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Exposing
Corruption in
Egypt
Blogger Wael Abbas

Blogger Wael Abbas uses the internet
to publicize human rights abuses
and police brutality in Egypt. He has
become well-known for posting videos
documenting torture at police stations.
His work publicizing one such video
led to an unprecedented trial resulting
in convictions and jail sentences for the
crime's perpetrators.

Vision and Motivation
In the three decades between 1981 and
the 2011 Egyptian Revolution, President
Hosni Mubarak kept a tight grip on Egypt.
As the years passed, according to Human
Rights Watch, Mubarak grew to "epitomize
the authoritarian Arab ruler, presiding over
a system in which opponents are muzzled
and imprisoned, and where torture is
widespread."1 In this context, the internet
was one of the few means Egyptians had
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to express themselves.
In late 2004, frustration at the
Mubarak regime was reaching a peak;
the government was preparing to hold
presidential elections, yet everyone knew
that Mubarak would "win" another term.
New grassroots civic movements, such
as Kifaya, the Egyptian Movement for
Change, formed and began holding protests
against Mubarak. However, the Egyptian
media did not dare cover these events, so
the public was kept largely unaware of the
growing civic mobilization.
According to Wael Abbas, "That's when
we bloggers decided to take matters into
our own hands. We believed in the people's
right to know."2 Frustrated at the press'
passivity in addressing Egypt's pressing
social and political issues, he founded
WKH EORJ (J\SWLDQ $ZDUHQHVV ¿OOLQJ LW
with his own photos and videos of the
protests. Unlike most Egyptian bloggers,
he limited his commentary to simple
captions of pictures, since he believes
"You can write a book and it can all be lies,
but one picture can tell the whole story
truthfully."3
Abbas wanted to give Egyptians only
information, without attempting to lead
them in a particular ideological direction.
Rejecting the country's existing political
movements and their efforts to manipulate
Egyptians, Abbas believes that "the citizen
needs awareness; he needs to know
everything about everyone, because in the
end he is the one who will have to decide
who is good and who is bad."4
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Goals and Objectives
Throughout his blogging career, Abbas
has kept his goals in mind: "My mission is
to reach people [and] mobilize them. It is
to acquaint people with their rights. I want
the uneducated Egyptian to know that it is
not acceptable for anyone to slap him on
[the back of his neck, as police have done
with suspects]. If I can do that, then that's
good enough."5
On his blog, Abbas has raised
awareness about government repression
of political protests, sexual harassment in
Cairo, election fraud, the assault and torture
of political dissidents, and gruesome
incidents of police brutality. Through it all,
he says, "All I wanted was for my country
to change, to become more democratic, and
to recognize the basic rights of its citizens.
So I focused my work on making people
aware of what was going on and helping
them understand their rights."6
Abbas envisions a democratic Egypt
where civil liberties and rights are
respected. "I am a regular Egyptian who
wants my country to be better," he says. "I
want to see transfer of power, democracy,
freedom, and freedom of opinion and
expression."7 An opponent of the Muslim
Brotherhood, he acknowledges the
possibility of their coming to power in a
truly democratic Egypt, and says, "That's
why I believe in working on two levels —
advocating democracy while enlightening
the people so that they make the right
choice when the time comes for real
democratic elections. That's why I called
my blog Egyptian Awareness."8
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Leadership
While Abbas has become a leader of
Egypt's blogosphere, he has not always had
such civic ambitions. While completing
his BA in English at Ain Shams University
in the early 1990s, he was never politically
active on campus. It was only after the
birth of the internet that Abbas began his
career as a civic activist. He began by
writing for a group blog titled Voice of the
People, whose writers used the internet
to discuss Egypt's political, religious,
and social issues. In 2004, he launched
Egyptian Awareness under the tagline "At
the whim of its owner who doesn't work
for anyone."9
During his blogging career, Abbas has
worked hard to maintain credibility. As
such, he emphasizes his independence,
explaining, "I do not belong to any party
or ideology…There are some Marxist
ideas that I think are good, there are some
Islamic ideas that I think are good, and
there are some liberal ideas that I think
are good."10 Abbas relies heavily on raw
documentary evidence, advising others to
"always try to support what you're saying
with pictures and videos…multimedia, it
gives you more legitimacy."11
Furthermore, much of his credibility
is based on his journalistic integrity and
commitment to transparency; for example,
when he was accused of being a criminal,
he responded by posting a copy of his
criminal record on his blog for all to see.12
Abbas disclaims any efforts to provide
solutions for the problems around which
he attempts to raise awareness. Explaining
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his approach, Abbas expresses admiration
for Charles Dickens, because he raised
awareness about societal problems in
Britain, and while he never proposed
solutions, through his writings he laid the
groundwork for others to reform society.13
"I don't have answers," Abbas says. "I can
only point out the problem…for people to
solve it."14

