RV @ub auac) >\ 5as51a dxg) : Superimposed text (in green):
M Cllalig 95Ske alal Wil gad iy “Divorce me, infidel. Allah

537 kvues - ilva?heirac "Akbar.”
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The video was published on the YouTube news channel Waqt al-Khabar (News Time), of unknown

political inclination, as a serious news piece, not an intended joke.%’

375 5l 5, “aia (3Ol kg (55 Sle el bl (535 535 a3l Lelliie b aead) alii 05 Sleds 5 117 YouTube, October 31,

2020. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lamQUElIbjfc .

376 In the video description on YouTube, Wagt al-Khabar channel identifies itself as follows: “Wagqt al-Khabar is an
Arab electronic news channel that seeks to provide purposeful content and various artistic, sports and political news

from reliable sources.” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lamQUEIlbjfc .
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*Figure 27

The photoshopped image shows the Eiffel Tour topped by
the jihadist flag. A knight on his horse wearing the
traditional Arabic ghugra is facing the tower.

Superimposed text: “One day, their Paris will be our Paris.”

*Figure 28

Al-Yim Al-Sabi‘(the Seventh Day), one of the most
popular news platforms in Egypt, widely followed
on social networks, publishes fake news on the
apology of Emmanuel Macron:

“I am sorry (in yellow bold font). Macron apologizes
for the insulting cartoons for the first time, in reply
to Al-Yum Al-Sabi‘.”
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The new dimensions of an otherwise
classical debate came from a newly formed online space accommodating unconventional opinions
and expressions that did not fall into line with the Islamist formulation of the boycott campaign
slogans. A non-elitist conversation focused on more practical and realistic considerations of the
local context and the conflicts that engage the polarized online camps.

184



Pro-regime and nationalist currents focused on the good relationship between Sisi and
Macron that should not be jeopardized in favor of a sensationalist battle related to the French-
Turkish conflict in the first place. The mobilization against the Turkish pro-Islamist regime formed
an important pillar in the nationalist campaign that took over Egyptian state-sponsored media and
Gulf-funded media platforms in the previous years (except for Qatari-funded media). The
escalating tension between Egypt and Turkey, in that period, the support previously offered by the
Turkish president to the Muslim Brotherhood, and the Turkish intervention in Syria and Iraq,
contributed to the accumulated enmity built after 2013.

During the heated debates, a small margin of meme creators used their sarcastic talents to
parody the sweeping online Islamist campaigns. One of the parody meme sequels used a very
famous video of the popular Salafi preacher Muhammad Husayn Ya‘qib,®”” known for his
improvisational comedian abilities, where he warns his audience against trivializing small
mistakes that represent enormous guilts, giving examples that include falling prey to sin while in

love. In the video, Ya‘qiib equates love to zina (adultery) stating that “a woman wearing Islamic

377 Born in 1956, Muhammad Husayn Ya‘qiib’s connection to Saudi Arabia’s religious establishment had been
strengthened by his frequent and extended visits to the country since 1981. He is on friendly terms with the Salafi Call
and its iconic preachers. Though he was interested in Hadith scholarship at an early age, his books and sermons mostly
focus on social problems such as smoking, lack of prayer, youth issues, women’s Figh and ethics, and repenting. He
is known for screaming during his passionate sermons. Before the emergence of Salafi TV channels, Ya‘qub was a
favorite among taxi and microbus drivers, who often played his cassette tapes. During the revolution, he urged
protestors to leave Tahrir Square. On February 13, 2011, he warned that anyone who dared touch Article Two of the
Egyptian constitution would have to do so over his dead body. He helped mobilize Salafis for the March 2011
referendum and celebrated the victory with a sermon in which he described the victory as Ghazwat El Sanadig (the
Invasion of the Boxes). The boxes, he declared, have said yes to religion, and he told those unhappy with the results
that they could emigrate to Canada. The sermon became an instant hit among Islamists and was attacked by non-
Islamists, leading Ya‘qab to minimize his public statements for a time. Upon Bin Laden’s death, Ya‘qtib praised him
as the “greatest man in the world.” He supported Hazim Salah ’Abi -’Isma‘1l’s candidacy for presidency. He criticized
the Muslim Brotherhood for nominating Khayrat al-Shatir against him, though he endorsed Morsi in the second round.
During Morsi’s rule, he attacked him for failing to implement Sharia. After the military coup, Ya‘qub visited the
Rabi’a sit-in to show his support for the protestors, and as news of the August 14 massacre spread, he joined Islamist
protestors in Mustafa Mahmud Square. He was recently summoned to appear before the Egyptian judiciary as a
witness in a case related to an ISIS cell that was discovered in the Imbaba neighborhood of Cairo.

Tadros. Mapping Egyptian Islamism, 13-14.
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veil, who loves a colleague in the university, who did not touch her or spoke to her or sent her a
message, who does not even look at her, he just loves her because she is muntagiba (wearing face

veil- nigab)... Zind (adultery).”*"8

The video circulated on social networks and became a famous internet joke, memed in
videos and comics.®”® Ya‘qiib’s photo in the famous video turned to a meme template, and many
creators emulated his rhythm in the original sermon by splitting the top text from the punchline in
the bottom panel, which took the place of the word “zina,” or they used the word “zina” itself as
the punchline. Caricaturizing the anti-French Islamist campaigns, a meme sequel (Figures 29 to
32) playing with the changing top text and punchlines, recontextualized Ya‘qiib’s meme template.
The memes played on turning the sheikh’s warning sermon to a comedy and deploying projections

from the Egyptian cultural references tweaked to mock the French boycott campaign slogans.

378 «Zina (a.), unlawful sexual intercourse, whether a relationship between a man and a woman, neither married to
each other nor in a state of legal concubinage based on ownership (relationship between a master and a woman who
is his slave). The Kur’an disapproved of the sexual promiscuity prevalent in Arabia at that time and forbade, e.g., a
master from prostituting women who were his slaves (XXIV, 33). Several verses refer to illegal sexual relations. Some
state that it is a sin (fahisha) and will be punished in the Hereafter (XVII, 32, XXV, 68-9). But most of the verses deal
with the legal aspects. Making zina a condemnable offense was a means of enforcing the uniform system of marriage
introduced by Muhammad. In 1V, 15-16, it is stipulated that both parties must be punished, and it is required that the
offence be proved by four witnesses. The punishment incurred in IV, 15 by women guilty of zina, namely confinement
in their homes, is commonly regarded as abrogated by XXIV, 2, a verse which stipulates that fornicators are to be
punished with a hundred lashes. XXIV, 3 ("The fornicator (zani) shall marry only a fornicator or a polytheist, and the
fornicator (zaniya) shall be married only to a fornicator or a polytheist™) was considered problematic by some later
commentators. They generally believe that this verse was abrogated by later verses.”

Peters, R., “Zina ou Zina’”, in: Encyclopédie de [’Islam. Consulted online on 09 October 2023
http://dx.doi.org.accesdistant.sorbonne-universite.fr/10.1163/9789004206106 _eifo_SIM_8168

379 Amr Mostafa.  aluy 4de & Lo dil Jsu ) Cunnd - san o yuusdi Jlal 3 clldg sy Gpuss desa ol Jglaia ppi gad | L) sl
Al s &015 e auad ). Facebook, June 18, 2021. https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=238498994381028 .
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*Figure 29
Top Image: “A Muslim woman.”
Middle Image: “But she has a French stature.”®

Bottom Image: “Zina.”

*Figure 30
Top image: “You kiss your wife.”
Middle image: “French.” (i.e., French kiss)
Bottom image: “You earned your place in hell.”

380 In Egyptian popular culture, “French stature” [ ‘id faransawi] refers to thinness and body symmetry and has been
commonly used in Egyptian cultural productions (colloquial poetry, theater, and cinema) since the early 1900s. This
phrase stereotypes often-thin French actresses and models, and it is usually used to contrast against the local [baladi]

Egyptian women’s curvy stature, which tends toward chubbiness.
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*Figure 31

Top image

“A committed (pious) sister.”

Middle image

“She got in the faculty of arts, French
Department.”

Bottom image

“Imprudence and lewdness.”

*Figure 32

Top image
“Your girlfriend is munagaba
(face- veiled).”
Middle image
“She has a French stature.”

Bottom image

“Bring her to me.”

In local digital caricatures and social language, commentators felt relatively liberated from
the apologetic tone and racialized sensibilities of liberal or left-leaning Western media in the USA

or Europe. The dialogue about true Islam was gradually revealing the interconnections between
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institutional rigidity, the official grip on religious freedom, and the hostility against innovative
interpretations. The relationship between the past and its figurative anachronistic interpretation in
the present, in the curricula of the religious institutions and Islamic revival discourses, become
accused of perpetuating the crises of Muslim societies, according to these contestations. The
contribution of the religious institutions to breeding thousands of rejectionists and terrorists and
colluding with Islamist discourses become a topic of discussions and debates on different digital

platforms.

Debates from a reflexive position bear more entitlement to self-critique, hence, transcend
many psychological barriers and empower some interlocutors to tackle topics perceived as
sensitive, such as evoking the extensive conversations praising the Islamic invasions in the past
under the notion of Jihad and their glorification in the present Islamic thought and educational

curricula, as a form of that anachronistic reading predicament.

*Figure 33%!

Abii Bakr al-Baghdadi, leader of
the Islamic State of Irag and Syria
(1S1S):

“I am Muslim, Islam is a complete
religion, but I am an incomplete
person. If I made a mistake, blame
me not Islam, because the texts |

follow, 1| bring them from my

J &"‘US Q‘o ‘*@“Jb L@Q&b J—H A mother’s pussy.”

The representations of Sheikh Muhammad Husayn Ya‘qtb in Figures 29 to 32, and Aba
Bakr al-Baghdadi in Figure 33, deploy profane language to highlight the arbitrary authority
guaranteed to public preachers and Islamic leaders in their interpretations of the holy texts. The

381 Creator: Mario Caesar. 6 February 2021. Facebook. https://cutt.ly/Ec1mOCI
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improvised language in the comics’ captions de-sanctify those figures to expose the underlying
thinking methods of these figures and tarnish their supposed purity. That could be summed up in
revealing their totalitarian approach, their patriarchal standpoints, and their exploitation of an

exceptional position granted by their “religious” status.

Ya‘qiib who prohibits the simplest gestures and practices of affection to Muslim youth, is
portrayed as an insatiable patriarch in Figure 32, while the caption put on the tongue of al-Baghdadi
problematizes the incongruity enrooted in political Islam discourses, where the Quranic scripture’s
interpretations are constantly revisited, tweaked, and recontextualized according to political

purposes.

*Figure 34

Top image

The French president Emmanuel Macron’s
statement during a 2019 visit to Cairo after
meeting the Sheikh of al-Azhar: “We need al-

D et | i | 3 il | e 19 e 3 2l

Azhar to confront extremist currents in France.”
Bottom image

’Adil *Imam, with a punchline from a scene in his
classical theater piece Shahid Ma Shafsh Haga (A
Witness Who Saw Nothing): “Take it.”

bl 5

The reorganization of the religious
field by Sisi’s regime was prioritized after his election in 2014. The regime was aware of the void
and trauma left behind by the excommunication of an organization with such deep-rooted social
origins, one which has historically been protected from oversight by its religious character and
widespread popularity accumulated over the decades. The regime also realized that the liquidation
of the Rabi‘a and al-Nahda sit-ins would remain pivotal events, not only because of the amount of
bloodshed and number of victims, but also because of the religious symbolism that they carried,

which opponents of the regime evoked in their continuous war over legitimacy.
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The crackdown on Muslim Brotherhood sit-ins in Cairo during July and August of 2013,
during which the police and armed forces open fired on thousands of people and killed hundreds
of Morsi supporters, under the pretext that these supporters were harboring weapons, consequently
left the new regime in need of “religious credentials of its own:”

“The Sisi brand of Islam has often been described as “moderate” but
“militantly mainstream” might be a better term. Theologically speaking it
was middle-of the-road and relatively bland, but it was also illiberal and
authoritarian in character. The result of this was a kind of enforced
centrism. While allowing some scope for tolerance — of other
monotheistic religions, for example — it set limits on discourse about
religion in order to confine it to the middle ground. The main intention,
obviously, was to place Islamist theology beyond the bounds of
acceptability but at the other end of the spectrum it also meant that
atheism, skepticism, and liberal interpretations of Islam became forms of
extremism.”382

The new constitution drafted in 2014 retained Islam as the religion of the state and “the
principles of Islamic Sharia” as “the main source of legislation.” The constitution also stated that
“the family is the nucleus of society, and is founded on religion, morality, and patriotism.” Other
sections of the constitution misleadingly stated that there should be no discrimination based on
religion or belief. Freedom of belief was described as “absolute,” though the practice of Abrahamic
religions was to be regulated by law (with no mention of non-Abrahamic religions), and the
document stated that everyone would “have the right to express his/her opinion verbally, in

writing, through imagery, or by any other means of expression and publication.””3?

Regulating the religious field affirmed the overlapping strategies between the new regime
and its political enemy, the Islamists. The governmental attack on the “phenomena of atheism”
hitting Egypt, as labelled by official state media, directly started after 2013. Opinions and
statements made on social media were used to track self-declared atheists who achieved some

popularity and appeared in the media.>® The regime also regularly persecuted weakened religious

382 Whitaker, Brian. “Arabs Without God: Chapter 11 - Brian Whitaker - Medium,” Medium, February 19, 2018.
https://brian-whit.medium.com/arabs-without-god-chapter-11-82219fd56049 .

383 |bid.

384 Eltahawy, Mona. “Egypt’s War on Atheism.” The New York Times, January 27, 2015.
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and sexual minorities, who were often scapegoated for broad social issues. However, identifying
Islamism as a “danger threatening the national unity” by the political regime necessitated a
reformulation of the religious battleground, one occurring in parallel to the ongoing suppression
of the Muslim Brotherhood.

Besides relying on the consistency of doctrinal Salafists and allowing them political
representation in Al-Nir Party, official religious institutions responded to Sisi’s call for renewed
religious discourse against terrorism and religious extremism. The Ministry of Religious
Endowment and al-Azhar were the main entities, addressed by Sisi, who took on the responsibility
of “correcting the image of Islam by shaking the dust off the Islamic heritage in line with the

modern age.”3%

This reorganization of the religious field spurred attacks on atheism but went forward in
parallel to governmental efforts to regulate mosque sermons and tighten the restrictions on
obtaining a preacher’s license. This monopoly on religious activities expanded into a larger
strategy of controlling the field of public expression and subordinating the channels of social
mobility to regime control. This strategy involved satellite media channels, journalism, charity
institutions (including those run by Islamist organizations affiliated with the Muslim Brotherhood

prior 2013), and non-governmental organizations.

The formalistic transformations and state-run media attacks did not impede resistance to
both morality policing and the integration of religious institutions into the social dialogue and
everyday digital scene. The coverage of the governmental crusade on homosexuals, atheists, and
religious minorities was met by satire and harsh critique by the developing collectivities of vocal
seculars. Structuring society on the basis of religion, wherein state-sanctioned religiosity
dominated all aspects of social practice, was rejected by the memesphere despite all efforts to
constrict public expression. Online satire echoed serious discussions about religious freedom and

the deployment of religion by the state to control the social landscape. Official institutions, as well

https://www.nytimes.com/2015/01/28/opinion/mona-eltahawy-egypts-war-on-atheism.html .
B sl gad Mpaddl il &gl sl 8 sale) s ™ November 20,  2018.

https://www.almasryalyoum.com/news/details/1344471 .
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as Islamist media collectives, fell under counterattack by revisionists, who continued questioning

the use of religion as a tool of social and political control.

Sisi’s discourse highlighting the necessity of religious reform was seized upon by anti-
Islamist forces, who interpreted this dialogue as a promise of reform that the state should be held
accountable for. They particularly wanted reforms related to legislation, religious freedoms, and
justice for religious minorities. Sisi’s confrontation with the Muslim Brotherhood, backed by a
broad media campaign targeting the organization’s school of thought, raised expectations for these

anticipated reforms.

The attacks on the Brotherhood and Islamist preachers, carrying on since 2012, established
digital caricatures as an active element in religious debates. Under Sisi, comic pages’ reactions to
reclaiming the monopoly of official institutions on the social landscape provided an alternative
narrative to the growing influence of al-Azhar and the Ministry of Endowments on social and
political life. In this narrative, a third party, formed of satirists, commentators, and their audience
in the digital landscape, worked on trivializing the serious comeback of a totalitarian authority

trying to reconsolidate its religious armory.

In this context, it is important to refer to the changing direction of al-Azhar clerics
beginning at the end of the 1960s, as described by Malika Zeghal,® professor of contemporary
Islamic thought, towards sharing the market of religiously based political contestation with

Islamists in the fields of preaching, censorship, education, and law.

According to Zeghal, the clerics actively participated in what they defined as a voluntary
re-Islamization of Egyptian society. In contrary to the old stereotype of al-Azhar Ulama under the
Nasserite state, which functionalized them and imposed upon them the teaching of “modern”

subjects, Zeghal’s dissertation challenges the opposition commonly drawn, for the entire Arab and

386 Zeghal, Malika. Gardiens de I'Islam : Les oulémas d’Al Azhar dans I’Egypte contemporaine. Paris : Presses de
Sciences Po., 1996.
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Muslim world, between Islamist militants and traditional scholars, hinting at the emergence of new

forms of scholars inside the large institution:

“The Free Officers’ regime needed the Azhari religious authority because
it was unable to impose itself on a religious level. It had authority on the
secular level through Nasser's charisma and nationalist ideology, but also
through state violence, which was exercised by the 'Ulama, to whom the
state gave exclusive religious authority. During the 1970s, the
development of Islamism, which was the product of a deregulated
religious sphere, was expressed via the newly emerged religious
authorities, which were no longer necessarily under state supervision. Yet,
by taking this new competition seriously, the sheikhs of al-Azhar
transformed their institution and restored its authority from the 1980s
onwards.”%
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*Figure 35%%

Top text shows headlines from the Egyptian journal Al-Yam Al-Sabi’:

The Minister of Religious Endowments (left): “Underage marriage does not match with Sharia. Giving
fatwas other than this is a corrupted statement.”

Sheikh al-Azhar Ahmad al-Tayyib on underage marriage (right): “No text allows it, and no text bans it.”

387 Gaborieau, Marc, and Malika Zeghal. “Autorités religieuses en Islam.” Archives de sciences sociales des religions
125 (2004) : 5-21. https://doi.org/10.4000/assr.2883 .

388 Comic Corner. “ b &éall Sl ¢ uall ” Twitter, November 13, 2017.

https://twitter.com/comiccornerv/status/930087129933340672/photo/1 .
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Comic Corner caption: “The real cultural conflict now.”

Sisi adressed Sheikh al-Azhar and its scholars in many occasions, demanding a review of
the curricula, educational programs, and the preparation of religious preachers so as to assert the
tolerant face of “our religion.”*® In the official celebration of the birth of the Prophet in January
2015, Sisi stated that “we need a religious revolution” to reinvigorate religious discourse and
modify its approaches to match recent transformations in culture, science and modern technology.
He deployed religious vocabulary to affirm the responsibility of al-Azhar: ““You and the preachers
are responsible before God for renewing the religious discourse and correcting the image of Islam,

and | will argue with you before God.”

The tension between Sisi and Sheikh al-Azhar kept growing as al-Tayyib spoke and wrote
about the idea of religious reform denouncing touching on the holy Quran texts or the Prophet’s
Sunna. Rumors suggested that the president tried to restrict the role of al-Azhar against the
backdrop of al- Tayyib's televised announcement proclaiming his innocence in the massacres
committed against supporters of Egypt's first elected president, Muhammad Morsi, during Rabi‘a
and Al- Nahda square sit-ins on 14 August 2013.3%

The conflict escalated as Sheikh al-Azhar received support from his pious supporters and
was portrayed on the Brotherhood media as a hero who confronted the president and defended the
religion. Issues of conflict included Sisi’s demands for the regulation of oral (non-registered)
divorce, the reform of religious discourse, the excommunication of Da‘ish, imposing unified
Friday sermons in mosques, modifying the curricula and laws of al-Azhar, and forbidding the
marriage of minors. Mukhtar Gum‘a, Minister of Religious Endowment, was encouraged to play

a reformist role by making media appearances in support of the president’s call.>%

389 Al Hayah TV Network. “d alal aSid s cuall GUaall aaad e 591 gl cosd) Gt 1) " - o gal) 3Ll 2

YouTube, January 1, 2015. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4vgOS3 ettQ .

30 “Egypt: Al-Sisi Cracks down on al-Azhar Grand Imam.” Middle East Monitor, December 1, 2018.

https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20181201-egypt-al-sisi-cracks-down-on-al-azhar-grand-imam/ .

391 “The endowments ministry has become the gatekeeper of advocacy and social work inside mosques, especially

those previously falling under the control of religious groups of a political nature, such as the Muslim Brotherhood
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Under pressure, religious institutions tried adjusting their positions by taking variable
stances between preserving a liminal autonomy and complying to the demands of moderation.
However, al-Azhar appeared to be the institution most capable of mainting a margin of control by
virtue of its special position in the Egyptian constitution, its global influence, and its human and

material extensions inside and outside of Egypt.

After the January 25 revolution, the growing role of religious currents led to increased
demands for al-Azhar to have a greater political and media role and to act as the arbiter of religious
authority in the public sphere. The state supported this role, as did a section of intellectuals and
the secular elite, some of whom signed the documents that al-Azhar released after the revolution-

particularly four documents under the title “The Future of Egypt.”

In the first article of the document, Al-Azhar asserted the fundemental role of Islamic

Sharia as the basic source of legislation,®? while affirming the institution’s position:

and the Salafist Da’wa, or affiliated with Salafist religious associations, such as Ansar al-Sunna al-Mohamedeya
Association and 4/ Jama ‘a Al Shar‘eya.”

Ibrahim, Ishak. “Obstacles to Renewing Religious Discourse in Egypt: Reasons and Results.” The Tahrir Institute for
Middle

East Policy, October 31, 2019. https://timep.org/2019/10/31/obstacles-to-renewing-religious-discourse-in-eqypt-

reasons-and-results/ .

392 Article 1 of the document states that : “Supporting the establishment of the modern democratic constitutional
national state, which relies on a constitution acceptable to the nation, which separates the state’s powers from its
governing legal institutions, defines the framework of governance, and guarantees the rights and duties of all its
members on an equal footing, so that the authority to legislate in it is vested in the representatives of the people; In
accordance with the correct Islamic concept, Islam did not know in its legislation, civilization, or history what is
known in other cultures as the priestly religious state that dominated the people, and humanity suffered from it in some
stages of history. Rather, it left the people to manage their societies and choose the mechanisms and institutions that
achieve their interests.; provided that the comprehensive principles of Islamic law are the basic source of legislation,
ensuring that followers of other monotheistic religions resort to their religious laws in personal status issues.”

“2022 7 ean Jiinsa obs Y s, Sis.gov.eg. 2022.
https://www.sis.gov.eq/Story/50510/%D9%88%D8%AB%D9%8A%D9%82%D8%A9-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D8%B2%D9%87%D8%B1-%D8%A8%D8%B4%D8%A3%D9%86-
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“Al-Azhar is the competent body to which one can refer in the affairs of
Islam, its sciences, its heritage, and the jurisprudence of Islamic thought,
while not confiscating the right of everyone to express an opinion,
provided that the necessary scientific conditions are met, and on the
condition of adhering to the etiquette of dialogue, and respecting what the
nation’s scholars have agreed upon” (Article 11 of the document “The
Future of Egypt”).3%

In 2017, al-Azhar anounced “The Citizenship and Coexistence Declaration” following a
conference held at the end of February and early March of the same year under the title: "Freedom
and Citizenship... Diversity and Integration.” The declaration stated that Muslims and Christians
are brothers in humanity, partners in the homeland, and all are equal citizens in rights and duties,
and clarified that cohesion and the strengthening of common will is guaranteed in the constitutional

national state based on the principles of citizenship, equality and the rule of law.

The statement excludes the concept of religious pluralism (al-ta ‘adudiyya al-diniyya) by
asserting the supremacy of the divine Abrahamic religions,3** and the talk about coexistence
(ta ‘ayush) between Muslims and Christians. The absence of the concept of religious pluralism in
favor of the concept of coexistence reveals the limitations traced by the institution to religious
freedoms. The term coexistence, as defined by its proponents, falls in line with fundamentalist
demands to implement Islamic law through the legal and administrative system. However, it allows

a small margin of compromises, exclusively for divine religions’ followers, in the “constitutional

9%D9%85%D8%B3%D8%AA%DI%82%D8%A8%DI%84-%D9%85%D8%B5%D8%B1-?lang=ar .

393 “2022 ” s Jiiane ol BN g, Sis.gov.eg. 2022.
https://www.sis.qov.eq/Story/50510/%D9%88%D8%AB%D9%8A%DI%82%D8%A9-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D8%B2%D9%87%D8%B1-%D8%A8%D8%B4%D8%A3%D9%86-
9%D9%85%D8%B3%D8%AA%DI%82%D8%A8%DI%84-%D9%85%D8%B5%D8%B1-?lang=ar .

3% The text of the declaration referring to the principle of pluralism came as follows: “Commitment to the system of

basic freedoms of thought and opinion, with full respect for human, women, and children’s rights, emphasizing the
principle of pluralism, respect for divine religions (al-adyan al-samawiyya), and considering citizenship as the basis
of responsibility in society.”

