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This dissertation is about the production of national identity in the transnational 

age. Focusing on the specific example of Egyptian television, this dissertation argues that 

new production imperatives, mainly in satellite television and internet, have changed the 

way that television is produced in the Arabic speaking Middle East, most significantly 

away from direct state control. The changes in production accompany changes in 

distribution and consumption of electronic media and are significantly rewriting the ways 

that shared cultural identities in the Middle East, including nationalism, religious, and 

other significant identities, are produced, consumed and replicated. This dissertation 

approaches these topics by relating two specific televisual texts, the Ramadan serials 

Malek Farouq and Gamal Abdel Nasser, to larger changes in Arab and Egyptian 

television production. 
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Chapter 1: “Egyptian” Television in the Transnational Age: Reading 
the Dramatic serials Malek Farouq and Gamal Abdel Nasser 

 

In its production, distribution and consumption within a wider global context and 

in its own regional economic sphere, Arabic-language television production is 

undergoing significant change from state-centered to transnational television. No longer 

originating solely from national television production centers and justified upon purely 

national political or social necessities, fictionalized and fact-oriented Arabic programs 

now must compete for regional Arab audiences (c.f. L. Abu-Lughod, 2005; Kraidy, 2002; 

Sakr, 2006). Arabic serials, for example, can be produced in Cairo or Damascus with 

Saudi or Gulf Arab money, Egyptian writers, Syrian actors, and Lebanese 

cinematographers and ultimately delivered through satellite, terrestrial television, DVDs, 

and the internet (Guaaybess, 2002). Sports programming is internationally purchased and 

regionally redistributed at great profit (Ramadan, 2008). Turkish, Mexican, or 

Argentinian soap operas are dubbed into widely understood Arabic dialects and then 

distributed on pay satellite channels (Buccianti, 2010). Freed of having to overtly fulfill 

the vague requirements of ‘the national interest,’ and free (largely) of the censor’s 

scissors transnational productions are produced and distributed with the goal of creating 

profits (Dick, 2005). While all of this profound change does not prevent nationally 

oriented discussions from appearing in transnational television productions, the goal of 

maximizing audiences across national borders, each with their particular mix of 
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expectations, changes the terms of cultural production in the Arabic speaking Middle 

East.  

It is in the context of these profound changes in the production, distribution, and 

consumption of Arabic cultural production that this dissertation seeks to describe and 

analyze the changing relationship of the nation and cultural expressions of nationalism 

and other communal identities within the landscape of Egyptian-oriented television. 

Using the specific examples of two Arabic-language dramatic serials that narrate the lives 

of two contentious Egyptian historical figures, Malek Farouq and Gamal Abdel Nasser, 

this dissertation argues that an increasingly transnational and global media culture is 

taking root in the Arabic-speaking Middle East and North Africa (MENA) and has the 

potential to change the culture of politics and society in the region. This first chapter will 

lay out the argument and describe the methodological path used to approach these issues. 

Both of these serials, as will be described in further detail later, are about former 

leaders of 20th century Egypt. Malek Farouq was produced and broadcast in 2007 and 

served as a biographical narrative about the last king of Egypt from his birth in the 1920’s 

to his overthrow by Gamal Abdel Nasser and the Free Officers in 1952. The series was 

notable for its high production values and especially for taking the previously reviled 

figure of the king, scorned by nationalists for over 50 years, and publicly rehabilitating 

him. Gamal Abdel Nasser, produced the next year and seen by many (incorrectly, 

according to numerous newspaper interviews with its producers) as a reaction to Farouq, 

was a narrative biographical of the life of Egypt’s greatest 20th century nationalist leader. 

The program, which had lower production values and found itself much less praised in 
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the court of public opinion, recounted all of Nasser’s greatest moments including his 

participation in the 1948 Palestine war, his leadership of the Free Officers movement and 

their eventual overthrow King Farouq, the Suez canal crisis and the 1967 war. 

In searching for the nation in the new regime of communication, I have chosen to 

confine my focus to contemporary television biographic dramatic serials (biopics) that 

narrate the lives of political figures that were pivotal to the struggle that formed the 

Egyptian republic and first sovereign Egyptian nation-state in the middle of the twentieth 

century. Two contemporary dramas meet these criteria, Malek Farouq (2007) narrates the 

life and exile of the last king of Egypt, Farouq; and Gamel Abdel Nasser (2008) tells the 

story of the Army officer who overthrew King Farouq and became president. 

Both Malek Farouq (2007) and Gamel Abdel Nasser (2008) were partially 

financed by and broadcast on the Middle Eastern Broadcasting Center (MBC), an 

entertainment-oriented pan Arab satellite channel which began the independent Arab 

satellite trend by broadcasting from London in 1991 before moving to Dubai in 2002. 

Despite being based in the U.A.E., the station’s owners have family ties to the Saudi 

royal family (M. a. M. A. Zayani, 2006, p. 482). Each show was composed of 31 

episodes and was broadcast nightly during the Islamic holy month of Ramadan, a 

common broadcast pattern for prominent Arabic serials.  

Malek Farouq (2007) narrates the life of King Farouq the First of Egypt (1920-

1965). Farouq was the last royal descendant of Muhammed Ali an Albanian Ottoman 

who came to rule Egypt in the 1850’s and is widely acknowledged to have been the first 

ruler to attempt to modernize Egypt. The serial begins with Farouq as an infant in the 
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1920’s and traces the struggles between the Egyptian royal palace, the nationalists in 

parliament and the street, and the British colonial authority. Characters include a number 

of well-known Egyptian nationalist leaders from the 1920’s and 30’s. The program 

depicts the contested political sphere of Egypt in the 1930’s and 40’s and focuses positive 

attention on the democratic nature of Egypt’s parliamentary system of the time. The 

series ends with Farouq’s overthrow by the “Free Officers” led by Gamel Abdel Nasser 

and Farouq’s exile in Italy in 1952. The broadcast was widely perceived to have been one 

of the most successful Ramadan serials of the last few years and inspired a flood of 

discourse in the press and on the internet.  

Gamel Abdel Nasser (2008) follows the life of the title character (1918-1970), a 

hero to many Egyptians and villain to some, from his humble, peasant youth in the 

Egyptian south, through his triumphs and defeats. As the leader of the “Free Officers” 

movement, Nasser was the key figure behind the overthrow of the ancien regime in 1952. 

An ardent Egyptian territorial nationalist, Nasser turned towards a wider pan-Arab 

nationalism in the middle 1950’s. His nationalization of businesses and land deprived the 

traditional elite of their source of power and proved extremely popular among the 

Egyptian working classes. In addition to the hagiographic portrayal of his political life, 

the series also focuses on his love life. Other prominent figures in the serial include some 

of the nationalist politicians of the 1920’s and 30’s as well as Anwar Sadat, also a 

member of the “Free Officers” and later president of Egypt. Like Malek Farouq the show 

gives only perfunctory narrative attention to Islamist trends that were occurring in Egypt 

from the 1930’s onward. This program was widely-though according to its producers 
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incorrectly- seen as a response to the previous year’s Malek Farouq. It was not nearly as 

successful as the other show and mostly generated discussion based not on its own 

merits, but on the fact that the state-run broadcasting system in Egypt refused to air it on 

terrestrial television.  