Civic Environment
While the Mubarak regime allowed
some latitude to activists and dissidents,
thus enabling the country's bloggers to take
the lead in the Arab political blogosphere,
Egypt was nonetheless named as one of the
top ten "worst countries to be a blogger"
by the Committee to Protect Journalists.15
Authorities did not block many websites,
but they did engage in widespread
intimidation, harassment, and detention
of bloggers. Because of this repressive
environment (see Freedom House's report
on internet freedom in Egypt), Abbas has
said, "I feel threatened all the time."16
According to Abbas, his blog has been
continually hacked and was once attacked
VR VHYHUHO\ WKDW LW UHPDLQHG RIÀLQH IRU
three days.17 However, the Egyptian
regime did not completely block websites;
instead, he says, "they have other ways
that they attack blogs, [like] report[ing]
them to the hosts, saying they have a lot
of inappropriate material. They did that
with my YouTube account [which was shut
down for a week in 2007], my Facebook
account, my email — they've shut down
my email several times."18
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Abbas's
experience
with
state
repression began in 2006 during a wave
of arrests of Egyptian internet activists;
Abbas heard that he was wanted, collected
KLVGLJLWDOUHFRUGVDQGÀHGWR$OH[DQGULD
returning to Cairo a week later when
his lawyers told him it was safe.19 As
he began to attract worldwide attention
through his blogging, he also attracted
the Egyptian government's attention. The
regime resorted to character assassination,
as government-aligned forces began

spreading false rumors that were calculated
to damage Abbas's credibility among
Egyptians. A high-ranking government
RI¿FLDOZHQWRQVDWHOOLWH79WRVD\$EEDV
had a criminal past; a state-aligned
newspaper accused him of publishing
lies and "sick fantasies"; and internet
rumors spread of his having converted to
Christianity or being homosexual.20
Security forces continually tapped
Abbas's phones and made increasingly
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menacing phone calls to him, threatening
to frame him and adding, "Forget about
the law. We are the law. The day you fall
into our hands, you'll scream for help
and you'll cry."21 State security harassed
Abbas on numerous occasions; in 2009,
he was detained twice at the Cairo airport,
and in the second incident, he was held
for ten hours and his laptop was illegally
FRQ¿VFDWHG22 In April of that year, a
SROLFH RI¿FHU DQG KLV EURWKHU EURNH LQWR
Abbas's home, assaulting both him and his
mother and knocking out one of his teeth.23
$EEDV ¿OHG DQ RI¿FLDO FRPSODLQW EXW LW
ZDV QRW LQYHVWLJDWHG GXH WR LQVXI¿FLHQW
evidence," despite extensive medical and
photographical documentation of Abbas'
injuries.24 Then in December, while Abbas
was out of the country, plainclothes police
forced their way into Abbas's family home
while refusing to provide a warrant or
LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ25
As the Interior Ministry escalated
LWV KDUDVVPHQW RI $EEDV LW EHJDQ WR ¿OH
manufactured charges against him. In
November 2009, he was sentenced to six
PRQWKV RI MDLO DQG D SRXQG ¿QH IRU
"tampering with an internet cable."26 While
he was cleared of the charges on appeal in
February 2010, the next month he received
the same sentence, this time for "providing
a telecommunications service to the public
without permission."27
Despite the ongoing harassment
he faces, Abbas remains undaunted in
his commitment to raising Egyptians'
awareness of human rights abuses. Abbas
refuses to blog anonymously to protect
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ÕÂ·ÂÀ°eZÅÄ]ne
himself; he uses his own name in order
to "encourage people to join us. I want
them to know who we are, and that we are
here…in Egypt, and we are not afraid."28