Ali, Muhammad. 2021. “cs_a ¥ Gladll ciladlis i giaa) 4k sall ) 42l (0. Almanassa.com. September 29, 2021.

https://almanassa.com/stories/5323 .
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national state based on the principles of equality.” (the statement does not explicitly mention equal

citizenship rigths).

Al-Azhar managed to translate his reconciliatory role into institutional gains. Article 4 of
the 2012 constitution, and subsequently Article 7 of the 2013 constitution, provided the institution
and its Imam with constitutional cover for its independence from Egypt’s political authority. Al-
Azhar became the entity tasked with interpreting religion, and Sheikh al-Azhar was granted
immunity from being ousted. The Council of Senior Scholars elects him, and the institution

receives government funding (an item in the state's general budget).

These constitutional privileges gave al-Azhar institutional power in its relationship with
the political authority in an environment characterized by strong divisions. In light of these
institutional gains, Sisi exerted more pressure on al-Azhar. However, al-Azhar refused to fully
adopt the government’s vision on these issues.>® Sisi’s repeated calls remained rhetorical. With
time, Sheikh al-Azhar regained a popular reputation as a conserver of religion, in addition to being
one of the few public figures that Sisi did not succeed in ousting or subjugating. Similarly, with
other camps, Sisi took care to appear keen on reforms that preserve the tolerant face of religion
and protect society from the spread of extremism. Moreover, Sisi seemed like a moderately pious
ruler open to religious freedom, as well as a proponent of modern social and intellectual

development. In contrast, the religious establishment was percieved as an obstacle to progress.>%

In 2015, Sisi gave a speech at the military college, where he expressed disatisfaction with
the media discourse on religious reform. Taking a step back, he added that: “What I heard in the
media does not serve the “interest of the cause,” and the religious discourse will not be reformed

in a day or a night, but rather needs the effort of distinguished, enlightened scholars.”%%’

3% Abdallah, Belal. “Al-Azhar and Sisi’s Regime: Structural Roots of Disagreement.” Atlantic Council, April 7, 2017.
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/al-azhar-and-sisi-s-regime-structural-roots-of-disagreement/ .

B Ay L ghadil al¢ e e @: By s Facebook, August 4, 2020.
https://www.facebook.com/amr.donia.77/vide0os/1997099063758722 .
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During 2017-2018, state efforts to reorganize the official religious discourse failed to
concretize a firm grip on the digital movement of contestation, which took uncontrollable and
diversified forms. Independent youtube influencers, vloggers, few digital platforms, researchers,
and activists’ initiatives managed to carve a narrow, yet solid, secular space for exchange and
debate. A collective dissidence against substituting Brotherhood control for an institutional one,
represented by the official religious bodies, found its way to a broader base through social

networks.

Religious high authorities and popular preachers were not immune from critique. In parallel
to the increasing number of social media pages posting on politics and social matters, digital
caricatures on pages like “Comic Corner” broke the silence as they put the role of religious

authorities in public life under check.

Statements by leading religious authorities created abundant material for satirists, who
stressed the demagogues outdated approach to social reality and modern culture. Ridiculing the
archaic utterances attributed to the religious interpretations of the Quran and Sunna (the Prophet’s
sayings concluded in Hadith) broadcasted to the public that religious discourse was struggling with
a stubborn ahistorical understanding of these texts and their significance in modern times.
Confronting the pious audience with old sermons by famous preachers and fatwas that reinforced
medieval norms like underage marriage, sexual harassment, violations of personal freedoms, and
scornfulness to women, opened the eyes of younger generations to the documented heritage of

Islamic revival and the history of its build up.

However, religious institutions obstinately reaffirmed their traditional positions in many
situations and proved to have an extremely limited capacity to accept critique or show flexibility.
The success of al-Azhar in negotiating the presidential demands and navigating the
postrevolutionary transition consolidated its traditional position since the 1950s, as “the principal

95398

instrument for the ‘nationalisation’ of Islam, and an important pillar of political regime’s

legitimacy.

3% Paola Caridi, “Consensus-Building in Al-Sisi’s Egypt,” Insight Egypt, no. 7 (February 2015). PDF:
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The lines of critique to religious preachers in anti-Islamist memes included portraying them
in a vulgar image, using obscene language to express sectarian and discriminatory discourses. In
Figure 36, Sheikh Muhammad Mitwalli al-Sha‘raw1’s phrase is modified to the rural pronunciation
gakba of the word aZba (bitch) in ECA. Describing the religious clergy as “rural” was a classical
tradition deployed by the urban and secular elites, especially after the advancement of civil
education institutions during the early 20" century. The broad network of religious education,
mostly under al-Azhar umbrella, predated the expansion of public schools and public education in
the Egyptian urban centers, and produced the first generations of “educated” Egyptians across the
country for centuries.3®°

Until our days, al-Azhar institution supervises a parallel religious education system that
encompasses primary and secondary schools, in addition to a higher education system that receives
students from all over the Muslim world. In al-Azhar’s educational institutions, “there are separate
schools for girls and boys. Al Azhar education system is supervised by the Supreme Council of
the Al-Azhar Institution. The Azhar Institution itself is nominally independent from the Ministry
of Education but is ultimately under supervision by the Egyptian Prime Minister. All schools in

all stages teach religious subjects and non-religious subjects.”*%

https://www.iai.it/sites/default/files/inegypt 07.pdf .

399 «Ag far back as the tenth century, children in the Muslim world attended primary schools called kuttabs/ maktabs
which were usually attached to mosques. The children were taught by resident scholars and imams and subjects taught
included Qur’an recitation and memorisation, Hadith, basic Arabic reading and writing, arithmetic, and Islamic law.
After completing the curriculum of the maktabs, the children could find occupations, or move on to higher education
in a madrasa (school) —usually attached to larger mosques. Here, they would be educated further in religious sciences,
Arabic, and secular studies such as medicine, mathematics, astronomy, history, and geography, among other subjects.
When a student completed his/her course of study, he/she would be granted an ljaza, a license certifying that he/she
has completed that program and is qualified to teach it as well.”

Fattah, Mohamed. 2019. “Higher Islamic Education and the Development of Intellectualism in Egypt: Case Study of
Al-Azhar Education System.” Interdisciplinary Journal of Education, (2019): 150.
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/363296201 Higher Islamic_Education_and the Development_of Intelle

ctualism_in_Eqypt Case study of Al-Azhar Education System .
400 |pbjd., 151-152.
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Thus, the distinction between religious and public education started to represent a line of
demarcation between the rising urban bourgeoisie (effendeya) and the clergy within the polarized
nationalist independence currents in the 20" century. Rurality became a cultural marker deployed
in the modernist/ traditionalist conflicts against the backdrop of the large religious education
network. With the rise of the Islamic revival since the 1970s, preachers of rural origins, like Sheikh
‘Abd Al- Hamid Kishk,*** who achieved huge popularity and supported militant Islamism,
represented a new generation of preachers. Their discourses populated through cassettes and
television (in the case of al-Sha‘rawi and others), in rural accents, gathered an unprecedented

following and appeal.

Meme creators in the anti-Islamist camp profited from the Islamist preachers’ archive to
highlight the old distinction urban/ rural, and re-establish the connection between sectarian

incitement, obscenity, and Islamic preaching.

*Figure 36

‘ Muhammad Mitwallt al-
Sha‘rawt:
“Go fetch the djizya*® then

speak son of a bitch.”

401 Kupferschmidt, Uri M. “Reformist and Militant Islam in Urban and Rural Egypt.” Middle Eastern Studies 23/4
(1987): 403-18. http://www.jstor.org/stable/4283202 .

42 Djizya is “the capitation tax which, in traditional Muslim law, is levied on non-Muslims in Muslim states. The

history of the origins of the djizya is extremely complex, for three orders of reasons: firstly, the authors who, in the
‘abbaside period, tried to assemble the available material on the regime of the djizya and the kharadj found themselves
faced with texts in which these words are used in various senses, sometimes broad, sometimes technical and therefore

variable, which, in order to arrive at a rational picture, they have tended to interpret according to the now common

201


http://www.jstor.org/stable/4283202

The obscene insult ibnilgakba (son of a bitch), written in the Arabic caption, is masked by
the concatenation of two words in one. The meme acquires a complex referentiality with the
deployment of the letter g (signifying the rural accent) and the concatenation (referring to the
obscenity of an allegedly devout preacher that the meme creator is obliged to dissimulate behind
a coded language form). Thus, the insult, directed to a non-Muslim and ordering them to pay the
djizya before being allowed to speak, gained more discursive power, in the comic, that summed

the bigot position of the sheikh from a critical position.
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*Figure 37
Caption: “Man, evolution is a myth. And I only believe our Ulama ...His Ulama:”
Image showing Al-Da 'wa Al-Salafiyya’s main associated sheikhs: Muhammad Husayn Ya‘qub, Aba Ishaq

al-Huwayni and Muhammad Hassan.

and more precise meaning of their time; secondly, it is a fact insufficiently taken into consideration that the regime
resulting from the Arab conquest was not uniform, but was the result of a series of specific and non-identical
agreements or decisions.”

Cahen, Cl., Inalcik, Halil and Hardy, P., “Djizya”, in: Encyclopédie de I’Islam. Consulted online on 27 September
2023 http://dx.doi.org.accesdistant.sorbonne-universite.fr/10.1163/9789004206106_eifo COM_0192
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From the same token, the deployment of the word Ulama in Figure 37 refers to its double
meaning in classical Arabic, as it could be translated to the word “scientists” as well as “clerics.”
The Salafist preachers in the meme are known for their anti-evolution stance, yet they hold the title
Ulama against the backdrop of their religious affiliation. The meme uses the wordplay to
undermine the religious preachers’ opinions in scientific matters and questions their aptitude to

become a source of knowledge to their audience.

In July 2017, al-Azhar’s Islamic Research Academy started the initiative of “Fatwa
Kiosks™4% to combat extremist ideas by constructing accessible fatwa centers in metro stations.
Starting by al-Shuhada’ (The Martyrs) station in Tahrir square, the academy built its first booth,
which was met by a wave of sarcasm in digital caricatures and posts as the pictures appeared in
news platforms (Figures 38 and 39).

The spokesperson of Cairo Metro Council anounced the removal of the fatwa booths of the
Islamic Research Academy, established in cooperation with the Metro Company, referring to the
"theoreticians" attack:*%*

"We were attacked because of the fatwa booths, which received tens or even hundreds of
questions from metro goers to the fatwa Imams inside the stall, which was operating from 9 am to

9 pm. They considered their existence contrary to the law and the constitution.”

The metro spokesman denied the possibility of operating these kiosks again, adding: "It is

s

over, and whoever wants any fatwa must go to the Egyptian Dar al-’Ifta’.

403 < e il 5 yie 8 " sl €liS ” BBC News =<, July 20, 2017. https://www.bbc.com/arabic/middleeast-40675394

404 <60 gl Jlal Al 50 7 cllanall (e 75 sl LIS A ) G CSSH 3WYI 5 53, December 19, 2019. https://cutt.ly/rxKOEY7 .
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*Figure 38

Fatwa Kiosk by Comic Corner.*%®
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In Figure 38, the meme creator borrows Marlboro trademark which is frequently put as an
advertising banner on street kiosks in Cairo, among other brands. While in Figure 39, the kiosks
are likened to places for “confession” in Catholicism. The place of “confession” in Catholicism is
usually a point of usual criticism of Christianity, based on the impossibility of shafa‘a
(intercession) except by the Prophet in learned / official Sunni Islam. However, the meme creators
seem unaware, or careless about, theological distinctions in favor of highlighting the authoritative
and moral policing aspect of the Fatwa Kiosks (extracting “confessions” could also bear a security-

related connotation in the context of police oppression in Egypt).

405 Comic Corner. Twitter, July 21, 2017. https://twitter.com/comiccornerv/status/888372232057126914 .
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Alternatively, the comic maybe tries to expose the contradiction between theory and
practice. The religious institution in Sunni Islam does not substitute priesthood in Christianity,
hence, the impossibility of intercession, however, the clerics in kiosks, in the view of the satirist
could be granted a form of moral guardianship, manifested in their official representation in the

public space.

‘ Comic Corner
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*Figure 3940

Comment: “Official confession hours from 8 am to 8 pm. Every day except Thursdays and Fridays until 5

2

pm.

Bringing official institutions to the forefront of the religious scene revealed the tiny
difference between the discourses they carry and what the Islamic revivalists had promoted over
decades. As social pressure kept augmenting and accusing official institutions of legitimizing
social violence, the subordination of and violence toward women, and the coercion of religious
minorities, it incited fears in conservative religious camps threatened by high waves of
contestation. The divisions among the middle class encouraged some segments to embrace more
pluralistic attitudes and to refrain from offering inexorable defense of rigid establishment

positions.

46 Comic Corner. “#lws 5 (sia daaall s Gusedl) oo L p o S 2lie 8 (Jin Lalia 8 (e dzan | il yieY) ae) 50 Twitter, July 21,
2017. https://twitter.com/comiccornerv/status/888372232057126914 .
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Offensive critique allowed for more divergence of views and skepticism regarding the
qualifications of fatwa providers to judge contemporary contexts. Rethinking the crisis of
religiosity, especially in its popular forms, became an inevitable topic of social controversy as
comics acquired more popularity and jumped from their early marginal position to the heart of
digital culture. Pushing the boundaries of speech and expression in the religious domain liberated
many voices*? that contested the roles and structures of religious institutions in politics, the legal
system, and social life.*®® Besides writers and experts, the everyday dialogue embraced the
humanization of religious symbols as the magnitude of digital content grew to banalize critical

language and deconstruct the hegemonic narratives of religion.

407 Ahmed Saad Zayed YouTube channel (160K subscribers). He is a researcher of Islam who presents a weekly online
program on his channel that has gained increasing popularity in the last few years. In the description, Zayed wrote:
“A channel concerned with intellectual and cultural enlightenment, which is an attempt to think objectively and

rationally together.”

Zayed, Ahmed. “Ahmed Zayed.” YouTube, n.d. https://www.youtube.com/c/AhmedZayedChannel/about .

408 3almanyon (secularists) YouTube channel (26.2K subscribers). 3almanyon is a movement that was initiated in
December 2011 with the organization of regular open talks with writers, researchers and diversified public figures in
midtown Cairo. The channel publishes the videos of these public meetings. In the description is written: “It is an
intellectual advocacy movement that aims to spread secular thought and form a popular secular Egyptian current. A
real, non-elitist secular current emerges from the womb of the Egyptian street, imbued with enlightened secular
thought and the Egyptian spirit. We do not want anything but Egypt, we have no goal but Egypt, and we have no
choice but Egypt. Egypt is secular, civil, and democratic .... a goal we will not deviate from.”

@3almanyon. “3almanyon.” YouTube, n.d. https://www.youtube.com/c/3almanyon/featured .
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Chapter Three: Gender
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Chapter I: Battling for the Feminine: Questioning the Sexual Order after 2013

1. Sexual Harassment: The Tip of the Iceberg

In her article “Sexual Harassment in Egypt: An Old Plague in a New Revolutionary
Order,”*% the social historian Hanan Hammad traces the deep historical roots of sexual harassment
phenomena in Egypt. While referring to a persistent social malady, Hammad clarifies that Egyptian
penal codes “were devoid of articles that explicitly came out in favor of punishing harassment ***°
until the 1990s. Sexual harassment, in Hammad’s view, comes in reaction to the “women’s access
to the expanding public spaces™*!! in the first half of the 20" century with the increasing numbers
of girls and women allowed to go to schools and workplaces. From this standpoint, sexual
harassment is viewed as a manifestation of "gender and class tensions," serving to reinforce male
dominance rather than simply expressing sexual desires. It is essentially a form of sexual violence

rooted in coercion, cognizant of its opposition to a facet of contemporary social transformations

that empower women to assert agency.

However, through decades, the phenomena witnessed different transmutations, linked to
successive social and economic transformations. According to Hammad, the interweaving of the
patriarchal buildup of the Egyptian society and state, and the persistence of the authoritarian rule

2412 where the normalization of sexual harassment in

system, reinforced a “continuum of violence
the public space reached alarming levels, with gang sexual assaults emerging as a striking
manifestation since 2005.%3 By the term “continuum of violence,” Hanan Hammad tried to situate
the endemic sexual harassment phenomena within its political and economic context, observing
the impact of the neoliberal shift of state policies since the 1970s, and the state control of political
dissidence:

“When a regime violently monopolizes masculine superiority through the
tactics of fear against a cultural backdrop that celebrates masculinity and

499 Hammad. “Sexual Harassment in Egypt: An Old Plague in a New Revolutionary Order,” 44-63.
410 Ibid., 45.
“11 Ibid., 48.
412 |bid., 54.
413 |bid., 53.
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degrades femininity, men find in women a target for their violence. Under
political regimes that made physical torture and raping males in detention
centers and police stations gruelingly fearsome, men pick up the shattered
pieces of their sense of manhood at the expense of women. Taking a
gender perspective on the successive moments in the lux of political
repression in ordinary everyday governance reveals features of internal
societal and state-society conflicts, which I label a continuum of violence.
Crowded public spaces with no substantial services to make them safe for
all citizens are perfect for men to apply their masculine dominance to the
extreme hyper-masculine aggression. Yet, harassers, rapists, and sexual
assailants may and may not represent one end of a quasi-social continuum
of male sexual aggression. The concept of the continuum of sexual
violence draws attention to a wider range of forms of abuse and assault
that men and women experience and that are committed by different
actors, from the state to the individuals. Thus, the continuum of violence
might illustrate the links between everyday abuse by the state and male
abuse. An inefficient and corrupt state feeds into an abusive gender
order.”*4

However, the neoliberal shift, as a chief category, is not sufficient to interpret the expansion
of sexual harassment in the public and domestic spaces in Egypt. The distorted nature of the
neoliberal shift, and the accompanying cultural conceptions and particular societal dynamics are

as important factors to contextualize the phenomena.

In a society that prides itself on socially conservative principles and boasts adherence to its
religious values, the escalating levels of sexual violence cast doubt on the cohesion of its members
and the integrity of its devout beliefs. Sheikhs and preachers in Egypt incessantly extol the honor
bestowed upon women in Islamic teachings, wherein men are designated as their guardians,
entrusted with overseeing their affairs and well-being, including safeguarding their safety—a duty
inseparable from the role of guardianship. It is presumed that women in this conservative society
should be shielded from financial dependency and shielded by their guardians from assaults
perpetrated by strangers. Rooted in Egyptian social consciousness, patriarchal values further
emphasize that the protection of women within the family ranks among the fundamental tenets of

masculinity and may even be regarded as a crucial rite of passage.

414 1pid., 55.
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Changes in the conservative moral framework of Egyptian society can be linked to the
distorted shift toward free-market and open-door economic policies following the Nasser era.
During Nasser's tenure, the state regulated women's gradual integration into the workforce by
facilitating employment in bureaucratic and industrial sectors and safeguarding female workers in
urban settings through formal labor laws.**®> However, the economic downturn that began in the
1960s paved the way for private sector expansion and economic liberalization under President
Sadat. This private sector comprised a few major investors operating under state oversight,
alongside a larger contingent of small investors, traders, and artisans who turned to the informal
labor market, which the state struggled to regulate or integrate into the formal economy for
decades. By 2018, the informal sector's contribution to the gross domestic product had grown to

nearly 40%.415

The work experience of most women in informal sectors, outside the scope of official
protection, under the pressure of their families’ economic needs, was the beginning of the
confrontation with male-dominated work relations without legal support or class immunity. It also
waved the insufficiency of the conservative system under the threat of cutting off the additional
income that women achieve, in a society whose public services of education, health, and
transportation kept declining while the need to finance new alternatives, provided by private

enterprises, increased.

Governmental failure to regulate the informal economy did not only mean ignoring
compliance with labor laws or taxation, but also, for women and their conservative families, it
became equivalent to exchanging work opportunities for accepting sexual violations by the most
powerful, in the absence of official oversight bodies. Moreover, working women had to accept
unequal pay with men, the threatening possibility of dismissal from work in the case of marriage,

pregnancy, and childbirth, in addition to the absence of care systems to help them perform home

415 Bier. “2. Between Home and Workplace: Fashioning the “Working Woman” In Revolutionary Womanhood:
Feminisms, Modernity, and the State in Nasser’s Egypt, 65-66.

416 Abo Shady, Radwa S. “Echoing the Passive Voice: Women in the Informal Small Business Sector: Challenges and
Solutions.” The Public Policy Hub. The  American University in Cairo, 2018.
https://documents.aucegypt.edu/Docs/GAPP/Public%20Policy%20Hub%20Webpage/3-
%20Women%20in%20the%20informal%20small%20business%20sector%20Policy%20Paper.pdf .
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care tasks beside their work outside the home, which doubled their burden. According to a report
on the care economy in Egypt, married women spent seven times the period on housework as

married men, while single women spent six times the period on housework as unmarried men.*!

Accepting the humiliating conditions of women in the labor market has become more
common, with the deterioration of the social structure and the state's inability to reduce population
growth and govern economic activity, which impeded the ability of conservative families and their
men to perform the protective function in the face of unchecked forces. Over the past decades,
Egypt witnessed increasing proportions of educated women, at the high education and post-
university levels, without equivalent opportunities for work or investment. Unemployment rates
among females in Egypt remained much higher than those for males, and higher than the global

.18 while data from the Central Agency for Public Mobilization

average for female unemployment
and Statistics in 2018 showed that approximately 34% of Egyptian families depended on women
to provide daily living expenses, and this percentage reached 88% among families in poor areas

and neighborhoods.*!°

These indicators mean that women's work, despite the humiliating and unfair conditions,
represents a priority for their families, and justifies disregarding conservative standards, such as
confronting a manager or a co-worker who harasses a daughter or a wife, for fear of losing her job,
while work opportunities for women remain scarce compared to men. Hence, female labor
conditions become a renewed source of remorse for conservative men, who are unable to provide

enough protection for women, which nurtures their feelings of inferiority.

417 Selwanes, Irene and Iman Helm.

Mea s sale s Leie aalls AVl de shae ye e ) Jleels il jie W) said Guokll ;s Al Il slail
UN Women, 2020.
https://egypt.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/Field%200ffice%20Egypt/Attachments/Publications/2020/12/arabic_u

nw_erf policybriefs egypt.pdf

418 Nazir, Hanan.
“Edadly udly AE pyeae b AV s deddl Gee 8 a0 AL bl Jds” nd,

https://aps.aucegypt.edu/ar/articles/78/womens-access-to-paid-work-in-eqypt-the-paradox-the-why-and-the-cure .

419 Abo Shady. “Echoing the Passive Voice: Women in the Informal Small Business Sector: Challenges and Solutions,”
13-14.
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The dilemma women faced, caught between economic necessity and the responsibilities of
social care on one hand, and the threat of violation and lack of social protection on the other,
fostered a growing sense among them. This sentiment suggested that the conservative system was
no longer providing its purported benefits and was failing to fulfill its obligations, yet it persisted
with its constraints and restrictions. Logically, this situation would have prompted women to rebel
entirely against the conservative patriarchal moral system. However, an ideological factor emerged
in the 1970s that provided the system with a lifeline, extending its lifespan for many decades:

"Islamic revival currents."

During Sadat era, the collusion between the state and Islamists thrived within a legislative
framework that provided robust assurances to bolster social conservatism and male dominance.
Islamist actors invaded the economic and social spheres, to afford a religious cover that reassured
conservatives terrified by the deterioration of their capacities of social control. Islamists’
investments in diverse fields of economic activity accommodated large numbers of workers, and
the employment of women within the Islamist economy achieved faster growth in paid care sectors
(education, health, social work).*?° The mandatory wearing of the hijab by women in the Islamic
economy served as a reassuring gesture to a conservative society apprehensive about women's
mobility in unsafe public spaces and challenging work environments. The hijab helped women
navigate workplaces and interact with male colleagues, while preserving the veneer of a modest
Islamic appearance. This initial gesture, mandatory hijab, was just the beginning, as Islamists
subsequently positioned themselves as defenders of male-dominated social norms, tightening

control over women as an alternative to traditional moral discourse that had become less effective.

Covering women with the veil and loose clothing represented a new compromise embraced
by conservatives, as they became increasingly dependent on women’s income. Concurrently,
legislation and fatwas increasingly provided men with the upper hand in all articles of the personal
status law and the penal code. The sweeping spread of the veil over heads served as a moralistic
shield for troubled consciences, giving way to a rising trend of “Islamized hypermasculinity.”
Beyond the veil, the power of large segments of men was magnified to control women’s mobility,

subject them to behavioral surveillance, and use fatwas to undermine their capital and weaken their

420 Hatem, Mervat F. “Economic and Political Liberation in Egypt and the Demise of State Feminism.”, 233.
International Journal of Middle East Studies 24/2 (1992): 231-51. http://www.jstor.org/stable/164296 .