 

In the second episode of the Arabic language dramatic serial Malek Farouq (King 

Farouq 2007) the title character, Prince Farouq the First of Egypt cries himself to sleep. 

The sobbing ten year old finds himself trapped and friendless within the lavishly 

appointed confines of his 1930's palace bedroom after his father, the portly and 

authoritarian King Fuad, becomes enraged with him for consorting with the commoners 

of the palace staff.  As the screen fades to black, it is the first time since 1952 in 

Egyptian-oriented popular media that the historical Farouq (1920-1965) has been 

depicted in anything other than a profoundly negative light. In an American context, this 

would be akin to watching a made-for-tv movie of a young Tricky Dick Nixon playing 

with puppies or crying at being a social outcast in his California elementary school.  

Humanizing a dead historical figure is not in and of itself a rare act of cultural 

imagination. Historical biographicals have become popular and profitable in the 

contemporary universe of Egyptian and transnational Arab film and television production 

(Dick, 2005). Examples range from biopics about the Crusade era Muslim leader Salah 

Al Din al Ayoub – Saladin in English (television, 2001), to past presidents Gamal Abdel 

Nasser (television 2008, film 1996) and Anwar Sadat (film, 2001), or cultural icons from 
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the 20th century such as the singer Um Kalthoum (television, 2008) or her contemporary 

and rival singer Asmahan (television, 2008).  

What is unusual in this case is a neutral - or even sympathetic - portrayal of the 

polarizing figure of Farouq. While the above mentioned cultural and political figures are 

much loved Egyptian or Arab “national” heroes, the former King Farouq has been 

officially reviled in Egyptian popular culture as the anti-nationalist villain of 20th century 

Egyptian history since the army coup which overthrew him in 1952 (Salem, 1989). 

Egyptians who grew up after 1952 have been subject to the many ways in which states 

creates ideological boundaries for their citizens including the education system, radio, 

television, film, newspapers and magazines, and to some extent literary publishing (c.f.L. 

Abu-Lughod, 2005; Kraidy, 2006b). In a national state still dominated by the military 

regime that overthrew him, Farouq has long been on the wrong side of that ideological 

boundary.  

In the iconography of post-revolutionary Egyptian nationalism, Farouq has 

become a symbol for the excesses of the previous political era (Hilmi, 2008). The image 

and name of Farouq came to stand in for all of the corruption and self-interest of the old 

capitalist order that Gamal Abdel Nasser and the free officers enacted their revolution to 

oust. Often portrayed as a corpulent glutton, an alcoholic, and a licentious pursuer of 

young women, books were written on the monarch with titles such as “His last days: The 

story of the king who sold himself to Satan” (Sallam, 1972) and “Farouq the First: The 

King Who Betrayed Everyone” (Thabit, 1989).  
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Yet the series Malek Farouq which ran on the MBC satellite channel for 31 

consecutive days in 2008 during the Muslim holy month of Ramadan, the high season of 

Arabic television broadcasting, contextualized a nuanced character who while flawed 

seemed to have the best interests of his country at heart. In the show his corpulence, long 

a consciously unflattering staple of his depiction, was subtly attributed not to debased 

gluttony but to the anxieties of emotional bereavement and the intense pressures of 

national responsibility. The program depicted the trials and tribulations, the successes and 

failures of a figure caught in a political struggle between English colonial power-brokers 

and the nationalist politicians who controlled parliament. The series psychologized a 

leader who loved and felt unloved, who struggled with his mother for affection and 

political power, and who cowered under the stern gaze of his father the king. 

Given Egyptian television’s historic imbrication with the authoritarian Egyptian 

state, and the fact that the current regime traces its political legitimacy directly back to 

the coup which overthrew Farouq, what had changed to allow something that poked 

gaping holes in the official version of history to appear on Egyptian television? How, in 

other words, did this humanizing portrayal of an officially reviled figure flicker its way 

across Egyptian screens in the context of a state that is known for being hyper-sensitive 

to criticism and overly concerned with defining Egyptian history?    

The short answer, which leads to the multiple other issues with which this 

dissertation is concerned, is that serial was not an Egyptian production, at least not in a 

straightforward sense. While Malek Farouq was ultimately broadcast on Egyptian state 

television, amongst other places, concerned a key modern Egyptian political figure, was 
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acted out in the Egyptian dialect of Arabic, and had pointedly Egyptian interests at its 

narrative heart, the show was, like most large budget contemporary Arab language 

televisual and filmic output, a transnational production.  Written by an Egyptian woman, 

Lamis Gaber, Malek Farouq was directed by Syrian Hatim Ali, the lead role was acted by 

another Syrian, Tayim Hassan, the production was partially financed by the Middle East 

Broadcast Center, a pan-Arab satellite broadcaster based in Dubai but with ties to the 

Saudi ruling family, and was ultimately broadcast on multiple satellite and terrestrial 

stations throughout the Arabic Middle East and, in fact, the entire world.  

Malek Farouq is a subtle break with mainstream Egyptian nationalist ideology. It 

was challenging enough to differentiate itself from the traditional (and state-centered) 

nationalist line on Farouq and thus win the hearts of viewers frustrated with the current 

system but still be acceptable for enough for (profitable) rebroadcast on Egyptian 

terrestrial television. Far from a radical loose cannon single-handedly rewriting the 

national history of 20th century Egyptian history, the show entered an Egyptian discursive 

arena already nostalgic for  “ayaam zamaan,” or the good old days. Along with a series 

of books and magazine articles about the former king, the show touched a nerve in a 

society frustrated with its current political, cultural, and social stagnation (Awad, 2009). 

 The transnational production, distribution, and consumption of Farouq, obscured 

within a seemingly purely Egyptian narrative, make the show and others like it useful 

textual entrees into larger questions of contemporary transformations of communication 

landscapes that are taking place across the globe. While multiple descriptions of these 

kinds of transformations, under the general heading of “globalization,” abound in 
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academic, business, and legal fields, less attention has been paid to attempting to relate 

the general of ‘globalization’ to the specifics of cultural production including the 

discursive conditions of their creation, distribution and consumption. How, in other 

words, do the multiple conditions that together are very loosely referred to as 

“globalization” manifest in particular instances in particular countries? What kinds of 

ripples do these manifestations of the wider forces at work in communications 

infrastructures cause in long-debated issues like personal, national, and religious 

identities?  

Among the widely held tenets of different iterations of globalization theory is that 

the nation-state (in general concept and specific practice) is steadily losing power in the 

face of such varied opponents as transnational capital, transnational non-governmental 

organizations (either in favor or against transnational capital), and anti-national religious 

ideology and organizations (Appadurai, 1990; Friedman, 2000; Garcia Canclini, 2001; 

Giddens, 1997). And yet what Malek Farouq and other transnationally produced series 

(including Gamal Abdel Nasser) suggest is that while the locus of nationalist ideological 

production might have shifted, along with wider shifts in the communications 

infrastructure, away from the nation-state, the production of the ideological nation has in 

no way ceased or even appeared to slow. This disjuncture between the nation and the 

state, between official and private construction of the ideal nation (and the ideal state) is 

fertile territory in which to explore contemporary articulations of communal identity.  