Message and Audience
When Abbas founded his blog, he
wanted to reach the youth of Egypt with
his message that abuses of Egyptians'
human rights are unacceptable. Abbas
describes his original target audience as
"the youth who can't live a decent life"
in Egypt.29 Because he wanted to attract
young Egyptians without much education
or interest in politics, he chose to write his
blog in colloquial Arabic, as opposed to
the formal version of Arabic that is taught
in schools, thus making his blog more
accessible to Egyptians without a high
level of education.
As he says, "I try to talk to them in their
RZQNQRZOHGJHDQGWHOOWKHPWKDW¿UVWZH
understand them, and second that we are
interested in having a conversation with
you. Don't make them feel intimidated,
don't make them think that you are an
elitist."30 Abbas is known for his extremely
informal, and frequently profane, style of
writing, and explains that this is "actually
what provokes people to interact, and
understand, and absorb what I'm telling
them."31
$EEDV V ¿UVW PDMRU EORJJLQJ VXFFHVV
came on May 25, 2005, the day of a
referendum on Egypt's constitution.
That morning, plainclothes police and
paid thugs beat and sexually assaulted
journalist and peaceful protestors.32 Abbas
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was able to take pictures of these events,
and even interviewed one of the thugs,
who described how he'd been paid by state
security forces and bussed in from the
slums along with others in order to disrupt
the protests.33 After Abbas published
everything on his blog, he received half
a million site visits in just two days; the
story spread to traditional news outlets,
and local newspapers wrote about the
scandal for months.34
In late 2006, Abbas publicized two
stories that quickly became two of the
ELJJHVW VFDQGDOV RI WKH \HDU 7KH ¿UVW
incident took place in late October, on
Eid el-Fitr, the holiday marking the end
RI 5DPDGDQ $IWHU ¿QGLQJ WKDW D PRYLH
showing was sold out at a downtown Cairo
theater, mobs of hundreds of men attacked
WKHER[RI¿FHWKH\WKHQVXUURXQGHGZRPHQ
in the area, groping their bodies, ripping
off their clothes, and chasing those who
tried to escape.35 Meanwhile, policemen
stood by and watched, not even attempting
to intervene; indeed, when some onlookers
asked them to do something, the police
merely responded, "What do you want us
to do? It's Eid. Happy Eid to you too!"36
Abbas was in the neighborhood at the
time and took pictures of the mob and of
the policemen standing by; he then posted
the photos on his blog along with his
eyewitness account of what had happened.
Other bloggers also posted about the
"sexual frenzy" that had occurred, while
the traditional media ignored it and police
stations refused to accept reports from
women who had been attacked.

{Z§³Z§Y, Z^¶WYÁ-»{ÖËÂ¿±Ô]Á
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ÕÂ·ÂÀ°eZÅÄ]ne
However, three days later on the private
TV channel Dream's program "10pm," a
blogger told the program's host all about
the Eid sexual assaults, breaking the story
to the Egyptian public. The next night, the
show aired a special report on the incident,
including an interview with one of the
eyewitness bloggers and using some of the
photos Abbas had taken.
After that, it was impossible to cover
up the story; it spread across Egypt and
the Middle East, and eventually the rest
of the world. Egyptians debated what had
happened and why, government critics