212


http://www.jstor.org/stable/164296

ability to access the job market or accumulate wealth. Requestioning the right of women to work,
Islamic revivalists and preachers evoked “heated public debates on the desirability of women in
the work force,”*?

and 1980s.

in parallel to mounting numbers of women unemployment during the 1970s

“For many women since the late 1970s turning to the hijab represented a
compromise between moving forward into education and work on the one
hand and preserving a sense of privacy and protection on the other.
Women coated their hijab practice in religiosity and authenticity, and
social expectations of fending of the unwelcome male gaze and verbal and
touch abuses. Put simply, anti-women discourses have burdened women
with the false notion that leaving their homes to engage in work or
education is a privilege and that being in public is wrong. Women had to
compromise; they covered more of their bodies and ignored harassment
lest they face the question of “Why are you outside the home?”*4%2

The phenomena of sexual harassment and violence evolved into social sanctions, not

criminalized by law and reinforced by the Islamists, as a continual threat against non-conformists.
By legitimizing harassment and violence and providing religious justifications for harassing

behaviors, the widespread adoption of the hijab occurred alongside a pervasive atmosphere of

social hypocrisy, affecting both women and men across various societal strata:*23

“Atits inception, the Islamic mode of dress accommodated the individual's
need for comfort and thriftiness. It implied the religious devotion of the
woman who was wearing it and thus deterred the young men who
habitually engaged in the sexual harassment of women in the streets and
in public transportation. These men treated the harassment of a devout
woman differently from the harassment of one who was not. Whereas the
former was a sin that would be punished by God, the latter was permissible
because it was directed against a sinner, who was not following the Islamic
dress code.”*?*

Alongside the increasing vocal expressions of outrage sparked by the rise of Islamist
factions to power, the memesphere emerged as a powerful symbolic tool showcasing the growing
advocacy for women's rights and amplifying their voices, even after the removal of Mohamed

Morsi in 2013.

421 |bid., 234.
422 Hammad. “Sexual Harassment in Egypt: An Old Plague in a New Revolutionary Order,” 51.
423 Mohmed Elrayes, “Slasall o Giosdl ma ssl=3l Jall” YouTube. August 21, 2018,

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sUfPwGukjn4 .

424 Hatem. “Economic and Political Liberation in Egypt and the Demise of State Feminism.”, 234.
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*Figure 1

The quick meme published on the Facebook page “Egypt
girls’ diaries”*? uses the hybrid of the “socially awesome
penguin” and the “socially awkward penguin” to
demonstrate the contradictions implied in the common
masculine discourses.

Upper section

“Women are overdependent and lazy and want men to
fully support them financially.”

Lower section

J’MJ | JA)S d\j L‘MHJ'“‘:“ 5)"[‘ JMI “Women want to work and compete with us for job

opportunities.”

Oaaaineg pabaadis o yRll b bkl (sislds
shyl paudi Jle *Figure 2

Upper section

“Do you see how active and self-dependent western

women are?”’
Lower section
“You want to have your freedom like the women of the

faithless West, you faithless lot?”

5,08 Ly BISI il Slis 55 eSia o 9351 ol ol

A growing attention to create memes about women’ social problems and grievances

paralleled the increasing number of online pages of the budding women rights movements after

425 “BEgypt girls’ diaries” is a Facebook page founded in January 2018. In its biography it defines its mission as “a page
specialized in everything that concerns Egyptian women and their political rights.” Their posts vary between creating
sarcastic memes, debating different social trends of concern to Egyptian women and commenting the various forms

of women persecutions and rights violations that occur on daily basis. URL: https://www.facebook.com/egygirlsdiary

214


https://www.facebook.com/egygirlsdiary

2013. Figures 1 and 2, published on “Egypt girls’ diaries,” represented one of the primary forms
of memes emerging from a Facebook page specialized in advocacy and launching awareness
campaigns on women'’s rights. Referring to the societal discursive contradictions, the memes put
focus on the forms of discrimination against women against the backdrop of the hegemonic

patriarchal and religious norms.

The proliferation of feminist and women rights’ groups after 2013 was primarily fostered
by the series of assaults against women during the political mayhem from 2011 to 2013. Sexual
violence was constantly deployed against female protesters by the destabilized Egyptian regimes
after Mubarak’s removal. The practice started during Mubarak’s rule against female protesters in
2005, when dozens of the Kifaya (Enough) movement, the opposition coalition, demonstrated in
front of the Journalists' Syndicate building in protest of the constitutional amendments that
Mubarak regime was about to pass, alleged to help the inheritance of Mubarak’s rule by his son
Gamal. Many international and private Egyptian media outlets, as well as internet blogs, reported
that some thugs led by members of the National Democratic Party (the ruling party at the time),
attacked a number of female journalists and political activists, hit them, teared their clothes, and
sexually harassed them. Female journalists came forward as victims of the attack that was labeled
at the time “Black Wednesday.” A report was sent to the Public Prosecutor to investigate what they
had been exposed to, but the Public Prosecutor issued his decision to dismiss investigations into

the incident under the pretext of not finding the perpetrators.*?®

The political instrumentalization of sexual violence waved the start of series of gang sexual
assaults against women in the public space, where many accidents happened during celebrations’
holidays and big gatherings, and were described by TV talk shows and the press as a form of su ‘ar

ginsT (sexual rabies or sexual frenzy).*?” The accidents of sexual harassment and aggression against

426 < Abd al-Rahman Badr.

“op - lgia 2l Alaal AT s el ga g At D5 25l elag ¥y o g i e Juald | e s dis 5 5083 47 nud,
https://daaarb.com/%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%B0%D9%83%D8%B1%D9%89-
%D8%B1%D8%AD%D9%8A%D9%84-%D9%86%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%8A-
%D8%AA%D9%81%D8%A7%D8%B5%D9%8A%D9%84-%D9%85%D8%A7-%D8%ADY%D8%AF¥%D8%AB-
%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%85/ .

427

“The blogger and activist Wael Abbas posted clips of gang assaults against women on three important occasions:

in downtown Cairo during the Eid holidays (the religious holiday that follows the end of Ramadan), during the African
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women came in a row since 2011, starting by the attack against the journalist Laura Logan by a
mob of more than 40 men,*?® while she was reporting from Tahrir Square on the day Mubarak was
deposed. In March 2011, a total of 17 female protesters were detained from Tahrir Square,

subjected to physical abuse, and coerced into undergoing degrading vaginal examinations. Major

(133

General Sisi, at the time, said that “‘virginity tests’ had been carried out on female detainees in

March to “protect” the army against possible allegations of rape, but that such forced tests would

not be carried out again.”*?

However, sexual violence against female protesters and political activists continued during
the rule of the SCAF and the Muslim Brotherhood under Mohamed Morsi as confirmed by many

women rights’ foundations’ reports:

“During the subsequent 16-month rule of the Supreme Council of Armed
Forces (SCAF), women protesters were repeatedly targeted by security
and armed forces. Women were beaten in the streets and subjected to
sexual and gender-based violence in detention, including forced “virginity
tests” and threats of rape.

Under Mohamed Morsi’s presidency, women in the vicinity of Tahrir were
attacked during demonstrations by unidentified men. There were over 250
documented cases during the period from November 2012 to July 2013 of
women being targeted by mobs of men and boys, many carrying weapons.
According to survivors and witnesses, these attacks tend to form a clear
pattern. Attacks are perpetrated by groups of men who single out one or
two women and separate them from the crowd by forming a circle around
them. The men are mainly in their twenties and thirties. The survivors are
groped by the mob and dragged violently to different locations. Sometimes
their clothes are removed. Many survivors report members of the group
saying, “Do not be afraid, I’'m protecting you”, while they are being
attacked. Attacks last from a few minutes to more than an hour. Several

Cup in Cairo Stadium in 2006, and in Fayum Province during the Shamm al-Nasim holiday (the ancient Egyptian
celebration of spring) in April 2007. Independent TV talk shows and the press discussed what was termed su‘arr jinsi,
sexual rabies or sexual frenzy. Security personnel denied the incidents, while sociologists and media commentators
cautiously acknowledged that it had happened, claiming it was a recent phenomenon and doubting that it was
widespread. Over the last few years, mob sexual assault has become a repeated pattern in crowded streets, particularly
during public holidays and political protests.”

Hammad. “Sexual Harassment in Egypt: An Old Plague in a New Revolutionary Order,” 51.

428 Brian Stelter, “CBS Reporter Recounts a ‘Merciless’ Assault.” The New York Times, April 28, 2011, sec. Business.
https://www.nytimes.com/2011/04/29/business/media/29logan.html .

429 “Egypt: Military Pledges to Stop Forced ‘Virginity Tests.”” 2011. Amnesty International. June 27, 2011.
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/press-release/2011/06/eqypt-military-pledges-stop-forced-virginity-tests/ .
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cases of rape have been reported and some survivors have required urgent
medical treatment.”*%

Meme creators who focused on women’s issues kept pace with the critical revisionist
movement of the phenomenon of Islamic revival, which was associated with a noticeable decline
in women's conditions and social standing. They also capitalized on the postrevolutionary critique
of the Islamist forces’ role until the removal of Morsi, and the shifting attitudes within sectors
aligned with the post-Islamist counterpublic. Becoming part of the anti-Islamist factions after
2013, part of these sectors began to reassess their prior experiences and perspectives predating
2011.

*Figure 3

In the meme appears the comedian
Muhammad Sa‘d, in khaliji costume, in
a scene from his film “Bushkash” (from
the name of the Hungarian footballer
Ferenc Puskas).*®

The superimposed text on the images
reads: “Islam is founded on five pillars:
The hijab, and the hijab, and the hijab,
and also the hijab, not only this, and the

hijab.”

The five pillars of faith in Islam
constitute obligatory practices agreed on by Muslims globally, irrespective of ethnic, regional or sectarian

differences.**> These pillars are the confession of faith (al-shahada), worship or prayer (al-salat),

430 “BEgypt Keeping Women out: Sexual Violence against Women in the Public Sphere.”, 11. FIDH, Nazra for Feminist
Studies, New Women Foundation and Uprising of Women in the Arab World. 2014.
https://www.fidh.org/IMG/pdf/egypt women_final_english.pdf .

Bl o“hmpall delge (A8l S Gea ((BOeYl cpud deadl [ 2008 - ESEw - Ald” elCinema.com, n.d.,
https://elcinema.com/work/1010600/ .

432 “In religious and legal usage. In Islamic legal-religious terminology, the word is regularly found in the expression

arkan al-din, or arkan al-‘ibada, designating the “pillars”, or “foundations” of religion and religious practice. What are
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almsgiving (al-zakat), fasting (al-sawm) and pilgrimage (al-hajj). The meme criticizes the focus on the
hijab in the sermons of Islamic preachers since the 1970s, and the obsession with regimenting women’s

comportment as if it is equal in importance to the five consensual pillars of faith.

Gender relations and perspectives represented a substantial part of the revolutionary
experience as female protesters voiced their objection to attempts at their marginalization within
the political entities that emerged in parallel to the revolutionary mobilization. However, the early
ascension of the Islamist forces and their threatening tone, enhanced a new polarization within the
revolutionary camps. The clashes started between conservatives influenced by the Islamists’
propaganda about the priority of removing the old regime remnants over social rights and personal
freedoms on the one hand, and those who sensed danger about what was coming if the Islamists

achieved the parliamentary majority or won the presidency of the republic after elections.

The outbreak of sexual violence against revolution squares, however, shifted the discourse
giving the priority to protecting female protesters by forming networks and organized groups that
included young men and women such as “Harassmap,” “Operation Anti-Sexual Harassment,”
“Tahrir Bodyguard,” and “Imprint.”*3® Deploying social media to provide an unprecedented
coverage of gang assaults and sexual violence against protesters*** helped breaking the silence in
order to catalyze a shift in societal perspectives towards sexual harassment in the broader

society.*®

known as the “pillars of Islam” normally include (1) the confession of faith (shahada); (2) the pilgrimage (hadjdj): (3)
worship, or Prayer (salat); fasting (sawm); (5) almsgiving (zakat, sadaka). To these five obligations must be added a
sixth, the permanent holy war against the infidels (djihad).”

Réd, and S. Nomanul Hag. "Rukn". In P. Bearman (ed.), Encyclopédie de I'lslam en ligne (EI-2 French), (Brill, 2010).

https://doi-org.accesdistant.sorbonne-universite.fr/10.1163/9789004206106 eifo COM 0938 .

433 Kandiyoti, Deniz. “Contesting Patriarchy-As-Governance: Lessons from Youth-Led Activism,” OpenDemocracy.

March 7, 2014. https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/5050/contesting-patriarchy-as-governance-lessons-from-youth-

led-activism/ .
434 HarassMapEgypt, “4 i8ls (ie - elaall cliie¥) adliy 8 Gaall jala S8 (peuy” March 10, 2014,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DMoeChmrCyY .

435 Hammad. “Sexual Harassment in Egypt: An Old Plague in a New Revolutionary Order.”, 58.
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The meme in Figure 4 was published on the Facebook page “’Ana Mama Yala” (I am
mama, boy) that appeared by the end of 2020. The memes’ page, moderated by female
administrators, presented a light-hearted feminist critique within a digital landscape imbued with
public testimonies of women violated in different ways which invited the collective focus on
gender-based violence (subsequently GBV) as an endemic phenomenon. Many budding feminist
groups, organizations, and activists rose after 2014, igniting a digitally mediated movement to
expose the scale and frequency of sexual violations within the public and domestic spheres across
the country. Moreover, these groups regularly launched awareness campaigns, succeeded in
making their voices heard to growing social sectors, and exerted significant pressure on the

authorities.

*Figure 4: An image from the famous cartoon “7om and Jerry,” where Tom grabs a gun and places it inside
Jerry's burrow, but Jerry turns its muzzle in a u-shape form, so it becomes aimed at Tom’s head. The Arabic

word written on the gun’s muzzle is “logic.”

Caption: “Not all men harass all women. A small minority harasses all Egypt, and we are letting them do.”
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In a direct interview, the moderators of " 'Anad Mama Yala" explained their perspectives, the
motivations behind launching the page, and their stance in relation to the post-revolutionary

context:

“We participated in the January 25 uprising, but we do not belong to any
organization, movement, or initiative. January 25 could be credited with
the current feminist movement because it greatly disappointed most of the
women who joined the mobilization, as they were marginalized, and their
issues were disregarded. With the growing expectations from the
revolution regarding adopting women’s demands, the disappointment was
also great, and this was the drive behind what we do today. Classifications
like al-dawlagiyya or al-kullagiyya are not important for us now, what is
more important is the consistency of these groups with their principles.
This means that it is not possible for someone who claims to be secular to
accept the rules of inheritance that grant him the double of his female
counterparts (the rules of inheritance in Islam), or, for example, someone
who says that he supports women’s rights but condones the culture of
harassment.”**3

The name of the page imitates the comic line “’ana baba yala” (1 am papa, boy) that was
first reiterated by the actor Khalid Salih in the film “Titii”” 2004,%*” where he played the role of the
head of a criminal gang. The term synonymizes bossiness and being in control, especially when it
is directed to younger/subjugated persons or defeated enemies. In 2014, the actress *An‘am Saliisa
recycled it,*® in the feminine form ‘“’and mama yala,” in the film “Al- Harb al-’Alamiyya al-

Thalitha” (The Third World War) 2014.4%°

For the page administrators, comedy created by women is lacking within the digital media,

and holds positive potentials to help popularizing feminist thought:

43 The moderators of the Facebook comics page “Ana Mama Yala” (I am mama, boy), known for its feminist direction.
Direct interview with the author in December 2022. The interview was done through email, as the group refused to
do a direct personal conversation. They insisted that the answers represent a group of moderators not a single person
and requested anonymity. “Facebook,” n.d., https://www.facebook.com/mamyallaa .

BT chmpll delse ol Al Gea (oY) cmad Jeadl W 2004 - s - a8 elCinema.com, n.d.,
https://elcinema.com/work/1010146/ .

438 YU Lale Ll cld 4y (3e gl ” YouTube. July 25, 2022, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n4BQYzIN9cg

439 ey gl el ge oAl Sl ¢ Gga oAV b el Qe 2014 - A Lalall sl - A8 elCinema.com, n.d.,
https://elcinema.com/work/2019799/ .
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“We were previous acquaintances, and what brought us together was our
interest in creating memes. We have never worked with feminist NGOs
or belonged to any form of organized public work. We defined ourselves
as feminists, but we have never been active until the latest wave. The
Arabic content on internet needed comedic element developed by women.
Misogynistic jokes represented 70% of adolescents’ content on comics
pages. Women have not developed tools to respond to this hatred. Men
controlling the content industry constantly reiterated that women lacked
the sense of humor and could not make jokes, which always frustrated
talents hoping to delve into this field. In the summer of 2020, all women
were psychologically exhausted by the number of testimonies on sexual
violence and the tense atmosphere on social media, so it was necessary to
create an outlet for this pressure through laughter. Our effort stemmed also
from our conviction that no change would happen unless feminist thought
was mainstreamed within pop culture, and we believed that there was
nothing better to foster that than memes as a digital tool.”*°

*Figure 5

The meme was published on Facebook page “Ana

Mama Yala” in March 2021 .44

Upper section

“Come, we will talk about sexual harassment against

women.”
Lower section

“But we will not say a word about men.”

The meme in Figure 5 is one of a series that tries to debunk the cultural pillars that enable

sexual abuse and violence, in practice and social communication. The extraordinary privileges

440 Interview with the moderators of the Facebook comics page “And Mama Yala” (I am mama, boy), in December

2022.

441

“Ana

Mama Yala,” Facebook n.d.,

https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=125374556264217 &set=pb.100063750188661.-2207520000&type=3 .
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granted to men in Egypt encompass the strong denial and normalization of male sexual violence
through a multitude of religious and cultural justifications. Women rights’ activists worked since
2014 on highlighting the cultural and legal mechanisms through which male perpetrators of

violence are enjoying high degrees of impunity. Digital media played an important part in

disseminating a challenging discourse that exposed the normalized ‘rape culture’#*? in the Egyptian
society, thanks to legal insufficiency and social endorsement.
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*Figure 6: The meme published on Facebook page “Ana Mama Yala” in March 2021%* portrays a scene
from the film “‘4sal "Aswad” (Molasses) 2010,” starring the famous comedian Ahmad Hilmi.
Title/caption: “Please do not get me wrong.”

Upper section: “It is true that I do not commit rape.”

Lower section: “But I do not mind that someone else rapes them.”

442 «Rape culture is the social environment that allows sexual violence to be normalized and justified, fueled by the
persistent gender inequalities and attitudes about gender and sexuality.”

“16 Ways You Can Stand Against Rape Culture,” UN Women - Headquarters, November 18, 2019,
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2019/11/compilation-ways-you-can-stand-against-rape-
culture#:~:text=Rape%20culture%20is%20the%20social,attitudes%20about%20gender%20and%20sexuality .

443 “Facebook,” nd., https://www.facebook.com/mamyallaa/photos/pb.100063750188661.-
2207520000/185769883309270/?type=3 .
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*Figure 7

Upper section

“When he asks you what your
proof on sexual harassment is.”
Lower section

“And then you remember that
you forgot to attach the camera

to your chest.”

The extensive social polarization that ensued after the January 2011 mobilization subjected
the discourses of Islamic revival to thorough scrutiny by numerous sectors profoundly impacted
by it over the decades. Since 2014, the surge in feminist activism and the increasing public
testimonies laying bare the pervasive nature of routine sexual assaults have underscored the depth
of women's frustration. The rebellion against oppression has brought to light countless narratives
detailing women's economic and physical exhaustion, fueled by direct male interests and a
legislative framework that has largely lost touch with reality and evolving societal norms. These
longstanding injustices have made it increasingly challenging to uphold a conservative discourse
that hinges on unchecked male dominance without corresponding responsibilities such as
protection from violence, financial support, and security—functions that both conservative men

and the state have failed to fulfill.

Unlike his predecessors, President Sisi was forced to start the first day of his first term in
2014 by paying a hospital visit to a victim of mass harassment in Tahrir Square, who was

celebrating his presidential victory.*** Despite the president's announcement on the same day about

44 David D. Kirkpatrick, “Egyptian Leader Apologizes to Victim of Sexual Assault in Tahrir Square,” The New York
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the state's intention to eliminate sexual harassment, accidents of GBV continued to dominate the

news and social debates as more shocking episodes gradually unfolded.

The state and official religious institutions were unable to offer alternative discourses to
combat GBV as young male sectors remained skeptical about the religious bureaucracy and its
sheikhs, robbed of all legitimacy in their eyes, as the Islamist preachers mobilized against them
for decades calling them “the jurists of the Sultan.” In addition, the state's religious institutions
went far in outbidding the Islamists in promoting religious extremism during Mubarak's era.
Although these institutions sought to fill the void left by the Muslim Brotherhood, they were
unable to convince a significant female constituency, as they focused on appeasing their male
followers, who had fallen out of the direct control of the Islamist forces after 2013. Religious
institutions could not help but reproduce the domineering patriarchal discourse, in their own
religious vocabulary, and fueled more feminine anger. As a result, increasing sectors concluded
that the religious discourse, developed since the 1970s, was unable to provide any reform initiative
for women’s conditions, and could not be relied upon to produce a balanced formula in a changing

reality.

In a direct interview, the feminist activist ‘Aya Munir, founder and administrator of
“Superwomen” platform, discussed how her personal experiences shaped her involvement in
"Superwomen" and shared her perspectives on the involvement of the religious clergy in women's
issues:

“The evolution of my religious beliefs is linked to my personal experience
because I was exploited under a religious guise during my marriage. In my
first divorce meeting held by the family, | kept being told that in Hadith

my rights after divorce should be forfeited because | am nashiz
(disobedient to her husband),** because | mentioned that my husband is a

Times, June 11, 2014, https://www.nytimes.com/2014/06/12/world/middleeast/president-sisi-of-egypt-apologizes-to-

victim-of-mass-sexual-assaults.html .

445 «“The legal and exegetical works are almost united in understanding nushiiz in Q. 4:34 as wifely disobedience, and
in particular referring to wives not making themselves sexually available to their husbands. This is an unsurprising
interpretation of nushiiz given the mufassirs’ reading of the earlier parts of the verse, which, for them, placed the man
at the head of the household, and demanded that the wife be obedient to him. Understanding nushiz as wifely
disobedience of some sort thus rendered the verse coherent for them, as this final part of the verse was, in their reading,

prescribing the consequences of the wife not abiding by the idealized relationship in the earlier part of the verse.”
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sick man who harms me, imprisons me, and prevents me from visiting my
family. He was very frankly repeating: "I am a man; would you dare to
disagree with God?!” A man, for him, means that God loves him more
than me. There is no other explanation. In closed rooms, | say to my
colleagues | am for a secular state, without a religious covering for the
ruling system, and without religious authority, but the conflict now is that
the prevailing discourse propagated by religious people is mere contempt
for women. Take the example of ‘Abdullah Rushdi and his enthusiastic
audience to whatever he says. The religious sarsaga [explained later] that
prevails, even when they talk about sex, is very derogatory; as if they are
doing something to women, and this is a speech that is very rooted in
Sharia. A marriage contract, in their view, treats her as a possession, with
utmost contempt. We are trying to stir up debates using these statements,
and demand legal amendments that do not emanate from Sharia law. Take
a statement like that of Sheikh of Al-Azhar two years ago when he said
explicitly: “beating a wife aims at breaking her pride.”** This year, he
came as an angel, rebranding his reputation and said: “I want to live until
there is a law that protects women,” and people would still believe it.

I have no problem at all with getting into these quarrels with these clerics.
In Quran, a frank verse permits and establishes hitting women.*’ First, |
used to interpret it with evasive explanations, that the text means abandon
them not beat them, turn away from them, but the text describes a reality
in those eras, and women used to be hit. When | discuss that with a
conservative or religious person | try to go down to his level and explain
that the situation has changed now. But my personal conviction is that |
want to marginalize this whole religious bloc from decision-making.

| started criticizing al-Sha‘rawi long time ago, when his old vile videos
reappeared on the internet, and | used to attack and insult him harshly.
Now, if | shared any criticism of the sort, it is acceptable, | receive no
insults like before. When you demolish one idol after another, like when
‘Abdullah Rushdt says something provocative and we start highlighting
why it is problematic, it is true that we receive increasing aggression in

Hussain, Saqib. “The Bitter Lot of the Rebellious Wife: Hierarchy, Obedience, and Punishment in Q. 4:34,” Journal
of Qur’anic Studies 23/2 (2021): 66-111. https://doi.org/10.3366/jgs.2021.0466 .

M8 < da g3l el yS puS) Fle Gyl coa Y1 Fadn” Watan, February 3, 2022, https:/alwatannews.net/Life-
Style/article/988425/%D8%B4%D9%8A%D8%AE-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D8%B2%D9%87%D8%B1-
%D8%AT7%D9%84%D8%B6%D8%B1%D8%A8-%D9%85%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%AD-
%D9%84%D9%83%D8%B3%D8%B1-%D9%83%D8%A8%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%AT7%D8%A1 -
%D8%AT7%D9%84%D8%B2%D9%88%D8%AC%D8%A9-
%D8%AT7%D9%84%D9%86%D8%A7%D8%B4%D8%B2 .

447 “Men are the managers of the affairs of women for that God has preferred in bounty one of them over another, and
for that they have expended of their property. Righteous women are therefore obedient, guarding the secret for God's
guarding. And those you fear may be rebellious admonish; banish them to their couches, and beat them. If they then
obey you, look not for any way against them; God is All-high, All-great.” Surah al-Nisa’, verse 34.

Arberry, A.J. “IV. The Women.” In The Koran Interpreted, 60. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1996.
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return, but the public starts questioning this discourse, and think that he is
really saying dangerous things. If we raised people’ suspicions about his
credibility, it would affect the way people receive his opinions.”**

Revealing the societal complicity in the phenomena of sexual violence represented an
organic element in internet comedy and memes. Meme creators established links between male
superiority discourses, religious traditions, preserving a sexual hierarchy where women do not
have control on their bodies and sexuality, and guarding the legislative structure that perpetuated
gender discrimination. Defying arguments that tied sexual harassment historically to women’s
presence in the public space, their costume and comportments, helped debunking a main pillar of
rape culture: victim-blaming. Comedy, besides active awareness raising, empowered girls and
women on discursive and mental levels to perceive the deep-seated elements of the normalized

male violence.