In this dissertation, I situate Malek Farouq and the series Gamal Abdel Nasser in 

the discursive contexts of their production, distribution, and consumption as part of a 
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wider analysis of changing patterns in Middle Eastern broadcasting. These particular 

shows help us to draw connections between specific texts and wider changes in Arab 

electronic media especially in relation to articulations of national and communal 

identities. The programs’ narrative content and their consumption and reception within 

larger economic and technical transformations brought about by satellite television and 

the internet suggest that change is occurring at a rapid pace.  

Broadly put, a shift from state-centered and nationally oriented production to a 

largely for-profit system of broadcasting along the lines of the American television 

industry is affecting not only the dynamics of the Arabic-language television industry but 

also potentially the cultural, social, and political life of the region (c.f.Kraidy, 2006b; 

Lynch, 2006). Changes in distribution from state-centered terrestrial broadcasting to a 

regional level with transnational satellite broadcasting, for example, affect the kinds of 

financing available to producers (c.f. Guaaybess, 2002; Sakr, 2007). This in turn affects 

the narrative and generic forms of productions being financed as producers seek to 

maximize audiences and profits. The wider availability of programming from 

geographically and ideologically diverse producers in turn affects the ways people 

publicly interact with these texts.  

On the other hand, while these changes are profound and are already affecting the 

way culture is produced and consumed in the Arabic Middle East, we must remain leery 

of overstating their potential to politically and culturally transform the region. These 

changes emanate largely from economic transformations and the most prominent 

broadcasters and financiers still retain their relationships to existing political and cultural 
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structures. The entire MENA region is still dominated by authoritarian national 

governments and marked by a distinct lack of political choice for the average citizen.  

OBJECTIVES AND METHODOLOGY 
 

Objectives 
 This research is motivated by the primary question: What role do contemporary 

historical television dramas play in public contestations over national and other 

communal identities in Egypt? Within this larger question, the following sub-questions 

will be discussed: How do economic and technical changes in the Arabic-language 

television market impact what kinds of narratives are produced and consumed? How are 

concepts such as the nation, nationalism, religion and the role of the citizen specifically 

addressed in these dramas? What kinds of historically relevant social, political, or 

religious discourses are not present in these texts? What are the social and political 

conditions of the contemporary Egyptian state that might have an impact on why these 

stories are told the way they are? What other kinds of structures of thought or political 

structures compete with the nation and how do they manifest in these dramas? How are 

these re-tellings of history taken up/contested in other media/ the public sphere? What 

does the fact that these dramas were produced outside of the direct control of the 

Egyptian media universe say about the growing extra-national context of media and their 

attendant ideologies? 
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Research Approach 
In order to address questions of Egyptian communal identities, this study 

combined in-depth textual analysis of two television series, Malek Farouq and Gamal 

Abdel Nasser, analysis of their discursive/public reception in newspapers and online 

websites, and selected in-depth interviews with producers and cultural critics in Egypt.  

This dissertation uses a discourse-analysis methodology to read the discursive 

cultural field of texts that surround the primary texts. While this kind of methodology 

does not help to ascertain what viewers might be thinking or feeling, it is quite useful in 

evaluating the larger cultural meanings and social relevance of publicly-consumed works. 

Pierre Bourdieu (1993) is particularly helpful in guiding the search for meaning of 

particular texts in their cultural field of production. Bourdieu locates the field of position-

takings within the field of positions and argues that when analyzing a work, 

talk/praise/criticism of that work are “part of the reality we seek to understand” (1993, p. 

35). That ‘reality’ is that the work/text is a fetish that disguises its discursive 

environment, disguises the conflicts over the ‘fact of belief in the work of art’ as such, 

and disguises the social conditions which produce that belief. In short, a meaningful 

analysis of a text must “take into account everything which helps to constitute the work 

as such, not least the discourses of direct or disguised celebration which are among the 

social conditions of production of the work of art qua object of belief” (1993, p. 35). 

The in-depth personal interviews, which took place in Cairo in the Summer and 

Fall of 2009 included writers, directors, programmers, newspaper columnists, Egyptian 

academics, and satellite industry representatives. Egypt is a notoriously difficult place to 
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conduct research and true to form it was difficult to find and interview key people 

involved in the production of these two specific shows. In a context of government 

repression and a scrabble over resources, the relationship that many people have in Egypt 

with information is one of hoarding as opposed to one of open sharing. While some of the 

people I interviewed wished to remain anonymous, others are quoted in the body of this 

dissertation. I spoke with three people working in the satellite television industry, two in 

legal departments and one in programming. I spoke to four newspaper television and film 

critics, three Egyptian and one Syrian. I spoke to two writers of Egyptian television 

programs and one director of Egyptian stage-plays.  

The texts of the shows were recorded on a DVR in Austin, Texas as they were 

broadcast on MBC America, an Arabic-language satellite station rebroadcast in the 

United States by Dish Network. The examples of public discussion of the shows, mostly 

focusing on newspapers but also including blogs, were found on the internet. While a 

more thorough search would have included getting hard copies of all relevant Egyptian 

and Arab newspapers on the relevant dates and going through them one by one, this was 

impractical for this study. Instead relevant newspaper articles were found using Google 

searches, in Arabic, for a number of key words. The goal was to yield as many different 

kinds of newspaper articles that discussed these shows, from editorials to reviews to 

straight news articles to features. Key terms included (but certainly were not limited to) 

“Gamal Abdel Nasser series” or “Farouq series criticism” yielded approximately 200 

published articles in newspapers and links to blogs and fan sites. Additionally, individual 

sites of key newspapers such as transnational Arabic dailies al sharq al awsat, and al 
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hayat, as well as Egyptian dailies such as the government operated al ahram and al 

akhbar as well as independent dailies and weeklies such as al masry al youm and al wafd 

were also searched for discussion of either of the shows. While overall this electronic 

search yielded an appropriate cross section of the most popular Arabic newspapers and 

magazines, it was limited to sources that had an internet presence. Smaller and 

oppositional newspapers and magazines that did not post their content to the world wide 

web were thus unfortunately excluded. In future projects of a similar nature it would be 

much more academically satisfying to get a representive sample of daily, weekly and 

monthly hard copies of Egyptian and Arab newspapers and magazines relevant to the 

object of study. 

Given the subjective nature of influences on the creation of cultural products such 

as television and the fact that multiple people bring multiple perspectives to the creation 

of even a single text, a qualitative design best suited the purposes of this research 

question. It is difficult, if not impossible, to directly measure something as fluid as the 

construction of an identity especially when it’s being constructed across various groups, 

production contexts, and over time. Engaging with the texts, critics and producers of 

Arab and Egyptian television, however, and ascertaining their impressions of the 

different influences and production conditions that they have worked under can be an 

important first step in understanding the changing nature of transnational communication 

in a global age. 
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Conceptualization 
Among the key terms that need to be defined in terms of this research project 

include: Egyptian, nation/state, Islamism, identity, critics, and producers . By television 

producers, I mean those who work in the creative, administrative, or financial sectors of 

broadcasting. This includes but is not limited to writers, directors, and technical art 

directors. Critics refers to people who in academic or popular culture are interested in 

critically approaching these texts. These could include newspaper or magazine writers, 

academics, artists, Islamist theologians, among others.  