attacked the police's negligence, and
women held demonstrations against sexual
harassment. The independent newspaper
Al Masry Al Youm took the lead in
covering the story, forcing the state-run
press to cover it as well, albeit with denials
from the Ministry of Interior. A national
dialogue on sexual harassment, a topic
that had always been taboo in Egyptian
society, had been launched, largely thanks
to Abbas and his fellow bloggers.
Aside from his coverage of the Eid
sexual assaults, Abbas had become known
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for his work publicizing police brutality
by posting videos showing police beating
and torturing suspects. The most notorious
of these videos was one he posted in
November 2006 — a gruesome video that
would send shockwaves through Egyptian
society.
In January 2006, Emad El-Kebir, a
21-year-old minibus driver, had been
detained at a Giza police station for
attempting to save his cousin from being
beaten by plainclothes policemen.37 At
the station, policemen brutally tortured
and sexually assaulted El-Kebir while
videotaping the attack with a mobile phone.
After El-Kebir was released, he found that
the video had been distributed among his
fellow minibus drivers, partly to humiliate
him further and partly to intimidate the
RWKHU GULYHUV LQWR SD\LQJ WKH ¿QHV WKH
police regularly extort from them.38
After obtaining the video from fellow
Egyptian blogger Mohamed Khaled,
Abbas posted it on Egyptian Awareness.
Abbas followed the story for months as
it was investigated by the independent
press; when two of the policemen were
arrested, he hailed it as a "great success
for the bloggers and popular press,"
but emphasized that "this is just the
beginning…and those [arrested] are only
the ones who have been discovered; torture
is ongoing, of both political [dissidents]
and criminals."39
Abbas greeted the men's sentencing to
three years in prison with "great delight,"
DQGKDVVDLGWKDWWKLVH[SHULHQFHH[HPSOL¿HV
his approach to blogging.40 Because of his
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dYÖËÂ¿±Ô]ÁÄ]

ÕÂ·ÂÀ°eZÅÄ]ne
work to raise awareness about El-Kebir's
case, Abbas says, police torture, which
used to be accepted apathetically, became
less acceptable "because people are talking
about it…The problem is not totally
solved, but the people became aware…
they became more used to exposing that
kind of torture."41
As El-Kebir's lawyer, Nasr Amin, said,
"Thousands of torture complaints have
been brought to prosecutors…but they
came to nothing. The bloggers managed to
upset things."42
While Abbas originally focused on
reaching Egyptian youth, as time went on,
he began attracting a wider audience. Abbas
explains proudly, "I found out that people
of all ages are visiting and interacting with
my blog."43 Today, Egyptian Awareness
receives over a million hits per month,
with 62 percent of those readers coming
from within Egypt.44
Along with his blog, Abbas uses
social sites such as YouTube, Twitter, and
Facebook to communicate with supporters.
When he and his mother were attacked
by policemen in 2009, he used his cell
phone to post running Twitter updates on
his status, even from the police station he
reported the crime at. His followers spread
the news to blogs and then to traditional
media outlets, both local and international,
which publicized the state's harassment of
Abbas.45

Outreach Activities
Through his blogging, Abbas has
achieved victories he could not have
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dreamed of at the start; he has won Human
Rights Watch's 2008 Hellman Hammett
Award, been named CNN's 2007 Middle
East Person of the Year, and became the
¿UVW EORJJHU WR UHFHLYH WKH ,QWHUQDWLRQDO
Committee for Journalists' Knight
International Journalism Award, in 2007.
Abbas is often considered Egypt's most
LQÀXHQWLDOSROLWLFDOEORJJHUDQGDVVXFKKH
has a greater impact on news coverage in
the country than many would have thought
possible.46 While it is true that only a small
percentage of Egyptians have internet
DFFHVV $EEDV V LQÀXHQFH LV QRW OLPLWHG
to only those who read his blog. Rather,
his writings have had a ripple effect,
LQÀXHQFLQJ WKH SULQW PHGLD DQG VDWHOOLWH
TV to cover the stories he reports.
5HJDUGOHVV RI WKH GLI¿FXOWLHV KH KDV
faced, Abbas has no regrets about his
blogging career: "At least I have the respect
of the people, and people know that I am
doing something that is good…that might
result in change in the end."47
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