448 < Aya Munir, feminist activist and founder and administrator of “Superwomen” platform. Direct interview with the

author. Cairo, December 2022. Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/Superwomenstory .
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*Figure 8

Title/ caption: “Sheikhs outbidding each other in the reasons for sexual harassment.”

Upper section: “Women leaving the house- women leaving the house with colored face veil- women leaving
the house unveiled.”

Middle section: “Women leaving the womb.”

Lower section: “The creation of women.”

Sexual harassment accidents continuously occupied social media trends provoking
different sectors and alarming the authorities that started to take legal measures and amend the
penal code since 2020*° to include penalties for sexual harassment, while police forces devoted a
special department to deal with cyberviolence crimes like cyber-harassment, cyberstalking,
defamation, non-consensual pornography, and public shaming that fell under the “Anti-Cyber and

Information Technology Crimes” law ratified in 2018.%%°

49 Nabila El-Gaafary, “Egypt Toughens Penalty for Sexual Harassment and Bullying,” The New Arab, n.d.,

https://www.newarab.com/news/egypt-toughens-penalty-sexual-harassment-and-bullying .

450 “Egypt: President Ratifies Anti-Cybercrime Law,” The Library of Congress, October 5, 2018,

https://www.loc.gov/item/global-legal-monitor/2018-10-05/egypt-president-ratifies-anti-cybercrime-law/ .
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In Egypt, women emerge as particularly susceptible to cyberviolence due to the prevalent
social stigmas surrounding their personal lives. These entrenched stigmas create a barrier,
preventing many women from reporting incidents of sexual violence or filing official complaints.
Consequently, the harm inflicted by cyberviolence is heightened. Many victims hesitate to go
public due to concerns about reputational damage, thereby fostering an atmosphere of intimidation

and self-censorship.

However, encouraged by a continuously changing discourse, women have harnessed digital
platforms to reclaim control over matters affecting them, such as GBV. Despite the drawbacks of
anonymity on platforms like Instagram and X (previously Twitter), they still provided safer spaces
for women to engage in digital advocacy. These platforms empowered women to raise awareness

about issues like sexual and GBV.*!

Social media platforms like Assault Police,**? Qawem,**® and Speak Up*** documented and
covered many sexual assault accidents which helped and pressured the authorities to track down
the perpetrators and open official investigations through the Public Prosecution in many sensitive
cases that sparked widespread controversy, especially because they crossed social classes**® from

the richest**® to the poorest.**’

The rising tide against sexual violence in Egypt was aided by the global MeToo trends that

inspired militants and activists who adapted the international campaigning styles to the local

451 Abdelaal, Habiba. “Cyber Violence and Women in Egypt,” The Tahrir Institute for Middle East Policy. March 31,
2022, https://timep.org/2022/03/31/cyber-violence-and-women-in-eqypt/ .

452 Assault Police. “Instagram,” n.d., https://www.instagram.com/assaultpolice/?hl=en .

453 Qawem. “Facebook,” n.d., https://www.facebook.com/gawem.community .

454 Speak Up. “Facebook,” n.d., https://www.facebook.com/SpeakUp00 .

4% «“Ahmed Bassem Zaki: Egypt Jails Harassing Student Who Sparked MeToo Campaign,” BBC News, December 29,
2020, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-55471028 .
46 «Egypt Hotel Gang Rape Allegations Ignite New #MeToo Wave,” France 24, July 30, 2020,

https://www.france24.com/en/20200730-egypt-hotel-gang-rape-allegations-ignite-new-metoo-wave .

457 El-Sayed Gamal EI-Din. “Egypt’s Prosecution Refers Doctor and Wife to Court for Kidnapping and Sexually
Assaulting Six Girls - Politics - Egypt.” Ahram Online. April 13, 2021.
https://english.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/1/64/409165/Egypt/Politics-/Egypts-Prosecution-refers-doctor-and-wife-

to-court.aspx .
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context. However, feminist and political activist ’[lham ‘Aydariis recontextualized the
interweaving local and global movements while elaborating on the emergence of trends like digital

feminist advocacy and anonymous public testimonies:

“Publishing anonymous public testimonies about sexual violence was not
only about the emergence of MeToo and parallels of it. It was a common
condition that appeared in the whole world at a similar time, an expression
of a phenomenon. Egypt had a hashtag that appeared in 2016 and 2017,
before MeToo, called #FirstTimelwasHarassed. This was an authentic
local Egyptian hashtag.*® The hashtag monitored harassment in
childhood, usually a family and domestic phenomenon. There are
testimonies that even appeared before that. The writer Muhammad Khayr
published an anonymous testimony for Yasmin al-Birmawt in 2012, with
an initial signature Y. B. before she decided to go public on TV.** The
public appearance of Yasmin was linked to the context of the gang assaults
during the revolutionary mayhem in 2011 and 2012. Before MeToo, there
was similar movements in Yemen, the Arab Gulf, and Kenya. The report
made by Harassmap*® depicted similarities to the hashtag idea, while
MeToo created a global trend and gave momentum in multiple forms. It is
an expression of a collective situation, where a problem of justice
prevailed in cases of sexual violence.

The overwhelming majority of sexual violence cases in the entire world
do not reach justice mechanisms, whether judicial, customary, or
institutional. The judiciary is one form, not the only form. Personally, | am
a woman who had never filed a report of sexual harassment. Most women
do not report, and those who do report do not get justice. Justice is
expensive and individual violations are not easily resolvable. Public
testimonies, whether anonymous or not, are a form of dealing with the
crisis and an expression of a real deficiency of justice mechanisms. That
is why | sympathize with them. One of their benefits is that they break the
silence and allow people to express themselves. I wrote the article “From
Disclosure to Fairness™ ! asking whether disclosure is sufficient as a form

458 Wael, Reem. “#FirstTimelwasHarassed: Hashtag Testimonies of Child-Sexual Violence.” HarassMap. April 2018.
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/harassmap/media/HarassMap%20Egypt/final -report-2compressed.pdf.

49 Magdy Fahim, “nsd 4 o Gioadl Zadly o558 @gslesdl o™ YouTube, February 8, 2013,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vZVNosY-2DA .

460 Wael, Reem. “#FirstTimelwasHarassed: Hashtag Testimonies of Child-Sexual Violence.”

461 < Aydaris, *1lham. 2020 “_ae 2 ", pan 20 | (A5 Y saag zle JY) il ~ ol ge, Mada Masr. June 14, 2022,
https://www.madamasr.com/ar/2022/06/14/opinion/u/%D9%85%D9%86-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D9%88%D8%AD-
%D9%84%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%95%D9%86%D8%B5%D8%A7%D9%81-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A5%D8%B2%D8%B9%D8%A7%D8%AC-%D9%88%D8%AD%D8%AF%D9I%87 -
%D9%84%D8%A7-%D9%8A%D9%83%D9%81%D9%8A/ .
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of justice, or must it be complemented by justice mechanisms so that
fairness could be achieved. This is my opinion.”*¢?

*Figure 9

(Images from top to bottom).

2

1-“Three things are important to the society.
2-“The reputation of the harasser.”

3-“The psychological well-being of the harasser.’
4-“The future of the harasser.”

In Figure 9, the meme highlights a
critical aspect of rape culture: the condoning of sexual harassment by trivializing the crime
compared to the punishment of the harasser and his moral condemnation. The "reputation" and
"future" of the harasser are frequently emphasized in online discussions about any sexual
harassment incident. Sexual violence is deeply trivialized within dominant patriarchal cultural
norms. Within this rooted culture, male guardianship over women is almost entirely justified,
meaning that transgressions or errors, such as sexual violence, are often tolerated within the
broader context of men's societal role in maintaining public morality and ensuring its continuity
and dominance. This is especially true regarding women's morality and men's control over

women's bodies, even if no familial or personal ties exist between them. In the eyes of the dominant

42°Tlham °Aydariis, feminist and political activist. Direct interview with the author, Cairo, January 2023.
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majority, men's roles remain “public,” while women are relegated to the “private” sphere. This
dynamic justifies the high value placed on the future and fate of men, who are seen as playing a

quasi-security role, compared to the violence or abuse experienced by women.

The fight against sexual violence attracted support from across the political spectrum,
forming a virtual alliance that transcended the three main political factions: al-dawlagiyya, al-
thawragiyya, and al-Islamgiyya. However, these polarized political groups often interacted with
the anti-sexual harassment movement from their own positions, sometimes showing conflicting
reactions to feminist currents. This highlighted the realization among emerging communities that
the epidemic of sexual violence served as a point of convergence, where the dominant patriarchal
and sexual norms exerted their influence and shaped public attitudes, regardless of political

affiliations or slogans.

Questioning the dominant notion of male superiority and impunity opened the pandora box
raising fundamental questions that touched on the deeply ingrained convictions within political,
social, and religious institutions. The lines of polarization between the three political camps,
subsequently influenced the activists and audience interested in the gender relations’ question. The
state position for al-dawlagiyya, the religious stances for al-Islamgiyya, and the purified image of
the revolution/ the revolutionaries for al-thawragiyya, were fundamental elements that the battle
against GBV threatened and contested. The more the disclosure of sexual assaults that crossed
social classes deepened, the more its threat to the political camps’ capital and representations

relayed a serious tension portrayed in the social media debates as well as the memesphere.
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2. Debunking the Religious Myths Behind a Sanctified Hypermasculinity

When she demands equal inheritance rights

>> ° Comic Corner

bich, you want WHAT!?
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*Figure 10: The meme by “Comic Corner” comments a screenshot from YouTube showing a video for
sheikh Muhammad Husayn Ya‘qub titled “Lecture | How to bring up women?| Sheikh Muhammad Husayn
Ya‘qiib.”#6

Raising a public debate on the laws of inheritance in Islam, incorporated in the Egyptian

personal status laws, could be considered a taboo-breaking act.*®* Online feminist groups

43 Published on “Comic Corner” on Twitter (currently X) on 22  August 2017.
https://twitter.com/comiccornerv/status/899992297923903488/photo/1 .

464 «\/ery soon after the battle of Uhud, when numerous Muslims had fallen, we have—as a result of it—the final

Kur’anic ordinance of IV, 7-14: “To the men belongs a share of what their parents and kindred leave, and to the
women belongs a share of what their parents and kindred leave—whether it be little or much—as a determined share.
If the next of kin (not entitled to inherit), the orphans and the poor are present at the division, give them some of it and
speak kindly to them (verses 9-10 go on to deal with the treatment of orphans). Allah ordains for you, concerning your
children, (as follows): for the male the like of the portion of two females; but if there are (only) females (and) more
than two, two-thirds of the estate belongs to them and if there is (but) one (female) to her belongs the half.”

Schacht, J. and Layish, A., “Mirath”, in: Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, ed. by: P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis,
C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs. Consulted online on 21 November 2023

http://dx.doi.org.accesdistant.sorbonne-universite.fr/10.1163/1573-3912 islam COM 0747
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questioned the discrimination between male and female members of the same family, on religious
basis, arguing that favoring the male members by doubling their inheritance shares, belonged to
ages when female members did not work or share economic responsibilities.*®> Arguing against
the religious ruling used different approaches like highlighting the denial of females’ inheritance
in rural and Upper Egypt, and referring to the modern life transformations that changed the social
status of women and men so that male family members became no more responsible to support
their sisters, mothers, and female relatives financially after the death of the breadwinners or wealth

owners, as the inheritance rulings presupposed.

The criticism to inheritance rulings escalated in parallel to the initiative of the Tunisian
president Beji Caid Essebsi in 2017 on the occasion of the celebration of Women's Day in Tunisia.
The president announced that his country “is moving towards complete equality between men and
women in all areas, including equality in inheritance.”*®® Essebsi announced the formation of a
committee concerned with discussing ways to implement the initiative and mentioned that he

intended to allow Tunisian women to marry foreigners without necessarily converting to Islam.*®’

The calls for equality in inheritance between men and women is an old demand for women
liberation movements in Egypt and the Arab world since the 1980s. These movements, with few
exceptions of Islamist women organizations, were traditionally led by secular feminists since the
foundation of the Egyptian Feminist Union after the 1919’s popular revolution as the first
nationwide feminist movement. The union was incorporated within state institutions after the 1952
revolt inaugurating the age of ‘“‘state feminism” under President Nasser and to a lesser extent
President Sadat. Under President Mubarak’s rule, foreign-funded feminist NGOs acquired a
relative clout within the institutions of women rights beside the National Council for Women, a

state specialized council founded in 2000.8 Calls for equal inheritance remained within elitist

485 ol aslandea il sdle 3 jeiwe Slmall 8 Jally sdl o oslsledl 431 almasryalyoum.com, 2017,
https://www.almasryalyoum.com/news/details/1180563 .

46 lga iy uigi (A Laals Yan i Gl puall 8 B sbuall Gaig iy 5oal’ 3lke G (e, Reuters, August 16, 2017,
https://www.reuters.com/article/tunisia-women-equality-mn5-idARAKCN1AW?2E1/

457 I bid.

468 “The National Council for Women was established by Presidential Decree No. (90) of 2000 as an independent

national mechanism reporting to the President of the Republic that proposes general policies for society and its

constitutional institutions for the advancement of women, activating their role and empowering them socially,
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circles of younger generations of feminists since the 1980s and 1990s, against the backdrop of full
domination of Islamist currents on social debates concerning women issues. Resurging in the
public debate in 2017, equal inheritance demands provoked angry reactions and prompted Sheikh
al-Azhar Ahmad al-Tayyib to issue an official statement to implicitly denounce the Tunisian
president’s initiative, describing the verses on inheritance as “texts that are both definitive in proof
and significance,” stressing that verses concerning family rulings cannot be approached by “the
general public or non-specialists.”*®® The Sheikh described the initiative as a “wild idea, or a thesis
that was not supported by the rules of sound ‘i/m (theology), clashed with definitive rules and texts,
provoked the Muslim masses who adhere to their religion, and opened the door to destabilize

Muslim societies."*"°

In 2021, two feminist platforms (Superwomen and Barah 'Amin (a safe space)) launched
two joint online campaigns against the denial of women’s inheritance, promoted by the hashtags

#ridwa*™* and #mirath_al-sitat_fen*’? (where is women’s inheritance?). Ridwa is the familiar term

culturally, economically and politically, and proposing legislation and policies that support their rights. The Council
was reconstituted by Military Council Resolution No. 77 of 2012, which continued until the issuance of Presidential
Resolution No. 19 of 2016 to reconstitute the National Council for Women, which included for the first time among
the members of the National Council for Women young men and rural women, along with female and male experts in
women'’s affairs and development.”

Bl yall e gl ulaall ” A, 5 4dls n.d., http://ncw.gov.eq/Page/11/%D8%AE%D9%84%D9%81%D9%8A%D8%A9-
%D8%AA%D8%AT7%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%AEY%DI%8A%D8%AY/ .

469 daala 3 Si¢ Lol Ledeary &l pall 3l sbaall (ssledy aai ja 3Y) i o) e Lia )y sese (0,”” Reuters, August 20, 2017,
https://www.reuters.com/article/azhar-imam-ea2-idARAKCN1BO0R7/

470 | bid.

4t “Facebook.” nd.,
https://business.facebook.com/Superwomenstory/posts/pfbid0z4sUFjL 9kVdb3L H1teU2wNA9dUgzKFnwwrV5Fgl
cNGzZcBfYjSnwQzQDM5BsAbgPI? _ xts  [0]=68.ARDKhZhfR6d1jXg-

YovKQr8fs8C4xI0NUoijN7j8fq4x58 126i4RUJpHIdIW3jFIWXNYNDxKkMolFXNXTodypquCVIbstZWEY|-
jyb_TgbA4N4AVB18Rcs4X70H _FECMLI9791YIMQNQbYchOQoxIE7TMVeAs-
BAVFICQEIMSESd2DU9va7L Y X021t1gJarV5fvy 11zA4vihuwH 1e36VrEHIW hl2m0sVsE5ZCCkxdo8Co_CdD
50R0GQ03_kjQo3wRIdiBb5g5kw4npeneppgvnhioB3AWbDEOkej1Xcc-AKEEg7hCOVAdphF3FG4z10Q-
Vrr9rDMebL PhaY LA .

ar2 “Facebook™ “Log in or Sign up to View,” nd.,

https://business.facebook.com/barahaamen/photos/a.386709204863319/1803698943164331/?type=3& xts [0]=6
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https://business.facebook.com/Superwomenstory/posts/pfbid0z4sUFjL9kVdb3LH1teU2wNA9dUgzKFnwwrV5Fq1cNGzZcBfYjSnwQzQDM5BsAbqPl?__xts__%5b0%5d=68.ARDKhZhfR6d1jXg-YovKQr8fs8C4xI0NUoijN7j8fq4x58_l26i4RUJpH9d1W3jFIwxNYNDxkMo1FXNXTodypquCVIbstZWEYj-jyb_TgbA4N4AVB18Rcs4X70H_FECML979IYlMQNQbYcb0QoxlE7MVeAs-BAVFICgElMSFSd2DU9va7LYX021t1qJarV5fvy_11zA4vihuwH_le36VrEHIW_hl2m0sVsE5ZCCkxdo8Co_CdD50R0GQ03_kjQo3wRldiBb5q5kw4npeneppgvnhioB3AWbEOkej1Xcc-AkEEg7hC0VAdphF3FG4z1OQ-Vrr9rDMebLPhaY_LA
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https://business.facebook.com/Superwomenstory/posts/pfbid0z4sUFjL9kVdb3LH1teU2wNA9dUgzKFnwwrV5Fq1cNGzZcBfYjSnwQzQDM5BsAbqPl?__xts__%5b0%5d=68.ARDKhZhfR6d1jXg-YovKQr8fs8C4xI0NUoijN7j8fq4x58_l26i4RUJpH9d1W3jFIwxNYNDxkMo1FXNXTodypquCVIbstZWEYj-jyb_TgbA4N4AVB18Rcs4X70H_FECML979IYlMQNQbYcb0QoxlE7MVeAs-BAVFICgElMSFSd2DU9va7LYX021t1qJarV5fvy_11zA4vihuwH_le36VrEHIW_hl2m0sVsE5ZCCkxdo8Co_CdD50R0GQ03_kjQo3wRldiBb5q5kw4npeneppgvnhioB3AWbEOkej1Xcc-AkEEg7hC0VAdphF3FG4z1OQ-Vrr9rDMebLPhaY_LA
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in rural and Upper Egypt for a small amount of money, given by male family members to women,

to assuage them “in lieu of their legal inheritance shares so they won't end up owning land and

property."473

The Facebook page “Ana Mama Yala@” supported the debate of equality in inheritance and
continued to evoke critical themes for sensitive religious taboos in their memes. Attacking the
hypermasculine stereotype represented an important line of critique in the page’s comics. Irony in
clusters of memes of the page emanated from portraying a stereotypical man, spoiled and
privileged, unapologetically reiterating his comments and expressing his attitudes towards women,
without being able to perceive the facts of privilege or discrimination. Framing the normative
social standards, from the point of view of the stereotypical man, indirectly mirrored the societal
blindness to the reality of inequality precipitated through a longstanding hybrid of religious,

customary, cultural, and legal discourses:

“Comedy is an important type of expression lacking in the feminist
movement. First, because it is a source of venting accumulated anger after
successive frustrations, and second, because comics and memes generate
discussions in sectors that are not interested in reading an article in a
periodical that talks about the future of feminism in Egypt or the Arab
world. A joke is generally a provocative act that you can never ignore. As
long as there is a huge shortage of female comedic content creators on the
Internet, and females are restricted to the roles of advertising models or
fashionistas, this will favor masculine thought that dominates writing and
culture in general.

Over time, we felt that we needed a vital discourse accessible to all social
groups, with our voice, ideas, biases, and without compromise. However,
memes helped crystallizing ideas, sometimes with misleading
simplification, but they kept the arguments and responses fresh in our
mind. Also, memes in general, and male memes in particular, were
immune to criticism under the pretext that they were a joke and criticizing
them reflected a party pooper spirit and killed the sense of humor. This

8.ARC8H5rIHwoFmdbn_Qis57qF4dfnjh XOH7WLSWAuUQ1zu-
cWW2P4A3nISs2JT1j40g0rh6sfSrG5UPfIKTV2RzUY GcQP5pgE1k7bQGhCOK7y0krU5Cek _dlzJ7zDWcznpplPioOk
031IDXiUgHXs0SP3U8FXcs1g20lQaz0HRI7r5WjLPBTvDjDoKTMOYhocPRgij-7G1RC-0WXrkgB4nA-
LDt4gAc5D5UXhV-KnGOzjKUOb-Invn25T8McSAIMUIVTHrNSHrAKOUD _mg6bMGBFeQzJr4OK-
BseuRUsbebyVQHvj5kwQzQbmYpw2cS5CpnbMBXjK4pIRSDTKp5A .

473 Enas Kamal, “Egyptian Campaign Combats Women's Inheritance Denial,” The New Arab, n.d., 18 November,

2021. https://www.newarab.com/features/egyptian-campaign-combats-womens-inheritance-denial .
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disgusting accusation was always directed at women, so let us face joke

with joke!”*#"4

*Figure 11

In the meme, an interviewer hosts the famous
Egyptian billionaire Nagib Sawiris. The
superimposed texts are invented by the meme
creators of “Ana Mama Yald.” Sawiris’s
richness is deployed, in the background, to
accentuate the meme’s purpose in satirizing
the  stereotypical  man’s  normative

reiterations.

Top image

“What would you say to materialistic women
who speak about inheritance, dowry, and
household furnishing [in preparation for

marriage]?

Bottom image

“I never cared about money, I inherit the

double [of the correspondent female family member], and I make her contribute to the costs equally too.”

The meme's irony is further heightened by the fact that Nagib Sawiris is a Christian and thus not bound by

Islamic inheritance laws. Nonetheless, the focus in the meme shifts towards his perceived masculinity rather

than his religious background. His portrayal emphasizes the commonality of the traditional notions of

masculinity, implying that his mindset aligns more closely with the conventional male stereotype,

irrespective of his religious affiliation.

474 Moderators of the Facebook comics page “Ana Mama Yala” (1 am mama, boy). Direct interview through email

with the author. 15 December 2022.

237



Vb Lolo U

Oyg) plitde pliol 4l Lo

4 lobo_uli>_joso#
' 39» Aol
y S]] §1 & - 5 5
v“",l N _‘,92 eD 163 14 Comments 13 Shares
-~ ».‘ - '3 l"‘ - () Comment > Share @@~
N ,4}. .

) 0 Y Lolo Ui

uw‘l‘a (il e e - e

*ﬂlx‘w‘%@g JJ).!N; &
EEICTWES &5 @b

L Ules B yai
_-—

*Figure 12

Upper image: “I respect God’s hudiid (limits) and | inherit the double of a woman.

Middle image: “And I respect the habits, traditions, and customs, | make her contribute to marriage
preparations with half of the costs.”

Bottom image: “And I respect women’s rights and I make her share with me the household expenses.”

The title/ caption put for the meme by the page “Ana Mama Yala” is: “Enough respect, because I choked.
#memes_of mama_beloveds.” Emphasizing that women in Islamic tradition and societies are treated with
respect and that “Islam honored women” is a constant cliché deployed by religious preachers and

institutions, and similarly by big numbers of men in reply to any criticism.

The feminist memesphere focused on different types of hypermasculine aggression
extending beyond sexual violence in domestic and public spheres. The sociologist Hanan Hammad

presumed that a continuum of violence linked state abuse with male abuse, as “an inefficient and
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corrupt state feeds into an abusive gender order.”*”® However, local movements of young women
after 2013 adopted a discourse that delved deeper into the cultural and religious convictions that
supported a despising look at women, and were not restricted to the analytical perspective that

centered state violence as a sole factor affecting the reality of discrimination and violence.

Focusing on the pillars of discrimination against women, enrooted in the religious texts
and interpretations, became one of the most provocative themes of the feminist discourses,
especially when it gained more popularity and went beyond elitist circles. Watching sectors from
the young generations liking or sharing memes that included direct religious criticism, made from
a feminine perspective, waved a different generational perspective, less threatened by the Islamist
domination on public discussions. The surge in critical memes and the growing engagement of
young women and men, amidst the revisionist anti-Islamist movement, elicited strong reactions
from religious institutions and conservative sectors. Many individuals began to share excerpts from
ancient Islamic history and theology texts to underscore the subordinate position of women and

criticize the stagnant and literal interpretations that persist to this day.

In Figures 11, 12, and 13, the strategic use of religious language within the satirical
framework of internet memes is evident in its role in pushing the boundaries of the discourse on
gender equality, irrespective of explicit religious directives. The rigid discriminatory inheritance
laws in Islam are directly challenged through clear objections presented in a comedic style,
leveraging popular culture symbols to banalize the act of questioning established beliefs (like the
billionaire Nagib Sawiris in Figure 11 and the comedian *Adil *Imam in Figure 13). Figure 12
employs the mention of God's hudiid (limits) to play down conventional masculine discourse
surrounding inheritance, whereas Figure 13 discusses the stagnation of religious texts on polygamy
and slavery in light of evolving societal dynamics, suggesting a need to move beyond a strict

reliance on Quranic scripture as the primary authority in legal and social contexts.

475 Hammad. “Sexual Harassment in Egypt: An Old Plague in a New Revolutionary Order,” 55.
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*Figure 13

The meme, published by the Facebook page “La
li Ta‘addud al-Zawgdat (No to Polygamy),”
portrays a scene from the superstar ’Adel

’Imam’s theatre piece “al-Wad Sayyid al-

/‘ Shaghghal.” Like many memes, it profits from

yu@s@mujwﬁl Lo sk
31,k | galls aghl eluendWisass
Ay

the familiarity of ’Imam’s relatable comedic
grimaces of surprise and awe on behalf of a

woman listening to a man’s arguments.