 Egyptian is a more ambiguous term than it initially appears. As an adjective 

defining the nationality of people, such as in “Egyptian publics,” it is meant to refer to 

those who live within the borders of the Egyptian state or those who live outside these 

borders but define themselves as Egyptian in nationality and have, or can achieve, 

citizenship in the Arab Republic of Egypt. However, when used as an adjective in 

modifying the provenance of a text, such as “Egyptian film” the term becomes more 

difficult to define. I consider both of these television texts, Malek Farouq and Gamal 

Abdel Nasser as simultaneously Egyptian texts and something other than Egyptian texts. 

They are Egyptian in that they are played out on an Egyptian stage, using Egyptian 

history and Egyptian accents. They are something other than Egyptian in that they were 

broadcast on non-Egyptian satellite channels aimed at both Egyptian and wider Arab 

audiences, they were produced outside of the Egyptian entertainment complex, and they 

were produced by and starred non-Egyptians.  
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 This kind of discussion of Egyptian/not-Egpyptian also tease out vexing questions 

of the difference between nation and state or nation-state. Although I will spend much 

time specifying the distinctions between nation and state, a preliminary take is necessary 

here. Often used interchangeably (especially by those who control the state) the two 

terms can, as this dissertation discusses at length, mean opposite things. At the most 

general level, I use nation to refer to the ideological and emotional connections that 

people have to a geographic region and their perception of the shared cultural history of 

the geographic area. Nation-state (or sometimes just state) is used to refer to the political, 

practical and military apparatus used to administer a country with specific borders.     

 Islamism is meant to refer to those religious ideologies that call for Islamic 

religious piety in the public, as opposed to only the private, sphere. Use of this term is 

meant to highlight differences between those who simply identify as Muslims and those 

who believe that political, moral, social, and cultural questions should be addressed from 

a consciously Islamic perspective. 

 Cultural identity, for the purposes of this project, must be apprehended as a matter 

of becoming as well as being. I choose to look at identity from the point of view of its 

production. As Stuart Hall puts it, “perhaps instead of thinking of identity as already 

accomplished fact, which the new cultural practices then represent, we should think 

instead of identity as a ‘production,’ which is never complete, always in process, and 

always constituted within, not outside, representation. This view problematizes the very 

authority and authenticity to which the term ‘cultural identity’ lays a claim.” (1990)   
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Research Limitations 
This research project concerned questions of constructions of identity. As identity 

is a fluid process that is always becoming the findings are necessarily historically and 

contextually limited. While this research has the potential to add to our understandings of 

how identities are constructed, it can not and does not offer a comprehensive picture of 

the construction of Egyptian identities. Clearly, identities are constructed in ways other 

than television. These include other artistic texts such as music, literature, and visual arts 

as well as in law, national and transnational institutions, and daily interaction. This 

research is limited to a description of how identities are constructed on specific examples 

of transnational Arab satellite television. 

This research project did not address issues of audience effects. In other words, 

the subject of this project is the construction of identities and not the reception or re-

articulation of those identities on an individual level. While the research looked at the 

public reception of these shows in light of questions of national and cultural identity, it is 

not meant to suggest that there is a direct link between public reception and private 

behavior.  

Lastly, this project is designed to ask and ponder questions about Egyptian and 

Arab cultural formation in the age of transnational media. While this kind of questioning 

is most certainly relevant to forming questions about other areas of the globe, the findings 

and discussions found in this dissertation apply specifically to the areas studied and are 

not necessarily transferable to the rest of the world. 
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THEORETICAL APPROACH  
As Homi Bhabha (1990) pointed out, it is not academically fruitful to encounter 

the nation as it is described by nationalists because “nations, like narratives, lose their 

origins in the myths of time and only fully realize their horizons in the mind’s eye” 

(1990). At what point, in other words, can we push pause and point to the nation we are 

to describe? Nowhere is this more evident than in Egypt where the putative origins of the 

nation stretch back into the dawn of human history and the common saying is Masr umm 

ad-dunya (Egypt is mother of the world). The idea of the nation as a timeless guarantor of 

justice and independence for Egyptians obscures the “impossible unity of the nation as a 

symbolic force” (Bhaba, 1990, p. 1).  Meaning that if we were to take the nation ‘at its 

own word,’ we would miss the ambivalences inherent in its discursive vagueness, such as 

the treatment of ethnic and religious minorities, women, and the poor.  And yet, the 

ambivalences are there, impossible to totally obscure in textual articulations of 

nationalism. Bhaba offers a way with which to apprehend the nation, through its texts. 

To encounter the nation as it is written displays a temporality of culture and social 

consciousness more in tune with the partial, overdetermined process by which 

textual meanings is produced through the articulation of difference in language; 

more in keeping with the problem of closure which plays enigmatically in the 

discourse of the sign. Such an approach contests the traditional authority of those 

national objects of knowledge- Tradition, People, the Reason of State, High 

Culture, for instance – whose pedagogical value often relies on their 

representation as holistic concepts located within an evolutionary narrative of 
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historical continuity. Traditional histories do not take the nation at its own word, 

but, for the most part, they do assume that the problem lies with the interpretation 

of ‘events’ that have a certain transparency or privileged visibility (Bhabha, 1990, 

pp. 2-3) 

 

It is these specific narrative iterations of the nation, arrested in the moment of 

their articulation, that allow participants in the discursive battles over cultural identity to 

address the stakes and the conflicts as well as allow for academic analysis. Doing so 

within the narrative structure of television further emphasizes the provisional nature of 

the nation because television, like the culture it describes, proscribes, and reflects, is an 

ephemeral flow of images and ideas. 

  

While Egyptian television serials set in the current moment also invoke the nation 

in multiple ways (L. Abu-Lughod, 1997, 2005; Armbrust, 1996), it is particularly fruitful 

to trace the concept in serials that explicitly invoke nationalist history. As Gordon puts it, 

cultural production about history is often “an exercise in political self-definition with 

reference to the past” (Gordon, 1999, p. 62). In the case of these two biopic serials, the 

role of proper citizenship, the moral justification of the nation as a protector of the 

people, and the proper role of national leaders are foregrounded much more directly than 

in non-historical shows. By talking about the past and doing so in the present, these two 

shows create a teleological narrative in which the viewers are expected to already know 

what happened but are told specifically how it happened and why it happened.  



 20 

Programs that deal with the Egyptian nationalist independence movement, much 

like American shows that deal with the American revolution or the Civil War, are much 

more likely to make the nation a more explicit and unambiguous presence than shows 

that deal with contemporary political or social ills if for no other reason than the 

historical structure of the narrative itself. And yet even in their depiction of an idealized 

nation, they are also much more likely to highlight the ambiguities inherent in 

nationalism.  An ideal Egyptian national past can only be inspirational in a less than ideal 

present. The gap between state sanctioned histories and popular culture histories can be a 

telling one. “Part of the power and significance of televisual historiography lies in its 

flexibility and intangibility in comparison with “official” histories” (S. Anderson, 2001, 

p. 4). By analyzing their discursive position-takings on the nation, we can use these kinds 

of programs to peer into the ambivalences about the contemporary Egyptian and/or Arab 

nation as these ambivalences play out across the cultural landscape of the new 

communication regime. 

WHY TELEVISION? 
I have chosen to focus on television and not other dynamic forms of electronic 

communication and cultural production such as the internet or film. This is not meant to 

suggest that television is more important than other media, but it is the most widely 

available, and most widely consumed, form of narration in contemporary Egyptian 

society (L. Abu-Lughod, 2005).  

As the most common object found in homes across the planet, it seems 

unnecessary to define television. However, the definition is not as straightforward as it 
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may seem. Television is simultaneously an object/piece of furniture/consumer item 

across which flows images and sounds broadcast from a distant place; the images and 

sounds that are therein broadcast; a series of globally interconnected narrative, artistic 

and technical practices and norms; a network of economic interests; a hub of cultural 

discourse; and a powerful tool for direct communication.  Television thus refers to the 

entire process of production, distribution, and consumption of visual and auditory images 

and the stories they tell. In the contemporary moment the television itself is no longer 

even necessary in order to ‘watch television,’ in that people are now capable of 

consuming television programming on the internet, mobile telephones, and through video 

game consoles.  

Horace Newcomb called television a “cultural forum” in which the medium is 

central to processes of “public thinking” and to the “collective, cultural view of the social 

construction and negotiation of reality” (Newcomb, 1983, p. 562). In this view, television 

offers viewers access to what is culturally available and relevant at any given moment. 

Herman Gray (2004) takes this argument further and suggests that commercial television 

serves as both a resource and a site in which cultural signs are produced, constructed and 

enacted. He approaches popular and commercial culture in terms of its power to organize, 

and its ability to articulate and disarticulate feelings that move people.  

In this way, Gray argues, television works to reflect and create common sense. 

Television’s economic imperatives require it to produce identification and pleasure in 

viewers, for without this identification there is no revenue. To satisfy this economic 

imperative it has to operate on a level of popular awareness and general common sense 
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about society.  It does this by constantly circulating and repackaging this common sense. 

In other words, television has to frame its representations in accessible social terms that 

express shared assumptions, knowledge, and experiences of viewers who are of different 

races, classes and genders (Gray, 2004).  

Television is an appropriate entry into the study of culture and cultural change in 

that it is highly implicated in the daily lives of people across the world. As Silverstone 

suggests, “We need to think about television as embedded in the multiple discourses of 

everyday life. And we need to understand what those discourses are, how they are 

themselves determined, how they interweave” (Silverstone, 1994, p. x).  

 

WHY EGYPTIAN TELEVISION? 
The ultimate goal of this dissertation is to provide analysis of wider changes in the 

field of electronic communication, changes that have potential to affect the processes of 

our constructions of cultural reality and identity. However, it is fruitless to try to 

understand the wider picture of the globalization and regionalization of media without 

focusing on specific examples. Egypt serves as a key example of these wider global 

changes in electronic communication in that its once-dominant national and regional 

cultural production is being profoundly challenged by regional and global changes in the 

production, distribution, and consumption of electronic media. The opening of regional 

and global markets to a wider variety of economic, cultural, and political interests has 

changed the terms in which Egyptian culture is able to express itself. 
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Research for this dissertation in Egypt suggested that television has a reputation 

as too ephemeral, low-brow, populist, commercial, or melodramatic to be worthy of 

sustained scholarly attention (Sabit, 2008). And it’s clear that substantive work imagining 

the Egyptian nation takes place in other areas of shared culture, from education, to legal 

decisions and documents, to pulpits, literature, and labor unions (L. Abu-Lughod, 1997). 

I have chosen television because it is the most accessible form of cultural representation 

and cultural reproduction. In a country with high illiteracy rates, widespread poverty and 

a pronounced absence of meaningful participation in the political process, television 

represents the most easily available stage upon which the tensions of nationhood and 

other communal identities are acted out (L. Abu-Lughod, 2005). While television is by no 

means ‘classless,’ it is a forum which is engaged with, though certainly not produced, by 

all of Egypt’s social classes (L. Abu-Lughod, 2005, p. 6).  

Because television’s form of address is intimate, located in the living rooms, 

bedroom, and kitchens of most homes, it is capable of educating Egyptians and at least 

symbolically drawing citizens into conversations on social and political issues. The 

Egyptian state has recognized this power and has viewed television as a purposive tool of 

national development since the medium’s inception in the late 1950’s (L. Abu-Lughod, 

2005, p. 11; Al Hefni, 1962, p. 4).  

In addition to its public nature and its historical role in national development 

(Guaaybess, 2001), Egyptian programming, creative talent and distribution network was 

for many years the major force in the MENA region’s market for entertainment 

production (Boyd, 1993; Holes, 2005). Through radio, television and film Egyptians not 
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only dominated Arabic cultural production with all of the attendant benefit to their 

economy, internal cultural development and national pride, but also used electronic 

media as a way of expressing themselves as a nation and a culture not just to themselves 

but also to the wider Arab world. In this way television could function not just to 

distribute entertainment programming, but also Egyptian political and cultural ideals. 

WHY DRAMATIC SERIALS? 
Within Egyptian television there are many kinds of programming formats that 

address themselves to an idealized Egyptian national audience. These include news, 

which is strictly controlled by a bureau of the government, the Egyptian Radio and 

Television Union (ERTU), and most always takes an easily identifiable pro-state, pro-

government perspective; children’s shows, both those aimed at turning Egypt’s youngest 

viewers into good citizens and those aimed at teaching parents how to raise good 

Egyptians; interview/talk shows which, though at times more contentious or ambivalent 

than straight news, very often take national issues as their core subjects and a pro-

national (though not always pro-government) subject position as their default starting 

points; historical documentaries, government-sponsored religious programming which 

offer a version of piety that does not challenge the nation-state as either a concept or 

existing presence; sports broadcasts which, where appropriate, are often heavily 

nationalistic and differ from American or European broadcasts in their announcers 

unambiguous support for the national team; and ‘development programming’ and social-

advertising which takes as its subject the citizen farmer who is in need of agricultural, 

irrigation, or birth control information.  
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While all of these are potentially rich veins of national discourse, I have chosen to 

focus on serial dramas because they have traditionally been the most popular form of 

televisual entertainment and draw larger and more varied audiences than any other kind 

of programming (L. Abu-Lughod, 1997, p. 311). With dramatic narratives, the length of 

time available for storytelling (usually one hour slots for 31 consecutive days), and their 

nature as creative works produced by people who consider themselves artists, the best of 

these kinds of shows tell more subtle, nuanced, and ambivalent stories about the Egyptian 

nation than other kinds of television programming or other manifestations of overtly 

nationalistic discourse (L. Abu-Lughod, 2005, p. 11; Armbrust, 1996).  

Although the conditions of production of these dramatic serials has changed from 

the pre-satellite broadcast era, they have a long history of being somewhat independent 

from the state (L. Abu-Lughod, 2005). Most of these serials, both in the current moment 

and in the past context of Egyptian national production hegemony, were produced outside 

the auspices of the ERTU. In the pre-satellite age they were ultimately funded by ERTU 

in that Egyptian terrestrial television was their largest market and often their final 

destination. The most popular shows were immensely profitable through redistribution to 

other Arab national broadcasters. Dramas that were pre-purchased had to pass through 

ERTU censorship at many phases of their production (Attalah, 2008).  Despite their deep 

imbrication with ERTU and thus indirectly with the state itself, the relatively independent 

status of these projects allowed them more latitude to tackle national issues from 

perspectives weren’t necessarily in line with and potentially even critical of the state (L. 

Abu-Lughod, 1997, p. 311).  