Top image

2020: “But the Prophet and all his companions

were all polygamists, you want to say that they

J were unfair to women?”
R Bottom image

- »
AN oS agls Llawall gl Lo abo 1877: “But the Prophet and all his companions

. I
fouladl galls agal JuBBSL (SHIB § saas had slaves and slave-women, you want to say

that they were unfair to the people?”

In this internet meme that critiques unjust practices justified by religious texts, humor arises
from incongruity.*’® By violating accepted patterns and revealing their inconsistencies, a situation
governed by a societal norm or religious decree is transformed into comedic commentary.
Introducing unexpected elements, such as the comparison between the years 2020 and 1877 in
Figure 13, underscores the glaring disparity between historical texts and contemporary social
realities. This dissonance highlights a longstanding issue where outdated beliefs hinder progressive

social reforms aligned with modern contexts and societal needs.

On 8 July 2022, al-Azhar’s Facebook page named “Al-Azhar’s International Electronic

25477

Fatwa Center”'’ posted a list of prohibitions at the eve of Eid al-Fitr. Among other prohibitions,

476 Meyer. “Functions of Humor in Communication,” 37.

477 «“Al-Azhar’s International Electronic Fatwa Center,” Facebook, consulted on 22 April 2024, n.d.,
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the post included consumption of forbidden substances (i.e. alcoholic drinks) at the eve of Eid al-
Fitr, young girls and boys going out to parks and promenades without committing to Islam’s
regulations, women going out adorned and not wearing the hijab, and women and men praying

side by side in Eid al-Fitr’s prayer.

However, after receiving thousands of angry reactions from people who shared the post on
their profiles and wrote angry and sarcastic comments on al-Azhar’s page, the post was deleted
and reposted without the hijab sentence. Screenshots of the deleted post resurfaced online, from
people who considered al-Azhar’s move a hypocritical gesture that did not reflect the true stances
of the institution. Later, the hashtag #yasqut yasqut hukm_al-Azhar (down, down, with al-Azhar’s
rule) appeared on social networks and garnered numerous comments and contributions from al-
Azhar’s critics and its supporters. The hashtag rhymes with the famous acclaims of the
revolutionary time deployed against the SCAF in 2011 #yasqut yasqut hukm_al- ‘askar (down,
down, with the military rule) and against Morsi and the Brotherhood in 2013
#yasqut yasqut hukm_al- murshid (down, down, with the rule of the Supreme Guide of the MB).

In the following section, I am using screenshots from the online contributions of Egyptians
using the hashtag on X to underscore a sample of the opinions shared around its topic. From the
name tags of the users’ profiles, we could observe some participants putting the Egyptian flags,
who usually associate themselves with al-dawlagiyya after 2013, while other profiles are for

women who speak from their special position as subjects for exclusive religious fatwas.

https://www.facebook.com/fatwacenter
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*Figure 14

Al-Azhar’s post “Eid prohibitions”
at the eve of Eid al-Fitr, on 8 July
2022, before its removal and

replacement.

Twitter Trends - Egypt

Youtube Trends

Age Calculator

Copy
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Public Holidays

f Following are the list of today's top twitter trending topics in Egypt, Trends last updated 6 minutes ago. Google Trends
L
@ Rank Trending Topic / Hashtag Tweet Volume
: 5 #poa_ b dgisa pE o 693.6K
=
2; #J_Y Under 10K
+ 3. #AN_pSa ki biu Under 10K

*Figure 15: The hashtag #yasqu¢_yasqu¢_hukm_al-Azhar coming third in the Twitter Trends (currently

named X) in Egypt with around 10K tweet volume. Consulted on 12 February 2024.
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*Figure 16
Hashtag in Arabic:
#yasqut_yasquz_hukm_al-Azhar




*Figure 17

W € Tweet
, #yasquy_yasquz_hukm_al-Azhar

@ lfa' =amlnsflafs= “Get the high education back to the
# 28;Y|_pS>_laiauy_lné s Ministry of High Education and
L wealall cally el puledl 8,158) el pulesll lge>, Scientific Research and get the pre-
& pelsilly auill ojl)ﬁﬂdjulﬂlmlﬁjlliﬁz university education back to the
& 83,8i0 WUdg ,Sall uclys ppoalane pSiLIS ijii Ministry of Education and focus only
© on religious education. Enough, the
° R graduates of your colleges*’® are
(Xitiects: TE o Tects: 1220 mostly dawa ‘ish of thought and lone

wolves against our homeland
(dawa ‘ish is a current Arabic neologism that draws a similarity between extremist Islamists and the
affiliates of Daesh).”

Al-Azhar that received an increasing funding during Sisi’s rule (mounting to 20 billion EGP from

the state budget)*”® succeeded in expanding its network of pedagogical institutions across Egypt*® profiting

478 In 1961, Al-Azhar underwent an official re-establishment as a university during the administration of President,
Nasser that issued the “Azhar Laws” to integrate the institution within the state structures. This shift towards formal
education marked the introduction of structured curricula and the establishment of various schools and colleges within
the institution. Al-Azhar adopted a mixed learning method that combines theological courses with other sciences such
as astronomy, arithmetic, medicine, architecture, geology, history and social sciences within its university. Al-Azhar
university (beside schools) funded an expanding network of educational institutions all over Egypt offering
undergraduate and postgraduate study programs through 81 faculties, 9 Institutes, 359 academic Departments, 42

centers, 6 university hospitals and 27 General administration units.

QS International, “Al-Azhar University,” Top Universities, n.d., https://www.topuniversities.com/universities/al-
azhar-
university#:~:text=About%20A1%2DAzhar%20University&text=The%20university%20was%20founded%20in,sur
vive%20as%20a%20modern%20university .

479 ohl Va0 ais ke 20 cuasll M Al dgall Glewsall dijlse LA Chus s, May 1, 2021,
https://www.elwatannews.com/news/details/5471209#:~:text=%D9%88%D9%8A%D8%A8%D9%84%D8%BA%2
0%D8%A5%D8%AC%D9%85%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%8A%20%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D9%88%D8%AT
%D8%B2%D9%86%D8%A9%20%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AA%DI%88%D9%82%D8%B9%D8%A9
%20%D9%84%D9%84%D8%A3%D8%B2%D9%87%D8%B1,678%20%D8%A3%D9%84%D9%81%20%D8%A
C%D9%86%D9%8A%D9%87%20%D8%A8%D9%86%D8%B3%D8%A8%D8%A9%2010.9%25 .

40 s lgme 271 Siel. 2023 ale oal¥) adedll slas® o5 e ”  December 28, 2023
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from state subsidization to accommodate around two million students in the pre-university stage, starting

from kindergarten age.
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*Figure 18

“I do not need someone to tell
me which leg to use to enter to
the bathroom, or someone to tell
me with which hand | should
eat, or someone to tell me how
to make my relation to my
husband or my family, or
someone to tell me how to dress.
You are not our guardians, you

are humans like us.

#yasquy_yasquz_hukm_al-Azhar.”

In her name tag, Walaa adds the Arabic nickname 'Umm Hurayra (the mother of Hurayra).

It is a feminization of the kunya (teknonym in an Arabic name, the name of an adult derived from

their eldest son) of the famous Hadith narrator *Abii Hurayra (literally: The father of Hurayra), a

Prophet companion who “presumably did tell many stories about Muhammad, but the authentic

ones may be only a small amount of the huge number of traditions traced to him.

25481

https://www.youm?7.com/story/2023/12/28/%D8%AD%D8%B5%D8%A7%D8%AF-

%D8%AT7%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%BI%D9I%84%D9%8A%DI%85-

%D8%AT7%D9%84%D8%A3%D8%B2%D9%87%D8%B1%D9%89-%D8%B9%D8%A7%D9%85-2023-

%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%AA%DI%85%D8%A7%D8%AF-271-

%D9%85%D8%B9%D9%87%D8%AF%D8%AT-%D8%AC%DE%AF%DI%8A%D8%AF%D8%AT7/6429427 .

481 Robson, J., “Abii Hurayra”, in: Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, Edited by: P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E.

Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs. Consulted

online on 07 December 2023

http://dx.doi.org.accesdistant.sorbonne-universite.fr/10.1163/1573-3912 islam SIM 0204
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In the upcoming screenshots, we could observe that some name tags carry ancient Egyptian

symbols to associate their holders with the neonationalist camp, while others define themselves as

seculars.
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*Figure 19

“#yasquz_yasqus_hukm_al-Azhar.
The end of the sheikhs of al-Azhar will be at the hands of women. And you will see. It just takes gathering
some Egyptian women in a million-woman protest.

#no _to hijab_the symbol of authoritaianism.”

The name tag in Figure 19 is “’Abt Nadim the Supreme Guide of Seculars (a title imitating the Muslim

Brotherhood’s title al-murshid al- ‘@mm granted to the highest authority in the organization).”
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*Figure 20: With a name tag using ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs, the post writer comments on the photos

as follows: “Egypt in the 1950s and before the Wahhabi invasion and al-Azhar’s implementation of their

agenda. #yasqus_yasqu¢_hukm_al-Azhar.”
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*Figure 21

In the quoted tweet the writer recalls al-
Azhar’s objection to Khedive Ismail’s*?

decision to abolish slavery in Egypt.

The comment of Rawan Taman: “They say
that the participants on the hashtag support
homosexuals or women wearing sleeveless
blouses, I wear the hijab and 1 say

#yasqut_yasqut _hukm_al-Azhar.”

42 The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, “Isma‘il Pasha | Ottoman Viceroy of Egypt, Khedive of Sudan,”

Encyclopedia Britannica, July 20, 1998, https://www.britannica.com/biography/lsmail-Pasha .
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*Figure 22

“#yasquz_yasqut_hukm_al-Azhar. Through its history, Al-Azhar had always been capable of being
unpredictable and concealing its beliefs for survival reasons (tagiyya).*®® When extremists are prosecuted
it disowns them despite that in fact it approves their convictions and teaches them in its curricula. And when
extremists back down and their flame fades, al-Azhar takes their place to perform the role of radicalism,

extremism, and stagnation.”

However, in the tweets of al-Azhar supporters, some name tags carried the Egyptian flag
and the ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs, which points out the heterogenous nature of the “stability

alliance” gathering seculars, neonationalists, and religious conservatives.

483 Matt Stefon, “Taqiyyah | Islamic Doctrine & Practices,” Encyclopedia Britannica, July 20, 1998,
https://www.britannica.com/topic/tagiyyah .
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*Figure 23

“I came to see who are the
participants on this hashtag
and found them as follows:
“Labawi (lionesses),**
dayyiithin (cuckolds),
Islamophobia” and all those
people, thanks God, represent
0.01% of the population, and
they are hit by shoes everyday

(i.e. humiliated and
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*Figure 24: “I swear to God, after all what I see I insist more on educating my daughter in al-Azhar, maybe

I could protect her. We are in an intellectual swamp. And the problem is that those who drown us in it call

themselves people of culture, taste, and modernism. Allah is my suffice, and the best deputy.

#yasqut yasqut hukm_al-Azhar.”

484 Labawi (lionesses) in colloquial Egyptian Arabic bears a shaming sexual connotation for women, meaning sluts or

bitches.
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By dismantling the religious foundations of "masculine exceptionalism," feminist activists
and women across various sectors began to view the direct regulation of female bodies and
sexuality as a deliberate objective of dominant religious institutions. The perpetuation of male
dominance in the Egyptian context was consistently reinforced through religious, legal, and
authoritative mechanisms and narratives. While the hypothesis emphasizing the continuum of
violence often placed state accountability at the forefront, post-2013 local activism did not shy
away from examining the religious, social, and nuanced aspects that explored the repercussions of

male superiority on women's social interactions and autonomy.

Through advocacy efforts that delved into the diverse layers of discourse and tools of
control shaping the prevalent landscape of coercion, women's movements diversified their
approaches. This diversity transformed their quest for change into an inclusive platform that
embraced varied allies and adversaries alike, fostering an open battleground for advancing their

causec.

In March 2021, the Egyptian parliement started to discuss a governmental proposal to
amend the definitions and penalties of the crime of female genital mutilation (FGM). FGM was
recognized for the first time as a crime in the Children’s Law issued in 2008. In 2016, a number of
penalties were imposed against those who committed it in amendments to the Penal Code approved

by the House of Representatives.*®

The amendments proposed by the government aimed to increase the punishment for those

who attempt to circumcise females falling under their legal jurisdiction, expand the scope of

485 «“Article 242 of the current Egyptian Penal Code stipulates that ‘anyone who performs female circumcision- the
familiar Egyptian term for FGM- by partially or completely removing any of the external genital organs or inflicts
injuries on those organs without medical justification shall be punished with imprisonment for a period of not less
than five years and not exceeding seven years. Aggravated imprisonment would be the penalty if this act results in
permanent disability or leads to death. Likewise, Article 242 bis-A of the same law stipulates that ‘anyone who
requests female circumecision and has her circumcised upon his request’ shall be punished with imprisonment for a

period not less than one year and not exceeding three years.”

il (Sl ) 5 S a8l s 7SR Ay i Bt (pmd ) ol e [l g i g5 0l placse clinm, N,

https://www.manassa.news/stories/5005 .
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accusation to include other officials responsible for making that decision, impose special penalties

on medical doctors doing FGM, and define the elements of the crime more clearly.*®

FGM, a very old Egyptian and African customary practice, was never criminalized before
2008, which contributed to its normalization and impeded all the efforts to fight its prevalence
among successive generations, which put Egypt among the top five countries where FGM is
performed for young girls in Africa, the Islamic, and Arab world. FGM has been gradually
medicalized, so that Egypt became the first country in the world where FGM was performed by
medical doctors.*®” Also, FGM became a controversial topic for clerics and preachers during the
1990s and the 2000s in parallel to the social hegemony of the Islamic revival thought.*®
Traditionally, discourses against FGM highlighted its nonappearance in the religious texts and

regulations, as the Prophet did not perform the operation to his daughters and the practice was

absent in the majority of Muslim non-African countries.

A group of parliement members rejected the governmental amendments in 2021, including

the salafist bloc and the representatives from rural and Upper Egypt, who justified their position

486 “The proposed amendment to Article 242 of the law stipulated that “anyone who performs circumcision on a female
by removing any part of her genital organs, mutilates, or injures those organs shall be punished with imprisonment for
a period of no less than five years. If that act results in a permanent disability the penalty shall be aggravated
imprisonment for a period of not less than seven years, but if the act leads to death, the penalty shall be aggravated
imprisonment for a period of no less than ten years. The amendments specifically punish doctors involved in the crime
with “aggravated imprisonment if the person who performed the circumcision is a doctor, or a practitioner of the
nursing profession. If his crime results in a permanent disability, the penalty shall be aggravated imprisonment for a
period of not less than ten years. However, if the act leads to death, the penalty shall be aggravated imprisonment for
a period of not less than fifteen years and not more than twenty years.”

Laidl) ? Cpalill a5 GBSy | Lage Gl 31 el pame (AN 4 she Jalas® (b ) ilad (a [Ailal o dinaa Glba s 0l plae slia, n.dl,,
https://www.manassa.news/stories/5005 .

BT i b el vk ellae Gl gealpyl ol Gl Mglall cdat B Ldle V) seas seal 330 June 20, 2020,
https://www.aljazeera.net/women/2020/6/20/%D9%85%D8%B5%D8%B1-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D9%88%D9%84%D9%89-
%D8%B9%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D9%8A%D8%AT7-%D9%81%D9%8A-
%D8%AA%D8%B7%D8%A8%D9I%8A%D8%A8-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AEY%D8%AA%D8%ATY%DI%86
88 a W) clle o Yo el GLYI A s ek @aeay 5589 gl 2aal” Almasry Alyoum, June 30, 2007,

https://www.almasryalyoum.com/news/details/2132270 .
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by statements like: “The amendments collide with the established customs of society,” or “the
governmental project strays from “sahih al-din (the core of religion),” or “How will we face the
people in our villages in Upper Egypt?” or “it is not a permanent disability because it does not

extend to a vital part of her body, such as a hand or a foot.”*%

While the deep seated popular belief about FGM was that it tames female’s sexual desire,
hence its importance to discipline young girls and protect their “honour” until they get married,
the debates about law amendment in the parliement provoked a parallel debate on social networks
that involved the memesphere. The comments and memes mocked the dominant masculine beliefs

about female sexuality, emphasizing the marginalization of their sexual organs and pleasure.

4895 aial) ) cpalill 4al 5 oSy Lage add Bl el guae 2 lA)) &y g Laglast iab ) Gl (e [lal s daisa e s cpall dliac clica,

n.d., https://www.manassa.news/stories/5005 .
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*Figure 25

Top image

“The chronicles of a parlimentary
reporter | One of the reasons of
refusing “the increase of FGM
punishment:” Women’s  genital
organ (clitoris) is not important.. and
how to face our electoral

constituency.”*%

Middle image

“Not what dear?”

Bottom image

“Sorry, I do not know how to find

it.”

The meme portrays a

scene®! in the Egyptian film “Banat al-‘Amm (The Girl Cousins)-2012.7%% The plot of the film is about

three young women, bound by cousinhood, who reside with their grandmother in a grand palace. Seeking

to sell their ancestral home, they approach a potential buyer. Despite the grandmother's efforts to dissuade

them, cautioning them about a curse that befell their ancestors when they tried to sell the palace. Ignoring

her warnings, the girls press on, only to fall victim to the curse, with their grandmother, and undergo a

4% The quote is taken from the journal article titled “The chronicles of a parliamentary reporter.”

aial) ? Al 4a 5 Sy | Laga Gl 31 el same LAY A s Jalas® (b ) Ciland (g [Autlal o disia Glba s ol pliae elia, N,

https://www.manassa.news/stories/5005 .

41 Rotana Cinema, “all <l ald e e pde @ daly Gl 2sie (e o585 W September 15, 2020,
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transformation into men. As events unfold, the transformed individuals embark on a quest to reclaim the
palace and break the curse that has befallen them. In the scene portrayed in Figure 25, the transformed girls
visit their transformed grandmother at the hospital, and speak to her doctor as if they are asking about their
grandfather. In the original dialogue, the irony emanates from many slips of the tongue as the actors (hiding
their female identity) talk in the feminine pronouns, and express their surprise when the doctor tells them
that their “grandfather” suffers from a prostatic inflamation. The scene ends with the doctor, confused by

their pronouns’ shifts, starting to speak in feminine pronouns.

The imagined dialogue in the meme builds on the original film plot, in a same-sex masquerade, by
borrowing the male power position to question the male-gaze undermining women’s organ, hence her
sexuality. In the question: “Not what dear?” in a threatening tone, the importance of the clitoris is

emphasized by a male interlocutor with a female identity.

*Figure 26

The meme template from the
famous Disney cartoon “Tom and
Jerry,” where the Arabic word
written on the gun’s muzzle is

“logic.” (look up Figure 4).

Caption: “Female circumcision is
important because women have an
immense desire that will exhaust
me and [ am weak. But I am a stud
(a hunk of a man) and I have to

cheat on her because she is frigid.”

The memes in Figures 25 and 26, published by “Ana Mama Yald,” focus on the
contradictions underlying the persistence of the FGM practice that impacts young girls’ body
integrity and sexual satisfaction and consequently sexual and marital relationships. While many

men use the conditions of reduced sexual desire and reduced sexual satisfaction,**® resulting from

4% Yassin, Khalid et al. “Characteristics of Female Sexual Dysfunctions and Obstetric Complications Related to
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FGM, to justify their desire for satisfactory relationships, the continuation of this practice is
sustained through denial. Denial involves disconnecting its perceived “disciplinatory” purpose

from the profound and perpetual psychological and physical damages it inflicts.

The frank reference to the masculine fear from women’s sexual desire in the memes of
“Ana Mama Yal@” is a frequent theme. The metaphor also exposes an unspoken problem, which is

the prevalence of erectile dysfunction among married men in Egypt as a cause for a percentage of

494

failed marriages and divorces.

*Figure 27: The meme template is a photo from a scene*®® in the anthology series “ ‘Ayza 'Atgawwiz (I Want
to Get Married)-2010.7%°® The episodes of the series unfold in a comedic fashion, centering around a
middle-class pharmacist, ‘Ula (played by the actress Hind Sabr1), who is determined to tie the knot before

reaching the age of thirty. Amidst familial pressure to accept the first suitor who comes knocking, she finds

Female Genital Mutilation in Omdurman Maternity Hospital, Sudan,” Reproductive Health 15/1 (2018).
https://reproductive-health-journal.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12978-017-0442-y

4% Seyam, R., Albakry, A., Ghobish, A. et al. “Prevalence of Erectile Dysfunction and Its Correlates in Egypt: A
Community-Based Study.” International Journal of Impotence Research 15/4 (2003): 237-45,
https://www.nature.com/articles/3901000

4% TVision, “ate dbaa da5) - osa | 10 48l - il sule  Julae”  February 25, 2018.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tdvDmcSMvkM&t=1834s (30:30)

496 ¢ mjall aelge (Al A Hga (@ BleYl cpad (Jead) Al 2010 - S5l sie - Julus” elCinema.com, n.d.,
https://elcinema.com/work/1191098/ .
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herself entangled in various amusing situations. Throughout the series, she humorously shares her

experiences and challenges dealing with the men who propose to her.
Caption on the right (the man side): “When I speak about the importance of the clitoris.”
Caption on the left (the woman side- yowling and slaping her cheeks): “My husband.”

The photo is taken from the episode “Zawgat Dabit Muhim” (The wife of an important officer) where the
man proposing to ‘Ula is a police officer who has the standard characteristics of a macho man and boasts
of his superior ability to control and track down criminals and humiliate them. We also see his belittling
look at ‘Ula, whom he does not listen to no matter how hard she tries to speak, filled with his desire to
impress and see the fascination with signs of virility and strength in her eyes. The situation suddenly
changes as the officer takes ‘Ula to watch his work in one of the road ambushes, when one of the cars
exceeds the permissible speed. The officer launches into a chase after the car, after he forces ‘Ula to get
into the car with him, while he was in the midst of an outburst of anger and excited screaming. Therefore,
she appears in the picture wailing under the car seat without any ability to stop the officer who was driving

at high speed in a fit of hormonal rage.

In the meme, a switch of positions and characters puts the woman in the place of the macho police
officer, speaking about the importance of her sexual organ, while her husband is replacing the frightened
‘Ula. The husband in the meme, threatened by his wife’s open sexual talk, metaphorically borrows ‘Ula’s
position, feeling incapacitated to stop a speedy car heading towards an unknown fate. The wife, on the other
side, positions herself in the shoes of a controlling police officer while owning her sexual desire and

speaking with entitlement.
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*Figure 28

The meme template from
the famous Disney cartoon
“Tom and Jerry,” where
the Arabic word written on
the gun’s muzzle is

“logic.”

Caption: “My wife helps
me in household expenses
and furnishing the house
because 1 want halal sex
but I am gawwam (a

guardian/ a caretaker) with

my dick.”

The term gawwam
comes from the Quranic verse in Surat al-Nisa’ (verse 34): “Men are the managers of the affairs
(gawwamiin) of women for that God has preferred in bounty one of them over another, and for that
they have expended of their property. Righteous women are therefore obedient, guarding the secret
for God's guarding. And those you fear may be rebellious admonish; banish them to their couches,
and beat them. If they then obey you, look not for any way against them; God is All-high, All-

great 99497

This verse is one of the most commonly deployed Quranic texts in gender debates, as it
provides the most indisputable proof, by the sacred scripture, on the regulations of the male-female
relation in Islam. Besides the frank reinforcement of male guardianship and superiority, the verse
introduces beating wives as a form of disciplining and punishment. And despite that many
interpretations try to lighten the meaning of beating in the text, or give other possibilities to
understand it, most preachers and religious insitutions acknowledge beating as a form of

disciplining women by men.

497 Surat al-Nisa’, verse 34.
Arberry. “IV. The Women.” In The Koran Interpreted, 60.
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Popularly, the text is widespread in support of sexual violence and absolute male authority
in familial and marital relationships. The word gawwam remains a major distinction between men
and women, despite of the huge social transformations that changed their respective positions. In
the meme, “I am gawwam with my dick” refers to the hollowness of the term, deployed despite of
the absence of its context, in total neglection of the present economic balance. It also reveals the
mere physiological essence of discrimination, in the current social condition, when other pillars of

male superiority (like education and economic advantages) are gradually vanishing.

The meme also refers to marriage as a form of “halal sex” devoid of other elements of
compassion, cooperation, and romanticism. Reducing the social institution to satisfying sexual
needs puts focus on the deteriorating social regard to its multi-faceted roles and commitments in
the eyes of younger generations. While the country recently witnesses increasing divorce rates,**
the intersex interactions and relations keep being influenced by the rising online mysoginistic

movements against the backdrop of a cumulative heritage of patriarchal culture being recycled and

gaining momentum through digital platforms.