 26 

Contemporary serial productions differ from the pre-satellite era productions in 

three important ways: their sources of funding, the nationalities and physical location of 

the people who produce them, and their ultimate distribution. Although Saudi financing 

and markets have been impacting Egyptian serial for years in recent years the potential 

profitability of successful serials has led to increased investment from the gulf states (Al- 

Hroub, 2006; Kraidy, 2002). This increased investment has also led to expectations that 

the productions be distributed on much wider scales than before including satellite 

broadcasters and national terrestrial broadcasters. These changing conditions of financing 

and distribution have the potential to profoundly affect the kinds of stories being told and 

the kinds of cultural realities being constructed as well as the composition of the 

audiences that share these constructions. However, while they have the potential to be 

more directly critical of the stagnation of contemporary nation-state politics and society 

in ways previously unimaginable, there is as yet no unequivocal case to be made that 

these new conditions necessarily bring more social relevance to contemporary cultural 

production. Some contemporary cultural critics, for example, feel that the new regime of 

production and distribution specialize in a lowest-common-denominator mentality in 

which programming is dumbed down to secure the largest possible audience region-wide 

(Awad, 2009). 

NARRATIVE, HISTORY AND GENRE AND THE PERSONALIZED NATION 
As contemporary iterations of the nation, Farouq and Nasser demonstrate the 

contingency of labels like local/foreign, national/regional/global.  It is less ironic 

coincidence and more telling about the new conditions of contemporary Arabic television 
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production that both shows are difficult to label “Egyptian television.” Although the two 

series are about iconic Egyptian national figures, the stars of both were Syrian and had to 

modify their accents to appear Egyptian. Additionally, both directors were Syrian and 

neither show was produced for or broadcast solely on Egyptian terrestrial television. 

Regardless of the difficulty of labeling either program as unequivocally Egyptian, they 

both entered into the discursive sphere of Egyptian national identity.  

Despite, or perhaps because of, the fact that the shows had Egyptian national 

identity at their narrative cores, they were both problematic to Egyptian state-controlled 

broadcasters. Although originally written for Egyptian television, Malek Farouq was 

deemed politically inappropriate and was ultimately funded by the Saudi-run MBC 15 

years after it was first written (Halawi, 2007). Gamal Abdel Nasser was initially slated to 

run on the main broadcast channel of Egyptian state television but was shunted off to a 

minor nationally-owned satellite channel at the last minute accompanied by ambiguous 

statements from the government that the show was not entertaining enough (Attalah, 

2008).  

The ERTU’s anxiety about the shows is example of the Egyptian state’s hostility 

towards those expressions of national identity that lie outside of its control. And yet, in 

producing discursive constructions of Egyptian national identity outside a strictly national 

context and thus beyond the traditional ideological borders of national culture, these 

shows are examples of the increasing ambivalence of cultural production in the 

contemporary world. When national discourse is being created in the transnational 

contexts of media production and distribution, the already ephemeral and ambivalent 
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nature of territorial nationalism becomes even more difficult to grasp. How, then, can we 

begin to get purchase on these concepts when expressions of nation and nationalism are 

flitting in and out of national borders, in and out of an increasingly provisional and 

shifting national culture? 

 One way to get such analytical purchase, as Homi Bhaba’s suggests, is to study 

the nation in its narration (1990). It is more useful to recognize that the ambivalence 

found in contemporary expression of national identity is not a momentary aberration but 

the very stuff of which nationalism is made. It is through investigation of the nation as it 

is narratively articulated in specific instances that its inherent ambivalence is 

foregrounded.  

 In studying the two historical biopic serials of Nasser and Malek  Farouq, for 

example, we are presented with the seemingly holistic and natural national vision of a 

just and moral Egyptian nation fighting for its independence and by extension the 

independence of its citizens. When studied as specific narratives, put into the context of 

the world (in 2007 and 2008) in which they were produced, though, the ambivalent 

tensions and absences of the narrative become much clearer. These underlying tensions 

include the dearth of a true participatory political structure for Egyptian citizens and the 

pronounced absence of any acknowledgement of the power of Islamicist discourse in 

contemporary Egyptian society. In this way, the ephemeral greatness and dignity of the 

timeless Egyptian nation articulated in the shows can be seen to stand not just for its 

historical self but also for its opposite: its own failure and the failures of the 

contemporary state and nation to achieve true independence, dignity, and democracy.  
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In other words, although narratives of the nation seem to gloss over the 

ambivalences inherent in expressions of nationalism, they actually succeed in articulating 

them. Narrative, as Alan Nadel (1995) suggests, broaches the fissure between the raw 

reality of event and history. Narratives act as the source and the “condition of possibility” 

for facts (1995, p. 3). For Nadel, narratives don’t simply condition a wider culture 

meaning but individuals, too, construct a ‘self’ out of disparate activity made important 

by narratives which in turn create out of that disparate activity “acts of meaning” (1995, 

p. 3). 

 Narrating history, then, is inextricably bound with creating identities, on personal, 

national and wider levels and it is an inherently political act (Dirlik, 2006). This is 

evidenced by the extent to which nation-states have sought to control their historical 

narratives by maintaining national museums, authorizing ‘properly’ written historical 

textbooks, and establishing some sort of oversight of the cultural production of film, 

radio and television.  

 In terms of genre, historical fiction works like science fiction in reverse. Whereas 

science fiction maps a future out of contemporary landmarks to comment on the present, 

historical drama maps the past to highlight the exigencies of the present. As Sumita 

Chakravarty puts it in her discussion of nationalism in Indian film, 

 As a genre with impersonation built into its very identity and codes, the historical 

film provides a rich source of knowledge into the way a society constructs its self-

image by projecting onto the past the imperatives of the present and vice versa. 

But it also reveals a particular attitude to the past and the kinds of relationships to 
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be established between past and present. The historical film addresses the 

spectator in a particular way, establishing both (temporal) connection and 

disruption, identity and difference, autonomy and dependence (1993, p. 178). 

Similarly to India with its multiplicity of cultural, linguistic and ethnic 

affiliations, our case is not of a single society which is constructing its self image. Instead 

it is a culturally related region; and what is being articulated is not only the result of 

social pressures, but also of economic and technological pressures of contemporary 

satellite broadcasting. 

Unlike academic history, which at least in its traditional forms outwardly aspires 

to an impersonal description of ‘the facts,’ historical drama works precisely by making 

the past personal and invoking the ephemeral concept of identity. By visually resurrecting 

the past in the present, historical drama can allow wider historical narratives, national or 

otherwise, to be articulated to personal narratives. This is especially true in the subgenre 

of the “biopic.” As Combs argues, there is an element of voyeurism, “a desire to witness 

not only the public acts of the past hero, but also his private acts, moral or otherwise,” to 

the biopic that is less present in academic histories. “Great men having private problems, 

squabbles, nuances and quirks, and even unsanctioned desires is as reassuring as 

watching the same men conquer armies and fight depressions.” (1980, p. 9) 

Despite the genre’s popularity in Hollywood and other cultural centers, until 

recently Egyptian film and television has been noticeable for its lack of national biopics. 

According to Gordon’s outline of the history of Egyptian cultural production, there were 

a host of political factors behind this absence (1999, p. 64). In the early years of Egyptian 
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film, serious social drama was difficult to produce as writers and filmmakers were 

trapped between two forces of political oppression: the English colonial protectorate and 

the anti-nationalist royal family. According to Gordon, it wasn’t until the turbulent times 

prior to the 1952 “Revolution” that drama began to confront social issues such as class 

and social justice. Political films would have to wait until after the revolution when, 

along with social issue films, they “constituted a revolutionary cinema that addressed 

directly, and with less diversionary entertainment, the Nasser-era quest for social justice, 

the construction of new civic identity, and the struggles against feudalists, neo- and old-

line imperialists” (1999, p. 64).  

ALTERNATIVE HISTORIES 
While films, and later television, were tasked to tackle more serious issues, 

especially those relevant to the ideology of the Nasser regime, political biopics remained 

rare in Egyptian cultural production. A significant reason for this dearth is the political 

threat that biopics can represent. As Gordon puts it in discussing Nasser 56 (1996) a film 

biopic of Gamel Abdel Nasser “if the movie frames a specific historical period as a 

meaningful reference point for a community, and if that community is, as in 

contemporary Egypt, caught in a swirl of competing nostalgias- for different political, 

social, and religious legacies- united only by a common malaise, and if the central 

historical figure projects an aura that reflects poorly on those who have followed, the 

biopic becomes, or can become, a potentially subversive genre” (1999, pp. 75-76). 

 This subversive element is most likely to be quite subtle. For example, episode 13 

of Malek Farouq depicts an historical moment in the rush to global war in 1940. Egypt is 
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a nominally independent protectorate, and not an officially occupied colony, of the 

United Kingdom. This doesn’t stop Sir Miles Lampson, the British colonial 

representative in Egypt, from demanding the removal of nationalist Prime Minister Ali 

Maher Pasha, citing Maher’s support for the UK’s wartime enemies, Italy. Despite both 

the population’s and King Farouq’s support for Maher, the palace is forced into a 

humiliating retreat in the face of British military and political power. In this episode, 

national and nationalist history, the monarchy, Egyptian democracy, national pride and 

independence, and opposition to colonialism are conflated into a single moment.  

 Nothing about this depiction is historically radical. It fits with the established 

history of the time (Warburg, 1975, p. 26). Nor is radical in its narrative or visual 

production. The episode is filmed in a straightforward matter and pushes the personal 

story of Farouq, and the larger story of the Egyptian nation, towards its conclusion. And 

yet this conflation of the long-reviled King, nationalism, and Egyptian independence is 

nonetheless notable. In the mythology of the contemporary nation-state, the King was a 

pawn of foreign powers because it was beyond his personal abilities not to be, because he 

was personally corrupt, weak in his leadership abilities and susceptible to influence 

because he chose to live a foreign lifestyle (Warburg, 1975, p. 25).   

 What is notable about this episode, then, is not its radical nature but simply the 

fact that Farouq’s failures (and successes) are contextualized in their historical moment. 

This only has wider significance when the series itself is contextualized as a transnational 

production about a particularly contentious moment of Egypt history. In short, the subtle 

challenge on show only appears in light of the contrast between the normally highly 
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policed (at least in its televised form) discursive space of national and political history 

and the relatively less restrictive discursive spaces of transnational television. Viewers 

are led to question 60 years of official portrayals of Farouq and they are led to 

contextualize political decisions in the moment of their formation. This is clearly 

different from the desires of the current authoritarian leadership of Egypt which would 

prefer its decisions to be unquestioned and uncontextualized. 

Though the overtly political reporting of Al Jazeera (El Nawawy, 2002), or the 

putative power of twitter to change the political status quo in Iran (Burns, 2009) receive 

much more attention, it is actually these banal moments that represent the vanguard of 

change in the new regime of globalizing media production. This is because instead of 

struggling contentiously with national governments, transnationally produced television 

has become the new normal and it functions spaces that are other than national.  

Farouq’s alternative but not radical retelling of official history, or  Nasser’s re-

articulation of national socialist philosophy in a time when the Egyptian state is trying to  

privatize, can be a useful hook upon which to hang the question: what has changed in 

politics, culture, and communication that would allow previously taboo stories to become 

wildly popular television serials? Could it be a sign that politics and cultural expression 

in the Middle East is opening up? Alternatively, could it be a sign that the transnational 

capitalist entertainment industry has trumped traditional forms of political expression? 

The attempt to understand this change forces us to find new ways to talk about 

national media in a transnational, or even post-national age. In this search for a new way 

to understand contemporary cultural production, it’s important to understand that Farouq 
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was not an intellectual or art-film retelling of nationalist Egyptian history. It didn’t call 

for the abolition of the nationalist government or for a return to monarchy. It didn’t 

challenge the primacy of Egyptian nationalism as the defining political trope of the 

country. It did, though, tell a subtly different kind of story about the past than has 

traditionally been accepted or propagated by the state. In fact, it told a story about the 

state without the state’s direct involvement. That it did so in an entertaining and popular 

way might indeed be cause for some alarm by the rulers of the Egyptian nation-state.  

Malek Farouq and Gamal Abdel Nasser are examples of the new regime of 

Arabic television production in which financiers, producers, and distributors are not 

necessarily interested in directly challenging the state, or state-centered nationalism, as 

much as they are interested in attracting audiences and generating revenue. Most such 

productions, which can include music video production, game shows, news, and 

shopping networks, have no direct connection to nationalism or state concerns and yet 

while they may not challenge the state directly they provide narrative possibilities for 

new ways of understanding and articulating communal identity.   

Simply by providing choices in a region long used to the absence of choice, 

transnational media and advertising, new systems of personal communication, and 

globalized commodities can challenge older conceptions of identity and blur cultural 

boundaries (Kraidy, 2006a). In the older regime of Egyptian state controlled media, 

audiences were imagined and addressed foregrounding their role as citizens (L. Abu-

Lughod, 2005). However, as Garcia-Canclini argues, the old binary of citizen versus 

consumer can become blurred as people begin to define themselves through targeted 
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consumption and political issues are presented as consumer choices (2001). As Anthony 

Giddens puts it, “against the backdrop of new forms of mediated experience, self-identity 

becomes a reflexively organized endeavor.” (1991, p. 5) 

Does this new regime of market-oriented entertainment and information 

dissemination represent the dissolution of the nation-state as the prime arbiter of national 

identity? Watching both Malek Farouq and Gamal Abdel Nasser, with their focus on the 

national history of Egypt, suggests that the nation-state, at least as an ideal of communal 

justice and dignity, is still with us. And in a very real way, anyone who has recourse to do 

research, business, or even produce a television serial becomes quite aware of the very 

material ways in which the Egyptian nation-state maintains power over its domain 

through police, permits, and bureaucracy. 