4% “Two New Marriages Every Minute; One Divorce Every Two in Egypt in 2022: Report - Society - Egypt,” Ahram
Online, n.d., https://english.ahram.org.eq/News/506604.aspX .
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3. Against the Family: The Attack against Digitized Femininity

On 27 July 2020, the criminal court in Cairo issued a ruling punishing Hanin Husam, Mawadda
al-’Adham, and three other girls, with two years’ imprisonment and a fine of 300.000 Egyptian
pounds each, for convicting them of “assaulting family values and principles.” In the judicial case
known in the media by “TikTok Girls’ Case,” accused girls were brought to trial on charges of
assaulting the values and principles of the Egyptian family and society, publishing indecent videos,
incitement to immorality, exploiting children to achieve financial profits, and human trafficking.%°
Their alleged actions included enticing girls and exploiting them through live broadcasts, and
attempting to evade justice by concealing and encrypting their phones and social media
accounts.’® The accusation of “assaulting family principles and values in Egyptian society
appeared in article 25 of Law No. 175 of 2018 under the law of “Anti-Cyber and Information
Technology Crimes” issued in 2018. It stated that:

“Anyone who assaults any of the family principles or values in Egyptian
society shall be punished by imprisonment for a period of not less than six
months, and a fine of not less than fifty thousand pounds and not exceeding
one hundred thousand pounds, or by one of these two penalties.”%%

The law includes a multitude of ‘moralistic’ articles bearing ambiguous meanings and open
possibilities of interpretation, such as “incitement to immorality or assaulting family principles

and values in Egyptian society.” The convicted girls were active on short-video creation and

49 “The investigations included that the girls appear through TikTok application in a live video broadcast available to
all participants in the application, and create friendship relationships and chat with its followers, taking advantage of
the period of lockdown during the first wave of Coronavirus epidemic in the country, and citizens staying in their
homes. In exchange for their promise to receive higher wages from the managing company as their followers expand.”
Caidl sl ? bl sl - pluadl) cald ) @lgoelall sl ol Gl ales (s juae e J3s) February 20, 2023,
https://www.youm?7.com/story/2023/2/20/%D8%A7%D8%AD%D8%B0%D8%B1-%D9%85%D9%86-
%D9%85%D8%B5%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D8%AD%D9%86%D9%8A%D9%86-
%D8%AD%D8%B3%D8%A7%D9%85-%D8%A7%D8%AA%DI%87%D8%A7%DI%85%D8%A7Y%DE%NAA-
%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%AA-%D9%81%D8%AA%D8%A7%D8%A9-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AA%DI%8A%DI%83-%D8%AA%DI%88%D9I%83/6089775

P00 il Gsia g Gl el Jsadll aes S 5e 7 pmedll 4 s o dan 28 A peadl 5,0 ads (53, Daam, July 22, 2022,
https://daamdth.org/archives/11527 .
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sharing applications that gained wide popularity during the Covid epidemic (ex: Likee and
TikTok). After what is thought to be a “systematic security and media campaign,”®®? Hanin
Husam, a student at Cairo University, was arrested on the grounds that she posted a video in which
she invited her followers to start using Likee application in exchange for money according to

documented reports:

“Husam was also referred to Legal Affairs at the Faculty of Archeology,
Cairo University, where she is studying, for the purpose of investigation.
The university stated in an official statement that it “referred the girl to
legal affairs to investigate her for engaging in behaviors that are
inconsistent with public morals and university values and traditions.”
Mawadda al-’Adham was also arrested on charges of attacking family
principles and values in Egyptian society, and of creating, managing, and
using private websites and accounts through social networking
applications on the international information network, with the aim of
committing and facilitating the commission of this crime. The General
Administration for the Protection of Morals at the Ministry of Interior was
able to arrest Mawadda al-’Adham, in implementation of the Public
Prosecution’s order to arrest and bring her.”%%

The cases of arresting “TikTok girls” raised a growing controversy through two years,

being part of the state attempt to reinforce its “centrist” approach to control the limits of personal

502 «“For example, a journalist argued in his television program that Hanin Husam “calls for the slave trade, legalized
prostitution, and pimping,” based on the video clip referred to. Instead of the prosecution investigating the defamation
and societal stigma campaigns that targeted the girls, and the crime of leaking private photos of Mawadda al-’ Adham,
the prosecution decided to arrest and bring the content creators as defendants. In furtherance of the torture, the
investigator demanded that al-’Adham’s virginity be revealed, in a clear insistence on the part of the authorities to
violate her right to privacy and bodily integrity.”

3 yemall 00l | iz ) (e Slalil) dlas 8 Leal il ol U Al so i 5 aal) 83505 pluin (s o oSl elally Calllai 48 s Cilalaia
daaddll @8> pnd., https://eipr.org/press/2021/06/%D9%85%D9%86%D8%B8%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%AA -
%D8%AD%D9%82%D9%88%D9%82%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D9%86%D8%B7%D8%A7%D9%34%D8%A8-
%D8%A8%D8%A5%D9%84%D8%BA%D8%AT7%D8%A1-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AD%D9%83%D9%85-
%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89-%D8%AD%D9%86%D9I%8A%D9%86-%D8%AD%D8%B3%D8%A7%D9%85-
%D9%88%D9%85%D9%88%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D8%AF%D9%87%D9%85-
%D9%88%D9%86%D8%AF%D8%B9%D9%88-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%86%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%A8%D8%A9-
%D9%84%D9%84%D9%88%D9%81%D8%A7%D8%A1 .
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freedoms and online social deliberations. In addition to cases of arrest for religious and political
reasons, the attack on female digital influencers represented a third aspect of that approach,
supported in most cases by the conservative sectors of neonationalist and Islamist camps. The
meme in Figure 29 captured the nature of the conservative alliance between opponents (a/-Ikhwan

and al-dawlagiyya) under the slogan of “Egyptian family values.”
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*Figure 29: Under the caption “National unity,” the meme portrays the “Law of assaulting the values of the
Egyptian family” as a big trash bin, held from both sides by the arms of al-dawlagiyya and al-lIkhwan (the
Brotherhood).

The insinuation of the notion of the Egyptian family values, introduced to the penal code
and the law battling information technology crimes, affirmed the political intent to expand the
security raids aiming at curbing any form of social mobilization within the personal and gender
spheres. The Egyptian legislation was historically imbued with articles that punish and monitor
personal comportments in the public spaces under the pretext of violating the “public morals,” or
“incitement to immorality and debauchery.” The amendments to the penal code against the
backdrop of technological evolution and cybercrimes extended this conservative regard to the

digital medium. The new legal articles criminalized “the publication of indecent photos and

9 <6 2 ¢

videos,” “the invitation to prostitution on social networking sites,” “creating and managing an
account on the Internet to incite debauchery,” and left a wide margin for law enforcers to arbitrarily

judge the published material. Protecting family values, by the Article 25 of Law no. 175 of 2018,
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gave the state control over social media a generic title and a pertinent cause of action, in the view

of large sectors.

Absorbing the tension of the gender-related battles, starting from publicly disclosing sexual
violence cases down to campaigning for women and LGBTQ rights, became an important topic
on the political agenda. And despite that gender-related battles emerged as the least censored venue
for public deliberation after 2013, compared to political dissent spheres, it gradually started to pose
a threat to the anxious conservatives and the political administration. The threat came from the
unexpected scale of attacks on the idolized moral model, marketed by the state and the conservative
masculine culture, and supported by the hegemonic political actors and religious institutions. The
coverage and commentary on the social networking sites for the sexual violence accidents,
femicides, sexual harassment cases that involved celebrities and public figures, and gang rape
accidents, painted a bleak picture and scandalized a society that continuously portrayed its self-

image within brackets of social conservatism and piety slogans.

The wide scale of sexual violence against women undermines the conservative assumptions
about the pious male guardians, and categorically questions the effectuality of the dominant moral
frameworks. Rates of sexual violence against women in Egypt are one of the highest in the world;
from sexual harassment to beating and physical assault, femicides, down to cybercrimes.*** These
crimes, if not committed by males within the close circles to the female victims (in cases of
domestic and spousal violence), are committed in a state of societal permissiveness and reluctance
to provide any form of protection, allowing a state of chaotic male violence. Exposing the crimes
in parallel to mobilizing against the dominant patriarchal perspectives poses a serious threat to a

hegemonic structure of control on social and political levels.

The counterattack on “family values” within the memesphere highlighted the political
instrumentalization of the notion for the purpose of tightening the authoritarian grip on the social
movement, and reintroduced it, negatively, as a system of beliefs that deepened inequalities within

the dominant family structure, and further empowered the masculine family members. In addition,

S04 “Bgypt: ‘Circles of Hell” Domestic, Public and State Violence Against Women in Egypt.” Amnesty International,
May 31, 2023. https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde12/004/2015/en/ .
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meme creators focused on juxtaposing the alleged values to their real implications in the

contemporary context of gender relations.

*Figure 30°%
(@

Ll o &la 9.‘.9.0 JS w}b o) Top text: “When you find that all his

!3 By L(b SROZY: information about women come from
N . Pornhub (a porn site).”

Bottom text (reiterated by the actor *Adil
’Imam): “I am speaking about rotten sex

that lasts a lifetime.”

In a post of four memes, the Facebook

page “Ana Mama Yala” published four

different comics based on a meme template from the film *“ ‘Aris Min Giha '’Amniyya” (A groom

from a security agency) starred by *Adil *Imam in 2004.%%

The comedic story of the film revolves around an overprotective businessman who loves
his daughter very much and tries in every way to prevent her from marrying and staying away
from him, but a state security officer proposes to her and she marries him after a set of attempts
from the father to hinder their marriage. The meme template is taken from a scene in the film°%’

where the father meets the security officer and his mother to finalize the details of the marriage.

505 Figures 30 to 33 were published in one post, complementary to each other, on the Facebook page of “And Mama
Yala” in March 2021. “Facebook,” n.d.,
https://www.facebook.com/mamyallaa/posts/pfbid0tL za6QbswaYaJKPHt70]EVMRMGR137pfhQCVL XuJcN1w6Z
BnkbMbpWFdJWhiMLKDbI .

506 ¢ ym jall aelga Al Sl Ga (AeY) (b (Jaall Al 2004 - duel dgx (e owe - ald” elCinema.com, n.d.,
https://elcinema.com/work/1001090/ .

EE)

507 Essam Emam Productions, “4sicl dga (s e - agiitha (e il g an gy o )i 5 dlilaial ae aeld 80 L Ciiege il |,
YouTube, December 26, 2017: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0d2ha3TxGYU .
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In a last attempt to set impossible conditions for the groom, that might spoil the marriage,
the father insisted that the pieces of furniture for the house of his daughter should be bought from
different countries abroad, which angered the mother of the groom. In reply to the mother’s
objection, the father (’Adil *Imam) said: “I swear to God, I am talking about something [a

furniture] that lasts for a lifetime.”

The punchline “I am talking about (something) that lasts for a lifetime” by ’Imam was
deployed in different clusters of comics, with the word “something” replaced by the subject/ theme
of the meme, hence its deployment in the four comics created by “Ana Mama Yala” to describe
four socially supported foundational pillars of male superiority: Male-oriented sexual knowledge,
economic discrimination, neglection of female sexual pleasure, and a culture of impunity when

adressing cases of sexual assault.

M;bgw&n@l&)ﬁgw@

. . *Figure 31
Eayylgall 9d oyl
3 - Top text: “When he explains to you the
wisdom behind the male privilege in

inheritance.”

Bottom text: “I am speaking about a male
economic superiority that lasts for a

lifetime.”
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*Figure 32

Top text: “When he tells you forget about

orgasm.. do not be cheeky.”

Bottom text: “I am spreading sexual

repression that lasts for a lifetime.”

*Figure 33

Top text: “When you find that covering up
(al-satr), the Quran, and the Bible appear
when a harasser is caught.”

Bottom text (with the word “the society”
written on ’Adil *Imam’s forehead): “I
swear to God, | am precipitating a sewer
drain (bakaburt)®® (i.e. 1 am legitimizing

a filthiness) that lasts a lifetime.

The comic in Figure 33

commented a harassment accident that

stirred a big debate on social media when a women took a video with her mobile phone for a man

who was trying to harass a young girl inside a building in Ma‘adt suburb in Cairo and reported his

crime to the authorities. The video that went viral on social networks in March 2021.%%° And despite

the obvious and intended harassment case in the video, there was widespread debate on social

508 Bakaburt is an Egyptian colloquial word derived from the English word “backup port” used for safe rescue exits,

but the word in ECA is transformed in meaning to point to the street sewer drain. Metaphorically, a bakaburt is a

polysemous word signifying vulgarity, bad taste, filthiness, terrible conditions, and deterioration.

509 Milihay Jay (had $is s LT dmy jeae (B sl cuad galadl (B sl e BBC News e, March 9, 2021,

https://www.bbc.com/arabic/trending-56336592 .
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media about the concept of al-satr (covering up), as some groups who defended the man believed
that although what happened was shocking, the harasser's name should not be circulated nor should

he be defamed, because he is a family man who deserved another chance.

Al-satr (an ECA version of the MSA word al-sitr) is a social and religious notion that
implies covering up the flaws, sins, and mistakes of Muslims to preserve social cohesion and avoid
disgracing scandals.®'® However, the deployment of the notion and recalling it, is usually in favor
of men, while contrarily, surveying and scandalizing women for their sexual comportment could
be considered a morally rectifying act, as it warns and informs her male and family guardians who

would punish her.

*Figure 34

Title: Family values

(Photos from the right)

“So, you help harassers escape.”

“And you release the rapists after
prosecution.”

And you deny women their inheritance
and afterwards you throw them of the
window.”

So, where are the values, you keep them
in the buffet/sideboard (al-nish)?

510 «(3) CHAPTER. A Muslim should not oppress another Muslim, nor should he hand him over to an oppressor.

2442. Narrated 'Abduilah bin 'Umar: L4L: Allah's Messenger said, "A Muslim is a brother of another Muslim, so he
should not oppress him, nor should he hand him over to an oppressor. Whoever fulfilled the needs of his brother, Allah
will fulfill his needs; whoever brought his (Muslim) brother out of a discomfort, Allah will bring him out of the
discomforts of the Day of Resurrection, and whoever screened a Muslim, Allah will screen him on the Day of
Resurrection."

Khan, Muhammad Muhsin. The Translation of the Meanings of Sahih Al-Bukhari (Arabic-English-Volume 3), 361.
Riyadh: Darussalam, 1997
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In figure 34, condemning the passive attitudes towards sexual violence accidents, whether
from the state or the society, became sarcastically attributed to the family values mantra, relating
these values to supporting clear cases of injustice and inequality. The comic published in March
2021° coincided with the horrible accident of a woman found dead on the public road in al-Salam
neighborhood in Cairo, after trying to flee three perpetrators who assaulted her inside her
residence, probably because they knew that a man accompanied her in her appartment at the time

of the assault, which made her rush to the balcony and threw herself from it.>!2

*Figure 35

5 AN -~ ) &
*ids, yd| Sl -4 Title: Sharia guardians
: Top image

“I build families on the foundation of lying.”

s Bottom image
SR LA _)...u‘ Sl ]
o, e ) : “But thanks God, I fast, pray, and make the

2

- pilgrimage.”

a_s-‘_g .é\l.oig pgcs thanks god

In Figures 34 to 36 the family values and utterances are intentionally conflated with

religious hypocrisy, patriarchal model of masculinity, unfairness to women, and tolerance for rape

S1L Facebook page “Ana Mama Yala.” “Facebook” nd.,
https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=123369386464734&set=pb.100063750188661.-2207520000&type=3 .
S2 i) ol il asll o llasl e lewdn call el L pOlall a daBly Gaegidl Gws, March 14, 2021,
https://www.youm?7.com/story/2021/3/14/%D8%AD%D8%A8%D8%B3-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AA%DI%87%D9%85%D9%8A%DI%86-
%D8%A8%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%82%D8%B9%D8%A9-%D8%B3%D9I%8A%D8%AFY%D8%A9-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%85-
%D9%88%D8%AC%D8%AT7%D8%B1%D8%AA%DI%87%D8%AT-%D8%A3%D9%84%D9%82%D8%AA-
%D8%A8%D9%86%D9%81%D8%B3%D9%87%D8%A7-%D8%A8%D8%BI%D8%AF-
%D8%A5%D8%B1%D9%87%D8%A7%D8%A8%D9%87%D8%A7/5243844 .
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https://www.youm7.com/story/2021/3/14/%D8%AD%D8%A8%D8%B3-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AA%D9%87%D9%85%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%A8%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%82%D8%B9%D8%A9-%D8%B3%D9%8A%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%85-%D9%88%D8%AC%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%AA%D9%87%D8%A7-%D8%A3%D9%84%D9%82%D8%AA-%D8%A8%D9%86%D9%81%D8%B3%D9%87%D8%A7-%D8%A8%D8%B9%D8%AF-%D8%A5%D8%B1%D9%87%D8%A7%D8%A8%D9%87%D8%A7/5243844
https://www.youm7.com/story/2021/3/14/%D8%AD%D8%A8%D8%B3-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AA%D9%87%D9%85%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%A8%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%82%D8%B9%D8%A9-%D8%B3%D9%8A%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%85-%D9%88%D8%AC%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%AA%D9%87%D8%A7-%D8%A3%D9%84%D9%82%D8%AA-%D8%A8%D9%86%D9%81%D8%B3%D9%87%D8%A7-%D8%A8%D8%B9%D8%AF-%D8%A5%D8%B1%D9%87%D8%A7%D8%A8%D9%87%D8%A7/5243844
https://www.youm7.com/story/2021/3/14/%D8%AD%D8%A8%D8%B3-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AA%D9%87%D9%85%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%A8%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%82%D8%B9%D8%A9-%D8%B3%D9%8A%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%85-%D9%88%D8%AC%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%AA%D9%87%D8%A7-%D8%A3%D9%84%D9%82%D8%AA-%D8%A8%D9%86%D9%81%D8%B3%D9%87%D8%A7-%D8%A8%D8%B9%D8%AF-%D8%A5%D8%B1%D9%87%D8%A7%D8%A8%D9%87%D8%A7/5243844

culture. The Egyptian family is regarded in these memes as an incubator of the negative value
system that reinforces a set of anti-modern and immoral practices and structures of dominance and
coercion. Thus, the memes refer to the family structure as one of the hegemonic institutions that
reflects, in its values and beliefs, the paternalistic system of rule underpining the political

authoritarianism.

Memes as social and cultural vehicles do not stop at following up already active debates,
but also they serve as cultural shapers that help tranforming cultural codes and validate a rising

collective identity,>*®

especially in the case of small social groups like women rights and LGBT
rights’ groups. Contesting the superior position of the patriarchal family as guardian of societal
values is a continuous process led by small groups of meme creators and succeeding in some cases

in changing the significance and connotations of dominant clichés like “Egyptian family values.”

513 Gal, Noam, Limor Shifman, and Zohar Kampf. ““It Gets Better’: Internet Memes and the Construction of Collective
Identity,” New Media & Society 18/8 (2016): 1698-1714.
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*Figure 36

The meme template portrays a couple
consulting a doctor tagged as “the Egyptian
family.” The advices in the images are
understood as given by the doctor/the Egyptian

family to the couple.

Top image (speaking to the man)

“You should rape her and break her bones.”

Middle image (speaking to the woman)

“And you put a shoe [in your mouth] while he

is destroying your body.”

Bottom image

“But if both of you enjoy together, this is calles
diyasa (from dayyiith i.e. cuckold).

It is noticeable in Figure 36 that the

emphatic (pharyngealized) consonant (s) is substituted with its sibilant consonant’s counterpart (s) in the

word taghtasibha (rape her) that became taghtasibha. The

substitution suggests that the interlocutor is a

woman (a mother in the family!) or coming from a maleducated urban background. Inversely, the consonant

(th) in the word diyatha is replaced by (s), which refers to a malpronounciation of the letter as it is in

classical Arabic, common among ECA speakers, and maybe signalling the maleducated urban background,

especially that the term diyatha comes from the religious lexicon written in MSA/fusha.
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*Figure 37

The meme template from the series “‘Ayza ’Atgawwiz, the episode “Zawgat Dabit Muhim” (The wife of
an important officer), where the actors Hind Sabr1 and Ahmad al-Saqqa switched their positions and

characters to put the woman in the place of the macho police officer, as explained in Figure 27.
Right side (the police officer side): A civil personal status law.
Left side: Fragile men (represented by Hind Sabr1 yowling under the car seat).

In February 2021, the Egyptian Council of Ministers forwarded to the Egyptian parliament

a comprehensive proposal concerning the Personal Status Law. The leakage of the draft legislation

to the media incited a significant backlash due to its perceived undermining of women's rights.

Consequently, the draft law was retracted, and the President pledged to ensure that the forthcoming

law would uphold a balanced approach.®* Issuing a new personal status law in Egypt has been on

the governmnetal agenda as the Sisi regime dedicated sincere efforts to treat enduring family and
women problems:

“Sisi’s genuine keenness on family issues produced a lengthy agenda

supported by legislation which includes the amendments to personal status

law.>** Sisi clashed with the Sheikh Al-Azhar when he called for
legislation that annuls verbal divorces in an attempt to lower Egypt’s

514 Ahmed, Nouran. “The Regime Between Stability and Stumbling: Family Law in Egypt,” Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace (blog), August 3, 2021. https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/85081 .

5 gy il Al g - Uy Apaddll JIsaYly L) ol 8 Jiasd de e @il oYl @l ) nd,
https://www.shorouknews.com/news/view.aspx?cdate=09102014&id=643988c7-6d0a-4629-ab5a-5d5469545b1d
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divorce rate.®® Sisi’s regime continues to move toward austerity and
envisions a more disciplined society with limited potential for dissent.
According to the regime, divorce jeopardizes the state’s control over the
family, contributes to social crises, and adds undue burdens to society such
as child homelessness, youth involvement in extremist organizations, and
nihilism among Egypt’s youth and adolescents.”’

For many analysts, the focus on family and women issues could be attributed to the
regime’s need for an achievement that helps improving the conditions of wide sectors, away from
the complicated political freedoms’ file in Sisi’s era. This interest is partially rooted in the
perceived threat posed by the ascent of the Muslim Brotherhood to power and the emergence of
Salafist movements within the public sphere since 2011, which pushed women’s fears to become
one of the defining lines that express what Islamists’ rule represented when compared to traditional
Arab authoritarian regimes. As a result, female voices were at the forefront of the uprising

movements in Egypt against the Muslim Brotherhood in 2013.

This movement went beyond elite women's organizations to middle-class women in all
their diversity, to impose on the new official authority obligations that take them into account. For
the authorities, this concern with women’s issues could be interpreted as a way to market its
relative advantage over its enemies, or a way to accommodate the pressure of feminist groups that
have made their voices heard through social media networks, or an effort to push a large social
bloc to front its reform strategy (as appears in the Egyptian President’s speeches on a regular
basis).>!8 This trend adds to the symbolic value of the authority as the sole guarantor of the “civil
state” (al-dawla al-madaniyya), a slogan that dominated the discourse of political forces at the

height of post-2011 polarization.

The descriptions “civil” (madaniyya) and “civic” (madani) in Figure 37 serve

distinguishing the factions adhering to them from the military personnel and the Islamist

516 hagar hoss. “liel o hélas cpjle redlll GO el ey el | sadlly” YouTube, January 24, 2017,

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UaJgeyuDrbA

517 Ahmed, Nouran. “The Regime Between Stability and Stumbling: Family Law in Egypt,” Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace (blog), August 3, 2021, https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/85081 .

518 TeN TV, “Yla, 15 da ll Jails siall Gaaie ye osii e a8l o1 ;o YouTube. December 12, 2019,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b-pJJiBaVPY .
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organizations at once. The invention of the term “civil state” (al-dawla al-madaniyya) and its
abundant use, since 2012, substituted the implicit meaning behind it (a secular state) to avoid
alienating the religious sectors who are disaffected by the Islamic movements and need a
reassuring area, especially that the term “secularism” ( ‘a/maniyya) has been greatly distorted by
Islamists over the course of decades, and its connotation in the minds of the majority of popular

sectors actually refers to hostility to religion and religiosity.

In Figure 37, the meme published in the height of the social controversy about the
governmental proposal of personal status law in 2021, reiterated the demands for a law devoid of
the intervention of religious institutions. The proposed draft of the legislation bore a clear

jurisprudential tone and language to the extent that it “spelled out the condition of the patriarch’s

5519

approval for women’s marriage™*” which angered broad sectors. The use of the term “civil law”

in the meme was borrowed from feminist campaigns led by NGOs and independent online groups
to declare an unprecedented inclination against the intervention of the official religious institutions,
especially al-Azhar, as some published news indicated its extensive intervention in drafting the

legal draft before it was withdrawn:

“The scope for change and change in the personal status file is limited due
to the burden of religion and the inability to overcome it. Hence, the
tendency towards comprehensiveness and detail in regulating family rules
necessitated a return to the basic reference, which is Islamic jurisprudence,
to cover the required details. The draft law was loaded with many
jurisprudential details, which made the draft closer to the jurisprudential
content than to the form of modern law, so that the draft law became a
break with the tradition of legislation and the method of Egyptian legal
combination and integration at the level of content and wording.”%?°

519 “The draft legislation spelled out the condition of the patriarch’s approval for women’s marriage. This stipulation
is currently implemented in marriage contracts in Egypt, even though it was never written in laws to avoid criticism.
The rationale for this decision was to leave disputes to be solved informally or to be subject to the discretion of the
judges. This rule represents the most moderate legal opinion, but the codification of this rule is still striking as it
addresses rare cases. This article serves multiple interests of the conservative coalition who drafted the proposal.
Among those goals is reinforcing the idea that marriage contracts are a religious matter and empowering families to
defend their social status, in case of dispute, by protesting against cross-class marriage.”

Ahmed, “The Regime Between Stability and Stumbling: Family Law in Egypt.”

52020a] ap ¢l 55 " Anaddl) J) Y sl 8 ladty 5 adl) Sl Carnegie Endowment for International Peace (blog),
August 2, 2021, https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/85065 .
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*Figure 38

The meme uses a scene®! from the film
“Al-Nazir (The School Principal”-
2000.5%

In the scene, the protagonist, portrayed
by the actor 'Ala’ Waliy al-Din, is
tasked by his cranky uncle with
plugging in a repaired desk lamp.
Despite completing the repair, the
uncle cautions his nephew that the
lamp might explode upon being
connected to electricity. Preparing for
the potential explosion, the uncle
preemptively covers his ears with his

fingers in anticipation of the blast.

Top image: “Tell them we want a civil
personal status law not posts by

‘Abdullah Rushd1.”

521@@}@&;3@‘}&&&4&)@J‘@};)&“% |3 g)';.“ | )LL\S‘|YJ;\§C)ACES.AL)¢AA“ ,QI_JJSSJQLJ\SA’” YouTube,

May 29, 2024, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CZ7p2KcnUJE .

522 ¢ jall ve) ga o Sl A8l ¢ pa (gAY ¢ b cJaall 8a 2000 - LU - WL AT-Nazir (The School Principal), 2000.

https://elcinema.com/work/1001525/ .
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*Figure 39

VU Lolo U
January 29, 2021 -Q

aJ_)aO.A” 3_}..;:)“ fu.'é BY-RN) 8}_\[;_ 4_,9‘_‘,_,_” Top text: “Feminism wants

.—w ; to destroy the Egyptian

family values.”

Caption: Is that true or real?

5.).34 Us@i}])

Bottom text: “That is true,

but I will deny it.”

# DO You, Sara Hussein, Mona Meabed and 121 others 1 comment 7 shares The meme publlshed by the
1

Facebook page “Ana Mama
Yala” in January 2021, portrays a scene from the film “Al-Kit Kat (a popular neighborhood in Giza
governorate)-1991.°% The actor Nagah al-Miigi plays the role of al-Haram, a drug dealer. In the scene,5?*
he is sitting with his friend and his wife, telling them about his claim, which he made to police officers in
the area, that he had stopped trafficking in drugs. Then he recounts that one day an officer arrested him for
investigation and asked him: “You work in retail drug trade. Is it true or will you deny it?” He replied:
"That's right, but I will deny it."

The meme frankly opposes feminism, and consequently feminist groups and organizations, to the
propagated “family values” as presented in the media and legislation. Borrowing the reply of the famous
film personality, a drug dealer and thug, epitomizes the page’s sarcastic line that keeps appropriating the
commonly masculine language and attitudes to unapologetically confront social hypocrisy and moralizing

discourses directed exclusively against women. The meme sets the confrontation between feminism and

528 lmpall aelse (A il Gaa (oMYl cpad (Jaall Al 1991 - @S @Sl - Jla” elCinema.com, n.d.,
https://elcinema.com/work/1007370/ .

24 Rotana Cinema, “l€ Sl ald o oasall zlad @I iy ¥ agde | S G a0 o May 5, 2021,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uglV4CAJ4AMS .
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family in a context of complete antagonism where the cunning of the criminalized party (in this case

feminism) could be deployed to mask their real actions and intentions.

Portraying feminist demands regarding civil personal status law as a looming threat in
Figure 38 and characterizing feminism as a potential subversive force challenging family values
in Figure 39 illustrates the internet memes' ability to convey intricate cultural nuances through
textual and symbolic elements. Both memes suggest that the rejection of religious institutions'
interference in personal status laws symbolizes a drastic rupture akin to an explosion. The
depiction of populist preachers opposing civil personal status laws in Figure 38 underscores the
stark divide between these secular demands and the prevailing sexist rhetoric championed by

'Abdullah Rushdi under religious banners (see infra).

To contextualize the cultural significance of these internet memes caricaturing the central
role of the patriarchal family structure in Egyptian laws and national identity, historical insights
are essential. Identity-driven conflicts have significantly influenced the demands of feminist
movements and the status of women within the political landscape, spanning from the colonial era
to the post-independence period. Subsequent discussions will delve into the intricate interplay
among family dynamics, gender perceptions, nationalist ethos, and feminist activism since the
early twentieth century. These insights aim to shed light on the radical undertones present in these
memes regarding personal status laws and conceptualizations of feminism, contrasting them with

the enduring nationalist and religious narratives woven into modern Egyptian history.

The insinuation of the family and gender notions within the national political rhetoric could
be attributed to the early formation of the liberal-nationalist bourgeois structure after the 1919
revolution, in the period of Egyptian quasi-independence from the British colonial rule in 1922, as

contends the sociologist Laura Bier.%?°

“The order and structure of the modern bourgeois household, defined by
the presence of enlightened mothers and responsible fathers, became
enshrined within the political iconography of the nation and national
struggle. The home of Zaghlul, the Wafd Party’s founder, was christened
the bayt al-umma, or “house of the nation,” and his wife, Safiyya Zaghlul,
was designated Umm al-Misriyyin, “mother of the Egyptians.” Political
cartoons featuring mother Egypt nurturing al-ska ‘b al-misri (the Egyptian
people) to independence, as well as images of male nationalist leaders in

52 Bier. “1. Egyptian Women in Question: The Historical Roots of State Feminism,” 29.

274



nurturing, mothering roles, demonstrate the extent to which family, home,
and gender had become a part of Egyptian nationalism. Domestic images
helped to cement the relationship between the privileged elites who ran the
country and the masses by incorporating both into the metaphorical
family.”%%

Laura Bier presumed that the gender regime of the liberal-nationalist political order,
described as “paternalistic,” linked the symbolic representation of the country as a woman/mother
surrounded by its strong male guardians, the elite liberal-nationalist constructions of authority, and
the structure of the state itself.>?’ According to the historian Elizabeth Thompson, paternalism is
defined as a power structure characterized by the control of benefits rather than the
acknowledgment of entitlements. It denotes a framework of “negotiated relations and hierarchies,”
wherein elite men consistently reshape their dominance over both women and subaltern men.
Unlike patriarchy, paternalism is marked by its fluidity. While patriarchy implies the structural
subordination of women to men, paternalism represents a system of power where males inherently

hold authority over females and possess the ability to discipline less powerful men.>?

According to Laura Bier, “the politics of the family and the politics of the Egyptian nation
were seen very consciously to be constitutive to each other,” as appeared in the political

iconography, the familial symbols, and the gendered imagery of effendi nationalism after 1922:

“Not only because the very notion of nation and narratives of nationhood
are explicitly built upon “imagined” ties of kinship between the nation’s
members, but because the domestic practices of Egyptian families were so
central to colonial claims that Egyptians could not govern themselves. As
the founding fathers of the liberal-nationalist order, Wafdist politicians
very self-consciously authorized their claims to rule on the basis that they
were members of al-sha ‘b (the people), legitimate sons of mother Egypt,
and paternal guardians of the national family and its interests.”%%

This gendering of the nation gradually led to the marginalization of the liberal-nationalist

elite women from political enfranchisement, while they “carved out a space of authority and

526 |bid.

527 |bid., 30.

528 Thompson, Elizabeth. Colonial Citizens: Republican Rights, Paternal Privilege, and Gender in French Syria and
Lebanon. New York: Columbia University Press,1999.

529 Bier. Revolutionary Womanhood: Feminisms, Modernity, and the State in Nasser’s Egypt, 31.
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autonomy through their involvement with social service provision,” according to Laura Bier.>*®

Starting from the mid-1930s, the paternalism of the liberal-nationalist elite was challenged by the
welfare discourses calling for social reform on institutional basis which consequently challenged

the dominant form of “maternal citizenship”531

where elite women leaders monopolize social
services as a form of motherly “nurturing of the nation.” Under the influence of “middle-class
women in public activism,” a new era started for women movements, transferring the “feminized

social ‘caretaking’ to the masculine realm of state-building, planning and governance.”>%2

The duality domestic/public, resulting from the gendered nationalist discourse, displaced
elite women groups out of the state-building sphere, and limited their efforts in social services’
provision and empowering women as political subjects (women suffrage movements and political
rights’ demands by the Egyptian Feminist Union EFU).>® In parallel, the conflict between
“modern Muslims” and “traditional Muslims,” according to the scholar Marilyn Booth,>** created
another duality that affected the Egyptian women question, by affirming the dichotomy between

authenticity and modernization.

Since the early twentieth century, the currents of Arab feminism, intertwined with the
concurrent national movements, have manifested in a trifold division between liberal, progressive
(leftist), and Islamic feminism. Invariably, the defining axes of these movements mirrored the
broader struggles within national movements, engaging the same fault lines that shaped the
interactions among their various factions. The quest for women's liberation swiftly assumed a
pivotal role in these conflicts, undertaking expansive identity and cultural significance, and
positioning feminists amidst intense struggles for influence. Examining the Egyptian feminist

movements, their emergence paralleled the preoccupations of the Egyptian elite, split between

530 Ibid., 32.

531 | bid.

532 |bid., 39.

533 afikra Design, “The Egyptian Women’s Rights Movement — Afikra | s_Sée” Afikra | 3_8&, November 15, 2023,
https://www.afikra.com/blog/egyptian-womens-rights-movement#:~:text=Huda%20Sha'arawi,-
A%?20trailblazing%20Egyptian&text=1n%201923%2C%20she%20founded%20the, women's%20suffrage%20confer

ence%20in%20Rome .

534 Booth, Marilyn. ““May Her Likes Be Multiplied: ‘Famous Women’ Biography and Gendered Prescription in Egypt,
1892-1935.” Signs 22/4 (1997): 827-90. http://www.jstor.org/stable/3175222 .
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modern Muslims and traditional Muslims advocating for an "autochthonic" culture. This elite
grappled with defining positions, from one side, vis-a-vis the "national," viewed as a unifying
foundation for the state, and drawing inspiration from European nationalism for governance, and,
from another side, vis-a-vis the "religious," which represented cultural heritage, identity, and a

platform for official-level legislation and litigation.

Modernist currents positioned women's liberation as a focal point within their
modernization discourse, considering it a key element in realizing the capacity of local nationalists
to self-govern. This perspective aimed to counteract the colonial perception of the local societies
as backward and primitive. Simultaneously, the modernization efforts grappled with fending off
fundamentalists’ accusations claiming that “Egyptian feminism (or particular articulations of it)
are somehow culturally ‘inauthentic’ to Muslim societies or merely derivative of Western feminist
projects.”®® This dilemma elevated the issue of harmonizing reforms in women's conditions with
religious teachings, Sharia, customs, and culture to the forefront of concerns for feminist figures
like Malak Hifni Nasif, Nabawiyya Miusa, Huda Sha‘rawi, and Duriyya Shafiq, who titled her
doctoral thesis from Sorbonne University in Paris as “Women’s Rights in Islam.”**® Notably in
that context, the choice between unveiling (removing the face veil at the time) and keeping the
face-veil emerged as an initial catalyst sparking significant social polarization on the women's

question and marking the inception of the first wave of feminist movements in Egypt.>%’

On the opposing side, traditionalists, and later Islamist currents, viewed women as
symbolic bearers of identity, reflective of their society's commitment to an “original" culture. In
their slogans and discourse, they insisted that embracing modernization did not equate to
succumbing to Westernization or blindly following Western cultural trends and social norms.
Authenticity, a cornerstone in their political mobilization mottos, held that women played a pivotal

role in reinforcing this value within their families, in its religious and social meanings. They saw

53 Bier. “Introduction.” 9.

536 Nelson, Cynthia. Doria Shafik Egyptian Feminist: A Woman Apart. Cairo: The American University in Cairo Press,
1996.

537 Baron, Beth. “Unveiling in Early Twentieth Century Egypt: Practical and Symbolic Considerations.” Middle
Eastern Studies 25/3 (1989): 370-86. http://www.]stor.org/stable/4283318 .
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women as key agents responsible for upholding the continuity of their society's social structure,

while epitomizing its cultural essence through their appearance and behavior.

In Nasser’s era, the dualities domestic/public and authentic/modern continued to shape the
regard to women’s emancipation as part of the state project of modernization. As Nasser’s regime
took serious steps in advancing women’s political rights and their inclusion in education
institutions and work force, the issue of gender inequality remained an attribute of the “premodern
Islamic and tribal values and structures that govern the private space of the family and that
recognize men and women, not as equal individuals but as essentially different, unequal beings.”
After the nationalization of the pre-1952 women organizations, Nasser capitalized on “state
feminism” defined by Laura Bier as follows:

“I understand state feminism not just as a policy or a series of policies, but
as a constellation of normalizing discourses, practices, and legal measures,
and state-building programs aimed at making women into modern political

subjects.”®%
Since the dissolution of women's organizations and associations and the state's

nationalization of their newspapers and magazines (1952-1954), the mainstream feminist
movement has come under the direct auspices of the state, which many feminists did not object to,
but rather saw in it a greater opportunity to achieve closer and faster progress.>*® However, the
nexus between state feminism and the state became evident in the nature of the gains accorded to
women, that were shaped by the alignment of their representatives with the state's evolving agenda
across different eras. This connection exhibited two predominant characteristics: firstly, the
persistent dominance of state feminism as the exclusive avenue for negotiating women's
empowerment and enhancing their legal and social standing. Secondly, it underscored the
continued disparity between advancements in the educational and professional realms and those

concerning personal and familial domains.

This bargaining constituted the tacit prerequisite imposed by public patriarchy for
successful negotiations on issues such as equal wages, women's quotas in the parliament, women's

candidacy for public office, and the ebb and flow of feminist activities contingent on the state's

538 Bjer. “Introduction,” 7.
53 Hatem, Mervat F. “Egyptian Discourses on Gender and Political Liberalization: Do Secularist and Islamist Views
Really Differ?” Middle East Journal 48/4 (1994): 661-76. http://www.jstor.org/stable/4328746 .
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political stance towards Islamist movements. Despite the adherence to this condition, a substantial
gender gap endured in the realms of education and labor market integration between women and
their male counterparts. This divide was salient in indicators like spanning illiteracy rates, school

dropout rates, early marriages, and unemployment figures.

The division between a professional identity for women, acknowledging their economic
role in serving both family and state, and a personal/sexual/domestic identity remains pronounced
in the official and social realms. Nowhere is this duality more evident than in the stagnant status
of women within personal status laws, which have seen minimal amendments over decades.
Legislatively, women are relegated to a secondary status, subjected to the rigid dictates of Sharia
litigation in matters pertaining to marriage, divorce, granting citizenship to husbands, freedom of
movement and residence in hotels, definitions and punishments of rape crimes, the guardianship
of custodial women over their children's affairs, honor crimes’ lenient sentences for perpetrators

from family members, exclusive adultery (zin@) sentences for women, and inheritance laws.
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Chapter II: Weaponizing Patriarchy: An Egyptian Manosphere in Action

1. Roots and Issues of the Egyptian Manosphere

According to the specialist in digital crimes Marta Barcellona, the digital manosphere is “a

5540

constellation of online communities that share anti-feminist beliefs,”>" emanating from the strong

identity politics adopted by the rising alt-right currents, favoring a patriarchal society and

9541

portraying women in a “particular antagonistic sense. The intertwining of the alt-right

ideologies with the manosphere is based on the common threat of immigration and mixed couples,

both parties envision from a white supremacist position:

“Since they deem the destiny of the white Western civilization being under threat, Alt-Right
members share a general hostile attitude towards immigration, which sometimes shifts into those
conspiracy theories that claim that the white “race” would be slowly heading to its complete
substitution with other — inferior — “races”. Accordingly, they criticize low birth rates and mixed
couples, which would contribute to the decline of the white “race.” Linked to these concerns, the
Alt-Right also questions the role of women in society. In this regard, it has been noted that the Alt-
Right would promote the so-called sex realism, according to which “men and women have
biological differences that make them suited to different social roles.” Moreover, while within far-
right movements we would often find a mix of hostile and benevolent sexism, the alt-right would
display a prevalent component of the latter, in this way considering women more as a threat than

as in need of protection.”**?

The emergence of the manosphere in postrevolutionary Egypt is linked to the dissemination
of the alt-right sensibilities coinciding with the authoritarian restoration, the substitution of the
Muslim Brotherhood’s discursive control by scattered extremist groups, and the momentum gained

by the new gender movements after the excommunication of the Brotherhood.

%40 Barcellona. “Incel Violence as a New Terrorism Threat: a Brief Investigation Between Alt-Right and Manosphere
Dimensions.”

541 1bid., 172.

542 1bid., 171- 172.

280



The social discourses of the Brotherhood were abandoned by adopting a a tinkering
mechanism that selectively extracted from religious texts and Salafist sermons what could be
linked to the discourses of the manosphere movements, which rose to the forefront of social
networking sites since the beginning of the millennium in confrontation with the feminist
movements. Many in Egypt tend to call this fabrication mechanism “al-sarsaga,” (i.e.
vagabondism) a word whose connotation has changed from describing the behaviors of al-
sarsagiyya,>*® who are mostly poor slum dwellers and a social misfit within the traditional class
hierarchy (due to their low educational attainment, and their involvement in the informal economy
or its corrupt and criminal sectors), to describe the behaviors and populist speeches of groups and

individuals on social networking sites.

The preacher ‘Abdullah Rushdi could be one of the most prominent examples of the new
sarsagiyya. His extremist religious discourse, infused with all the terminology borrowed from the
alt-right subcultures, tries to create a sustained conditioned arousal for his followers, using
keywords to consolidate his following base thriving on hatred against imagined enemies. When
Rushdt uses words like dayyiith (cuckold), zina (adultery), ‘almant (secular), or feminists, he is
fully aware of how these keywords are translated in the minds of a broad audience of young males.
Frequently resurrecting archaic vocabulary from Islamic references (like dayyiith), Rushdi
provides a terminological framework that relies on heritage to legitimize his call for reactionary
sexual politics. The preacher seeks to gain popularity through already existing neomasculinist
networks and bets on soliciting their attention and constantly provoking their anger in the face of
the new feminist consciousness, to generate a polarization between two camps, centered most of

the time around men’s view of women.

124 The plural noun "al-sarsagiyya" (singular noun: "al-sarsagi™) is a Turkism commonly encountered in the dialects
spoken in Egypt and certain regions of the Middle East, including Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, and Irag. These areas,
known as Arabophone regions, have historically and culturally been most influenced by Ottoman-Turkish occupation.
The term originates from the words "sarsari" (meaning adventurer, vagabond in Armenian) and "serseri" (meaning
vagabond, rascal) in Turkish.

Source: Rocchi, Luciano. “Ottoman-Turkish Loanwords in Egyptian and Syro-Lebanese-Palestinian Arabic — Part 4,”

Studia Linguistica Universitatis lagellonicae Cracoviensis, 139 (2022): 347.
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The manosphere besought an already prepared audience that showed increased worries
about the feminist sex positive tone; tying the battle against GBV (gender-based violence) to the
male female equality question and the restricted sexual freedoms. The manosphere, in that sense,
hosted Islamist and non-Islamist reactionary sectors perplexed by the attacks on the moral order
that shaped the gender hierarchy and practices in the legal, religious, and cultural domains.
Formulating discourses to criticize the normative gender socialization by prominent gender
activists and meme creators was considered a subversive movement that challenged an established

order, outside the elitist circles of traditional feminist institutions and civil society workers.

The populization of the conservative discourses, social or religious, followed the pattern
and priorities of the “stability alliance” forming after 2013, under populist slogans fashioned to
serve the conservative political and social agendas. Surprisingly, and despite being political
enemies, some staunch neonationalists, and some revolutionaries, irritated by the gender debates,
converged on adopting an anti-feminist position masked by a non-religious conservative rhetoric.
Schismogenesis operated within the tripartite division (al-dawlagiyya, al-thawragiyya, al-
Islamgiyya) in reaction to the disclosure of sexual assaults on public platforms, the rising
popularity of memes criticizing the Egyptian hypermasculine stereotypes, opening the debate

about the LGBTQ+ communities’ rights, and the increasing demands of gender equality.

In his book “Contre les femmes: La montée d’une haine mondiale,”®** the sociologist
Abram De Swaan traced a linkage between the terorrist wave led by Al-Qaeda and the Islamic
State (ISIS) in the first decade of the century and the correspondent rise of the extreme right wing
in the West during the same decade. De Swaan assumed that a crosspollination benefited both
entities in consolidating a base of supporters, and considered that the anti-feminist sentiment and
hostile sexist manospheres gaining popularity are a structural component of both parties’ legacy.
He pointed out two major references that inspired big reactionary thought currents that directed
their attacks to the increasing emancipation of women: “The Management of Savagery” propably

authored by Abii Bakr Naj1,°>* an intellectual who was inspired by the “murderous practices” of

%% De Swaan. Contre les femmes : La montée d une haine mondiale.

545 Leslibraires. fr, “Abu Bakr Naji,” n.d., https://www.leslibraires.fr/personne/abu-bakr-naji/1203107/ .
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al-Qaeda and ISIS, and “A European Declaration of Independence”®*® by Anders Breivik,>*’

published on the internet in 2010.

In Abram De Swaan’s view, the two currents, adopting an identitarian and populist view of
two separate universes, in the West and the Islamic Umma, despite presented as ennemies in theory,

yet, they remained allies:

“Radical Islamists of the Abu Bakr Naji school and right-wing extremists
of the Breivik ilk can therefore, all in all, coexist perfectly. What's more,
the objectives of one serve the interests of the other, and vice versa. Every
jihadist attack in Europe or America reinforces the hatred of Muslims in
the West. And every right-wing outrage against Islam and Muslims in the
West fuels the fanaticism of Islamic groups. Sworn enemies of each other,
and by the same token, allies. They know it, and are taking advantage of
the situation. At first glance, neither Breivik nor Abu Bakr Naji are
concerned with women's issues. They have far more complex problems on
their minds. The former intends to preserve and regenerate the Nordic
People. The latter is working to build a new global caliphate governed by
Sharia law. It goes without saying that concerns such as the education of
girls or contraception are, in their eyes, meaningless nonsense. But on a
deeper level, on which they prefer to remain silent, they are well and truly
united. They fight side by side, on the same front. And both are fighting
against the rise of women, whom they want to return to their former state
of subjugation to men. Their slogans, which exalt "The People" and "The
Umma", serve, first and foremost, to re-establish male supremacy.”*
Abram De Swaan resorts to the study of the psychiatrist Giinter Hole referring to

“absolutization” as the “essence of every fanaticism.”®*® Giinter Hole states that this form of
“modern absolutism,” led by reactionary right-wing and religious fundamentalists, gains its sense
of certainty and righteousness by evoking their authorization by God or the People.>*° The populist

ethic resurrected in these dispersed online neomasculinist movements is described by Abram De

546«Breivik  Manifesto’ Details Chilling  Attack Preparation,” BBC News, July 24, 2011,
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-14267007 .

547 «Breivik killed eight people with a car bomb in Oslo in July 2011, before shooting dead 69 people at a summer
youth camp. He was jailed for a maximum 21 years but applied for parole last month. Although he said he had
renounced violence, he gave Nazi salutes on the opening day of the hearing.”

BBC News, “Norway Mass Killer Anders Breivik Ordered to Stay in Jail,” BBC News, February 1, 2022,
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-60219876

54 De Swaan. “Guerre contre les femmes : Djihadistes, droites dures et extrémistes de droite,” 203.
549 1bid., 215.
550 |bid.
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Swaan as monomaniac: “This principle then becomes a totalitarian reading grid. The true fanatic

politicizes or "religiosizes" any aspect, fact or detail of his existence.””>>*
virgin liberal chad islamist
muslim . muslim
proudly hates | i
supports consfa.m.’ly LGBT and feminism um::sciigne\hc
LGBT, agolo_gllsmg prays 5 times
commie liberal ki a day & more supports sharia
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*Figure 40: The virgin vs. chad®? meme template is deployed to reflect the polarization inside the Muslim
masculine communities, influenced by the terminology and affect of the alt-right communities. As the
meme uses the English language, it propably speaks to Muslims outside the Arabophone Middle East. The
lines of polarization, as stressed in the meme, focus on the regard to Islam from one hand, and the stances
towards the woke culture’s main pillars, particularly gender-related themes. Because the liberal Muslim
embraces a critical view about sunnah, hadith, and sharia, as the meme assumes, he is caricaturized as a

virgin, lacking true manhood, as he supports LGBT movements and approves on the pronouns’

%51 |bid.

552 The term chad is a frequently used slang within alt-right subculture and manosphere communities to describe a
man who is sexually successful, charismatic, handsome, and clever: “the “ultimate alpha” — the ultra-masculine, virile,
powerful and sexually attractive man to whom Stacys (a hyper-attractive, sexually desirable, promiscuous but vapid
woman. She is ultimately unobtainable, especially to men who are not Chads) and other women flock.”

Lawson, Robert. “A Dictionary of the Manosphere: Five Terms to Understand the Language of Online

Male Supremacists,” The Conversation, n.d., https://theconversation.com/a-dictionary-of-the-manosphere-five-

terms-to-understand-the-language-of-online-male-supremacists-200206 .
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acknowledgment on his social media accounts.®* On the other side, a chad Muslim gathers all the features
of true manhood as imagined by the meme creator, fusing polygamy, proselytizing for Islam, and hatred to
the West, as identitarian features, with being an unapologetic observant, proud of his culture.

The meme profited from the longstanding view imposed by the fundemntalist currents accusing the liberal
currents of disavowal of the autochthonic cultural identity in favor of imported western values that turn
them into foreigners within their society. The accusation of foreignness has become a weapon in the hands
of fundamentalists, who ascribed to themselves the status of original/organic, no matter how ramified and

complex their relationship with the West evolved. The relation to the West has always been instrumentalized

in this internal local conflict.
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*Figure 41: The meme published on the Twitter (X) account of “Comic Corner” in 2017 opposes the virgin
Tamer to the chad Tamer. The meme borrows the descriptions, ascribed to the virgin and the chad, from the
songs’ lyrics of the famous Egyptian popstar Tamir Husn1 known for his controversial hits, in the first years

of his career, that adressed gender themes and approached women in a provocative sensual style, and were

%53 Pronouns in bio refers to acknowledging an individual's pronouns in the biography section of social media profiles
which has emerged as a recent practice embraced by proponents of woke culture ideology. By including gender
identity markers such as he/him, she/her, they/them in their online bios, users establish a framework for
communication with their virtual circle—encompassing friends and followers—based on their self-defined gender

identity and sexual preferences.
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retrospectively portrayed as condoning sexual harassment. In other hits, Husni stressed the different gender
roles of men and women, the necessity of taking control over women by a true man, and the regulations
that a man should put for his partner’s comportment and dress code. Conveying hypersensual, romantic,
and quasi-misogynistic messages in his songs, HusnT’s lyrics fitted into both the virgin and chad

characterization by the meme creators.

The Virgin Tamer

“I am suffering without you, listen to me and soothe your mind, if it is normal to leave me for
another, I swear by God I would die.”

- “I'will reach for you even if I know that I would die.”

- “Your voice is changed, anyone sitting beside you?”

- “I knew what it is all about, it shows in his/her eyes, my heart, he/she did not love me.” (It is
common in Arabic love songs to refer to the beloved female in masculine pronouns).

The CHAD Tamer

“Mind you I find out someday, you came home late my darling, you know what will happen and of
course you understand the rest.”

- “Apologize to the guy who will come after me, make him forgive me, because I took everything in
my era, see how many years were my era.”

- “Now I see a woman in front of me, something will happen to me if I did not talk to her.”

- “It is me who tells you what to do, whatever I say you got to obey.”

The phrases “mind you I find out someday, you came home late my darling, you know what will
happen and of course you understand the rest” and “It is me who tells you what to do, whatever I say you
got to obey” come from Husn1’s hit “ST al-Sayyid” named after a famous character in Naguib Mahfouz’s
triology, later adapted into three films, portraying a traditional Egyptian overcontrolling patriarch in the
beginnings of the twentieth century. And despite the focus of Mahfouz on St al-Sayyid’s obsession with
controlling the comportment of his wife and daughters, and banning them from leaving the house unless

for exceptional reasons, Husni’s music video for the song is preceded by a description of the character as
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“An Arabic term referred to an old movie character that likes to control everything in his life.”%* In the first
verse of the song, the lyrics stress that a woman is not allowed to dream of eliminating the differences
between her and a man, and that the insistence of a woman to compare herself to a man makes her lose her

femininity in the man’s eyes.

In another song titled “E ‘taziri’**® (Apologize), Husni threw another misogynistic metaphor saying:
“Apologize to the guy who will come after me, make him forgive me, because I took everything in my era,
see how many years were my era.” “I took everything” was interpreted according to the dominant codes of
sexual behaviour and women’s honor viewing a non-virgin woman, who had a previous relationship, as
morally corrupt, so another man should not accept a relationship with her. Hence, the phrase meant to

ridicule or shame a woman who ended her relationship with the song protagonist.

The tense reception dynamics for references included in popular culture productions
increased as the social networks accomodated rising gender activist groups who led numerous
debates retrospectively reviewing the sexist utterances and perspectives along the history of the
Egyptian cinema, literature, and music. In January 2020, the media influencer and creative director
working for a famous advertisment agency Tamim Yinus released his first song “Salmonella”
which later became famous under the title “ ‘Ashan tib 7 tilf la’ (So that you dare to say no).”>®
The song portrays a man threatening a woman who refused to give him her phone number in a
sarcastic way. However, the song stirred big controversy as its debut came one day after the
emergence of a video footage depicting a woman being groped by a crowd during the New Year's
Eve festivities in Mansoura governorate.*®” Some feminist campaigns requested “cancelling” the
song and attacked Yinus as they highlighted the critical situation in Egypt with prevalent sexual

violence phenomena. Yiinus’ appearance in the music video was provocative with “blood

splattered around his mouth,” and his choice of the phrase “So you dare to say no” as the song’s

554 Tamer Hosny, “Si Al Sayed - Tamer Hosny Ft Snoop Dogg /z 52 < s 5 Fws el - 2ud) o i€ YouTube, October
3, 2013, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-Urjas5NtOI .

%5 Free Music “Nasr Mahrous,” “Tamer Hosny - E3tezry | @_de) - Sws x> YouTube, January 5, 2014,

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uTfjuvR_qv8

%% rmediaproduction, “Tameem Youness - Salmonella (¥ ... A58 a5 glie) Sigalls - (i mad (Official Music
Video),” YouTube, January 25, 2021, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YUm_jYObYo0s

%57 Menna Farouk, “Making Fun of Men or Emboldening Sex Pests? Egyptian Song Spurs Debate,” Reuters.com,
January 8, 2020, https://www.reuters.com/article/idAFL8N29C3FY/ .
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main hook. The song’s main themes, however, turned more relevant as many femicides started to
558

take place successively in the public space in the last few years.
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*Figure 42: The meme compares between “the normal wife” and “the liberated feminist.” The descriptions
ascribed to both women reveal that the meme is propable literally translated from an American meme
without noticing pertinent cultural differences.

The normal wife

- Has natural hair because of her organic nutrition.

- Her skin tone is natural.

- Likes her natural face and wears little make-up.

- Wears modest women clothes.

- Her husband works to support her staying home to raise the kids.
- Has a fit body because of healthy home-made meals.

- In her twenties, but she is mature and married and has kids.

%8 Yousra Samir Imran, “Egyptian Women Fear the Growing Normalisation of Femicide,” The New Arab, n.d.,

https://www.newarab.com/features/egyptian-women-fear-growing-normalisation-femicide .
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- She homeschools her children so they do not learn the “corrupt teachings.” (homeschooling is an
unusual practice in the Egyptian or Arab context, but in an American conservative context it is
meant to shield the children from sex education or evolution theory lessons and avoid young
people’s “indoctrination,” propably translated into “corrupt teachings”).

- Loves her religion, family, and “tribe.” (the word tribe (gabila) is propably a bad translation for
“clan” in the original American conservative context).

The liberated feminist

- Her hair is damaged because of bad nutrition.

- Likes skin tan to the extent that she changes her skin color completely (This metaphor is challenging
to apply to the Egyptian context since the majority of women in Egypt typically have brown skin).

- Wears heavy make-up because of her low self-esteem.

- Wears indecent clothes that do not suit her.

- Got an ugly tattoo by the age of 17.

- Sleeps with men to improve her self-esteem but things get worse.

- Her diet includes lot of unhealthy fast food.

- Works in mixed professions that do not suit her feminine nature.

- Isonly attracted to black men.

- She miscarried a black baby last year.

- She claims to be bisexual but she only dates black men.

The racist incitement against black people, in the last three sentences (attracted to black men-miscarried a
black baby-dates black men) seems also out of context in the usual Egyptian or Arab anti-feminist
comments, and a literal translation of a white supremacist discourse, given the dominant majority of brown

and black men in Egypt and the Arab world.

The restoration of the traditional gender roles is a point of convergence between the
extremist Islamists and extreme right-wing groups: “Everywhere, even among the jihadists' worst
enemies, American right-wing extremists, this lament is being heard again: A man must become
man again. Then, women will become women again.”**® Centering feminism as a common enemy

95560

of both currents is crucial to preserve the situation of “aggrieved entitlement”"" that fuels the anger

%9 De Swaan. “Guerre contre les femmes: Djihadistes, droites dures et extrémistes de droite,” 240.

%60 Kimmel, Michael. Healing From Hate: How Young Men Get Into -and Out of- Violent Extremism. Oakland:
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of frustrated young male groups forming the main body of these fundamentalist movements. From
this token, the cultural war against feminism plays a major role in consolidating these factions’
perspective on manhood and masculinity and defending it against what they perceive as a serious

threat, explains Abram De Swaan:

“Other clans, for whom the issues of race and national identity are of lesser
importance, are agitating on social networks. They are categorically
opposed to women's emancipation and, of course, to the organized
vanguard of the women's movement, feminism. The battle between the
sexes is, in this case, waged with personal attacks on all women who dare
to defend in public the rights of the other half of humanity. This is the
virtual world of the "manosphere," of websites in which the "real man™ is
glorified: the "alpha male", who continues to dominate ads for cigarettes,
sports cars and watches... This alpha male only has eyes for "real women."
On the net, there are two kinds: the "sluts", to whom it is "allowed", who
like it and are there for it, and the mothers, for whom it's a "duty" to marry
and have children with a man. Despite the zeal deployed on websites to
radiate sexual vigor and power, everything there seems to shrivel under a
matrix of rancid mediocrity. Parents' and grandparents' fixed prejudices
about men's "right" and women's "duty" keep making their comeback on
these sites, rebranded as so many supposedly radical and new ideas. The
manosphere is feminism in a distorting mirror, its reflection reversed to
the point of ridiculousness.”%%*

However, the emergence of reactionary masculinist online movements in postrevolutionary
Egypt was not restricted to the Islamist groups. Since 2017, the expanding manosphere hosted
organized groups of “secular” belongings, or groups that did not deploy a frankly religious tone
while criticizing the active sectors of feminists. These Egyptian manosphere’s discourses were
divided between hostile anti-feminist campaigners and aggressive misogynists, Islamists and non-

Islamists.

It is important to note that the emergence of activist groups advocating for gender rights in
Egypt does not yet constitute an entrenched or widespread movement. This development must be
considered in the context of the disparity between vocal online communities and the tangible

impact and following they have on the ground. The tendency to overstate the influence of feminist

University of California Press, 2018.

%61 De Swaan. Contre les femmes: La montée d une haine mondiale, 260-261.
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discourses and the sheer number of self-proclaimed feminist activists can be attributed to an
unidentified patriarchal inclination, which seeks to amplify the influence of these nascent groups

by framing them as a formidable threat.

This inclination gives rise to a large coalition of conservatives, Islamists, and non-religious
masculinist factions, fostering an anti-women rhetoric that legitimizes and bolsters a

disproportionately hostile manosphere.

For clarification purposes, the coming sections may include, besides memes and
illustrations, some screenshots of some introductory posts explaining the “manifesto”, or the

general frameworks identified by these masculinist groups.

*Figure 43
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In the biography section the
group founder wrote: “Simply, and because I believe that feminists and feminism are part of the tools used
to demolish the religion and are no less dangerous than Shiites and Christians and atheists in their fight
against religion, I decided to create this group. The general policy, simply, is that we are here Islamic clumps

against the feminists who think that big numbers are the essence. Our problem, as men, is that we are right
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but each one of us fights alone, so we will one up them all. The difference between us and them is that they
blindly support each other for true and false reasons. We will applaud each other only for the truth and let
them know that they are aberrant (shawddhdh) in the society, on intellectual level so no one gets me wrong.
We do not need Christians or seculars with us, because our target is to bomb the feminist and break her

pride then turn her to a useful Muslim member of society.”

*Figure 44

The meme published on the group “’Thna al-zukurist”

shows a picture from the Disney film “Peter Pan” 1953,%6?
with Peter Pan on the bed and Wendy on the floor, while

& - pis he extends one of his legs.

Slon| B9 o Cuniagd 3231 oyl oy A o Caption: “The first night after I visit the women slave

market to buy a feminist.”
Superimposed text: “Rub my feet, yamara.”

Yamara is a concatenation of two words: Ya, an address
or invocation, and mara, which is a colloquial cognate of
MSA word ‘imra’a or mar’a (a woman). In ECA, mara

has a belitteling and insulting connotation.

%2  <“peter Pan (1953) W 7.3 | Animation, Adventure, Family,” IMDb, February 5, 1953,
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0046183/ .
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*Figure 45: Logo of the Facebook page “Zukurist (masculinist)- Men’s Rights Movement,” showing the

symbol of masculinity and a male moustache.
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*Figure 46: The cover photo of the Facebbok page “Zukurist (masculinist)” using an illustration of a hand
gropping a woman’s buttock. The text reads: “Bitches/assholes rode feluccas.” It is a common slangy
wisdom referring to the wrong people people who got empowered, rich, or in control. In this context, the

slogan propably means feminists or women in general by bitches.
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*Figure 47
Caption of “Zukurist (masculinist)”: Man up... do not suck up to her baby. #zukurist
Superimposed text: Man up.. Do not suck up to her.
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*Figure 48
Caption of “Zukurist (masculinist)” :

The name of the sexual position: Doggy style.
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Implementation method: The woman bends on her knees and hands in front of the man who is standing
straight behind her on his knees in such a way that his penis is facing her vagina for penetration, and the

man is in control of the sexual process.
Superimposed text: “The name of the sexual position: Doggy style. A masculinist position.”

In a direct interview with the author, feminist activist ‘Aya Munir elaborated on the
criminal activities instigated by masculinist groups, providing insight into their ideological

underpinnings and reactionary mindset:

“The masculinist groups have escalated their attacks, resorting to what
they call “the jihad of laugh emoji” against my posts. However, their
tactics have recently shifted towards targeting girls who engage with our
content. These groups have started taking screenshots of girls' comments
and forwarding them to their families. The anti-feminist movement singles
out girls who they perceive as vulnerable and easy targets—those who may
struggle to respond effectively to the harassment. Their measure of success
lies in exposing these girls' private interactions by sending the screenshots
to their partners, possibly putting them at risk of harm or abandonment.
Among their reprehensible actions, some boys within these groups have
engaged with girls, solicited explicit photos from them, and proceeded to
sell these images to Twitter accounts that disseminate them alongside the
girls' personal details. Despite efforts to shut down offending accounts, the
issue persists. External entities outside Egypt have assisted in taking down
some of these pages. These perpetrators operate with a high degree of
organization, utilizing specific tools and Telegram groups from locations
beyond Egypt using VPNs to evade local security measures. They often
remain anonymous or create convincing fake accounts that do not truly
represent their identities.

The situation is deeply unsettling, with these groups instilling fear and
eroding the sense of safety within the community. Many of them align
themselves with Islamist beliefs and manipulate impressionable minors,
much like the perpetrator of Nayyira's tragic death.5® During his trial, his
statements—such as “She let her hair down [does not wear the veil]”"—
expose the extremist ideologies behind his actions. Investigating further,
one would likely discover his membership in these masculinist groups.

%63 The murder of Nayyira Ashraf (June 2022), a young woman from the Mansoura governorate, who was brutally
slain on a public street in broad daylight by her university acquaintance, stands out as one of the initial femicides
rooted in extremist masculinist ideology. The perpetrator justified this horrific act as retribution for Nayyira's refusal
to engage in a romantic relationship with him. Following Ashraf's murder, subsequent femicides have unfolded in a
similar manner, perpetuating the tragic pattern of violence against women.

and Mee Staff, “Egypt: Court Upholds Death Sentence of Nayera Ashraf Killer,” Middle East Eye, February 9, 2023,

https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/egypt-nayera-ashraf-killer-death-sentence-court-upholds .
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The killer displayed relentless determination and a twisted sense of
heroism during the heinous act, traits indicative of an extremist mindset.
Sadly, many affected girls are hesitant to report such incidents out of fear
of family repercussions, exacerbating the issue. Internet security entities
often struggle to take action without sufficient evidence; once a
threatening account is removed, proof of the threats may cease to exist.
This chaos on social media poses a significant risk and portends a potential
disaster if left unaddressed.

Meanwhile, there is a palpable sense of frustration among young men
cutting across various factors. This could stem from the increasing
visibility of feminist voices, economic hardships, or the political
turbulence that has left many disillusioned. As a result, this pent-up energy
and resentment are increasingly directed towards women, further
complicating an already fraught situation.”®%
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*Figure 49: The post by the Facebbok page “Zukurist (masculinist)” shows multiple screenshots taken from
the personal Facebook account of Ahmad ‘Ala’, one of the young people in the audience that attended a
concert in Cairo in 2017 of the Lebanese band Mashrou’ Leila, whose lead singer is openly gay. ‘Ala’
participated in waving a rainbow flag during the concert, which led to seven arrests, ‘Ala’ was among them,

after the public prosecutor ordered an investigation in the incident.5®® The screenshots show personal inbox

%4 Interview with the feminist activist ‘Aya Munir, founder and administrator of “Superwomen” platform. Cairo,

December 2022. Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/Superwomenstory .

%65 “Egyptian Officials Systemically Abuse, Torture Gays, Rights Group Says,” NBC News, October 26, 2020,
https://www.nbcnews.com/feature/nbc-out/egyptian-officials-systemically-abuse-torture-gays-rights-group-says-
n1244755
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messages and photos of ‘Ala’ and the caption reads: “This is Ahmad ‘Ala’, a friend of our page, and a very
big feminist sucker. Ahmad ‘Ala’ is an under-age slaughterer, ‘Ala’ is sucking up to her, do not be like

‘Ala’ #under_age slaughterer #zukurist.”
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*Figure 50: After publishing the post about Ahmad ‘Ala’, the second day, “Zukurist (masculinist)”
published another post reading: “After ‘Ala’ some people accused us of libel. Indeed, it is libel, for whom
who use feminist slogans and suck up to them and twist concepts to fuck women. And he is one of many.

And do not think that we will set anyone free, anyway, your turn will come.”

At the time the post was published, ‘Ala’ was openly gay. He announced his homosexuality after being

released from prison. Later, he sought asylum to Canada where he currently lives.5%®

The deep insecurities reflected in the criminal behaviors within the manosphere could be
attributed to the Darwinian idea of beta and alpha males developed on “The Red Pill” subforum
on the American Reddit network (currently quarantined and inaccessible) that immensely
contributed to the online resurgence of the anti-feminist politics as it gained big popularity, as

clarifies the writer Angela Nagle:%®

“At the same time as these anti-feminists were using the term [red pill] to
describe their awakening from the blissful mind prison of liberalism into

566  BuzzFeedVideo, “How the Rainbow Flag Put Me in Jai,” July 18, 2018,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1CW2wNfwaCM .

%67 Nagle, Angela. “Chapter Six: Entering the manosphere” In Kill All Normies. Online Culture Wars From 4chan and
Tumblr to Trump and the Alt-Right, 87-88. London: Zero Books, 2017.
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the unplugged reality of societal misandry, the hard alt-right was
embracing the term to describe their equivalent racial awakening. On
AlternativeRight.com ‘the red pill” and ‘being red pilled” was one of the
central metaphors and favorite expressions. On Reddit’s Red Pill forum,
men discussed false rape accusations, female-on-male violence, cultural
misandry, avoidance of ‘pedestalling pussy’ and ‘game’ — meaning a style
of ‘pick up artist’ dating advice that began with Neil Strauss’s 2005 book
“The Game.”®® Looking back today, Strauss’s book seems pretty mild and
inoffensive, certainly compared to today’s online pickup artistry
forums, > which tend to read like a sinister Darwinian guide to tricking
the loathed female prey into surrender. Discussions on these issues on
various Reddit forums and other forums within the antifeminist
manosphere are a pretty relentless flow of sexual frustration, anxiety about
evolutionary rank and foaming-at-the-mouth misogyny full of descriptions
of women as ‘worthless cunts’, ‘attention whores’, ‘riding the cock
carousel’, and so on. One of the dominant and consistent preoccupations
running through the forum culture of the manosphere is the idea of beta
and alpha males. They discuss how women prefer alpha males and either
cynically use or completely ignore beta males, by which they mean low-
ranking males in the stark and vicious social hierarchy through which they
interpret all human interaction.”®"°

It is notable that Egyptian masculinist groups draw heavily from the prevalent vocabulary

of the American manosphere. The proficiency in the English language and the adaptation of anti-
feminist rhetoric into Arabic social networks reflects the predominantly middle-class background
of many online page administrators. While some groups tailor their ideological messaging to
resonate with an educated middle-class audience, this discourse is disseminated in various forms
to reach wider segments of society. The propagation of antagonistic sentiments towards gender
equality, coupled with the portrayal of “overly entitled” women as a looming threat to male

dominance through social media activism, transcends mere middle-class misogyny.

%8 “The Game by Neil Strauss: Summary and Notes” Dan Silvestre, October 31, 2023,

https://dansilvestre.com/summaries/the-game-book/ .

569 «“Advice seeking in anti-feminist and pickup artist (PUA) forums often comes from self-identifying ‘nice guys’,
whose commentary on women suggests their sense of self may be a little lacking in honest reflection. There are also
PUA-hate forums, for those who are critical of pickup artistry as a scam that places too much of the responsibility on
men to change their own behavior through bodybuilding and learning ‘game’ just to impress ‘stupid sluts’, by which
they simultaneously always seem to mean women who they’re angry at because they won’t put out.”

Nagle. Kill All Normies. Online Culture Wars From 4chan and Tumblr to Trump and the Alt-Right, 91.

570 Nagle. Kill All Normies. Online Culture Wars From 4chan and Tumblr to Trump and the Alt-Right, 87-88.
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This narrative divergence highlights the evolution of linguistic registers from translated
manosphere terminology—often employed by educated middle-class individuals seeking to cloak
their misogyny within an internationally recognized framework—to a blend of colloquial sexist
language and religious Salafist references, accessible to lower socioeconomic strata. An exemplar

of this shift can be found in the followers of ‘Abdullah Rushdi.

Beyond the exclusive groups dedicated to the incitement against feminists within the
Egyptian manosphere, their violent tone enabled a broader sector of men whom explicit sexist
utterances provided an abundant material for memes and angry reactions by women. After a very
short period in 2014-2015 that witnessed the rise of women’s voices against GBV (gender-based
violence) and the appearance of young feminist groups, the masculine reaction was prompt and
disproportionate reflecting a deep sense of insecurity despite of the salient imbalance between

sexes in terms of power relations, legislation, and economic empowerment.
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*Figure 51: The meme published on the Facebook page “’Ana Mama Yala” including a screenshot from a
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male doctor’s comment on Facebook. The photo is taken from the film “Higrat al-Rasil (The Migration of
the Prophet) 1964.7°"! The photo shows the actors playing the roles of “the infidels,” from the Quraysh tribe
of Mecca®’ in the Hijaz, who fought the Prophet’s call at its beginning. In many Egyptian religious films

ST i all nelge o 8 a8l Ga (Mol cpud Jardl s 1964 - Jsudl soma - Wl elCinema.com, n.d.,
https://elcinema.com/work/1002331/ .

572 The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, “Quraysh | Arabic Tribe, Arabian Peninsula, Prophet Muhammad,”

299


https://elcinema.com/work/1002331/

and series, non-believers are depicted with exaggeratedly grotesque makeup, portraying them as inherently
evil and immoral individuals deeply engaged in debauchery. Additionally, historical narratives concerning
Islamic conflicts often lack credibility, with historical events being subordinated to the official narrative
endorsed by the political regime and the religious institution responsible for overseeing scripts in

compliance with Egyptian censorship laws, namely Al-Azhar.
Caption: “Kill her passion.”

The text in the screenshot (the comment of a male doctor talking to a colleague who got married to a female
doctor): “Make her specialize in dermatology, and do not make her progress at all in her work, and after
your first baby make her close her clinic. If she loved you, she would accept it, so you manage to never
make her outsmart you at work. If she did, you would suffer psychologically, because if she became better
than you at work, she will make you feel that she was the breadwinner. Kill her passion and make her
understand that your appreciation for her has nothing to do with her work, it is another thing, and that taking

care of her children is better.”
The superimposed text on the photo: 'Ahha (i.e. ‘what the fuck’).

As the comment in the screenshot elaborates a full conspiracy scenario sent from the doctor to his colleague,
the choice of the infidels’ image showing their surprise and awe becomes significant. It suggests that the

doctor's advice surpassed the capabilities of even the most nefarious group of people.

Encyclopedia Britannica, July 20, 1998, https://www.britannica.com/topic/Quraysh .
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Mr. Ahmed
here who believes the
young girl who was
murdered by a boy for
rejecting him “should
have been raped
instead”, was the
President of the
student Union of Cairo
university. He's now a
legit lawyer with (if you
check his Facebook) a
well connected
successful future ahead
of him. In Egypt he is
what people refer to as
ol ol

*Figure 52

The comment, in English, was added to add some
background about a lawyer who made a Facebook
comment after a femicide committed against a young
girl for rejecting a young man who wanted her to get
engaged to him.’”® The lawyer’s comment, in the
screenshot in Arabic, was: “He should have raped her

instead, stupid.”

At the end of the comment in English, the term written

(1)

in Arabic is “’ibn nas” (a polysemous term referring to
a person who belongs to the middle or upper middle
class, well raised, financially secure, has a good
education, behaves in bourgeois manners, and is
professionally successful). After elaborating the
background and professional path of the lawyer, the
explanation of the social positioning of the lawyer
highlights the scale of influence of the manosphere

imaginary on different sectors of middle-class men.

3 g 3 7,0 A 8 dlle eSS | peme 8 Uil ela JE 0 aTl i, September 29, 2023,
https://jeddahpost.com/news/%D9%82%D8%AA%D9%84-%D8%AC%D8%B2%D8%A7%D8%A1-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B1%D9%81%D8%B6-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D9%85%D8%B5%D8%B1-
%D9%83%D9%8A%D9%81-%D8%AA%DI%86%D8%AA%DI%87%DI%SA-
%D9%85%D8%A3%D8%B3%D8%A7%D8%A9-%D9%86/
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*Figure 53: The photo®’* is captured from the film “Film Thagafi (A Porn Movie) 2000.”°”® The

superimposed hashtag on the photo reads #khalltha ti‘annis (#