Ironically, at the same time as the power of the nation-state wavers, the power of 

the nation as an idea behind which to rally grows. An example of this is the explosion of 

nationalist angst over a world cup qualifying football game between Algeria and Egypt 

(Frenkel, 2009). After the match in Cairo led to a violence-marred replay in neutral 

Sudan, the eruption of angry street protests led to much soul-searching discussion in the 

Egyptian media and blogosphere (Slackman, 2009).   Anti-government intellectuals cried 

foul when elements of the power structure tried to use the nationalist outpouring for their 

own political benefit (Ghitany, 2009) and opposition newspapers made it clear that an 

eruption of national pride and anxiety was not the same thing as an eruption of support 

for the nation-state in its current form (Nafae, 2009).  
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In this environment, the most significant contemporary change is not the fading of 

the nation-state as the dominant form of governance but the increase in the number and 

kinds of people who are defining the nation from outside the ideological and material 

domain of the state. So instead of being symptomatic of the dissolution of the traditional 

nation-state, Malek Farouq’s (rather mild) reformulation of the nation and nationalist 

history, and Gamal Abdel Nassers insistent hagiography of 1950’s Arab nationalism in a 

political environment hostile to such a return, suggest that we are currently living in a 

liminal space. This space is somewhere between the material power of the nation-state to 

impact our lives and the fading supremacy of the nation-state as the uncontested and 

natural arbiter of communal identity.  

APPREHENDING THE NATION 
From within this liminal space where we are to understand that everything is 

contingent, the first step in trying to talk about the nation in a trans-/post-national age is 

to question how to apprehend the nation, an object that is subjective. How to grasp an 

object that, according to theorists of all political ilks, is winking in and out of existence, 

sometimes a particle, sometimes a wave? 

Part of the difficulty in defining our object is that the nation, as Homi Bhabha 

(1990) reminds us, is always ambivalent. This ambivalence is born out of the difference 

between the imaginative power of the nation as unifying force that celebrates 

independence above all and the compulsion involved in disciplining that unity, a unity 

that Bhabha calls impossible. National historians or politicians might speak of the nation-

state’s origins as born of a particular historical moment on the one hand (let’s say the 
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1952 Free Officer’s ‘revolution’ in Egypt), but on the other reference the true origins of 

the nation which run much deeper in the soul and much further back in history (let’s say 

to the Pharaohonic times in Egypt’s case.)  

Trying to understand the nation in its abstract form, then, doesn’t work because its 

ever-shifting, ambivalent nature assures there is nothing to seize upon.  Instead, the 

ambivalence and contradictory nature of the nation can be arrested in mid-stride through 

the texts produced about it.  

Examples of the comforting timelessness of the nation being challenged by 

transitional social reality abound in that no nation can ever live up to the mythical 

rhetoric built around it. In Gamal Abdel Nasser, for example, the independent nation that 

the main characters give their lives to incorporating is shown to live in the hearts of all 

Egyptians. In scene after scene, the nation is depicted as the antidote to British control 

over the contemporary Egyptian state. The coming nation, soon to be unified with the 

state, is the solution to the unjust feudal economy of Egypt and the vanquisher of the 

Westernized political and economic elite. The nation is the path to dignity. The nation on 

show here, as nations often are, is a timeless receptacle of all that is just in society. And 

yet what of the cultural temporality? As of 2009 more than 43% of Egyptians live on less 

than two dollars a day and the per capita spending on health care is $26 (Abdel Salam, 

2009). Direct political participation in the country is almost non-existent, bloggers are 

thrown in jail for having the audacity to enter the country with a book entitled “How to 

overcome censorship” or criticizing the president (Amer, 2009; Ta3beer, 2009). Political 

opposition figures are imprisoned and physically abused (Souaiaia, 2009). In short, the 
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transitional social reality is one not of timelessness, independence and dignity for the 

nation and its citizens but instead one of oppression, torture, and authoritarian 

government. The very things, in fact, that the 1952 revolution was enacted to abolish. 

What Malek Farouq and Gamal Abdel Nasser allow us access to are articulations 

of the nation that are peripheral to decades of official representation of the nation. This 

peripheral space of national construction is not the challenging margin that critical post-

colonial theorists championed (Chakrabarty, 2000). It is not the product of a repressed 

ideological minority rising to give truth to power. While these articulations might very 

well be in the process of giving rise to new forms of communal identity, and while they 

might challenge traditional forms of national expression, they are more often informed by 

transnational capitalism and, to a lesser extent, transnational political motivations than by 

inherent desire to resist nation-state domination.  

 

In short, this dissertation is based around analyzing and contextualizing televisual 

representations of the Egyptian nation in a time of technological and cultural change.  

 

CHAPTER OUTLINE 
Chapter two will discuss the historical intersections between the political system, 

different articulations of Egyptian cultural identities and national media in Egypt. In 

keeping in this historical vein, I will also discuss how the programs Farouq and Nasser  

mediate larger discussions of historical Egyptian national and cultural identities, 

including modern Islamic and nationalist identities. In the first section I will describe the 
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historical development of Egyptian popular media under the general argument that 

contemporary media and mediated representations of cultural identities do not arise in a 

vacuum but develop out of historical articulations. In the second section, I will address 

how these programs articulate the currents of Egyptian national identity both in terms of 

the historical moments they purport to reflect and in the contemporary historical moment 

in which they were broadcast and publicly consumed.  

The purpose of chapter three is to help contextualize the programs Malek Farouq 

and Gamal Abdel Nasser in their milieu as transnational Arabic language television 

productions.  The larger narrative to be emphasized here is that television in the Arabic 

speaking Middle East is continuing to undergo a transformation begun in the late 20th 

century. From a collection of systems that crystallized in the post colonial era of the mid 

twentieth century as state-run, nationalist-oriented organizations, Arabic television has 

come to be largely dominated by transnational, capitalist-inspired satellite broadcasting.  

In addition to the handful of locally-produced and terrestrially broadcast stations that 

used to be the only viewing choices, viewers now have access to hundreds of channels 

broadcasting both Arabic and non-Arabic cultural production.  

Chapter four will provide a close reading that will contextualize the two shows 

Malek Farouq and Gamal Abdel Nasser. I will begin with a description of the formal and 

narrative aspects of the shows, with an eye towards situating them in the field of 

contemporary Arabic television production. I will then discuss the cultural environment 

in which each show served as a space upon which to pile discursive arguments as to the 

‘true’ meaning of Egyptian and Arab history and nationality.  
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Chapter five will make a theoretical argument for reading television, and its 

intersection with nationalism, differently in the transnational age. By looking at the 

Malek Farouq and Gamal Abdel Nasser in light of Arjun Appadurai, I will argue that a 

shift in the role of imagination has taken place on a global scale that necessitates for a 

reevaluation of what the imagination does in creating cultural constructs, especially 

where the nation is concerned. I will describe transnational Arabic-language satellite 

television as a cultural field, using the ideas of Pierre Bourdieu, to argue that the nation, 

amongst other significant cultural constructions, is the contested center of the cultural 

field of Arabic television. Lastly I will reference Mikhail Bakhtin to make arguments 

about the complex and over-determined nature of cultural identity in the transnational 

televisual age.  
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Chapter 2: Modern Media and Egyptian National Identity 

 
 If, as I’m arguing, Malek Farouq and Gamal Abdel Nasser serve as transnational 

articulations of national identities and thus are representative of a new regime of Arabic 

broadcasting that is changing the way that mediated, shared identities are articulated 

amongst Arabic-speaking people, then it becomes important to first discuss what it is that 

has changed. To move backwards from the general of mediated transnational and Pan-

Arab identities to the specific, we need to ask what kinds of shared Egyptian identities 

were articulated and how were these articulations mediated in the popular culture of the 

past. What were the relationships between media and the political process in modern 

Egyptian history and how have these changed?  

In this chapter I will discuss the historical intersections between the political 

system, different articulations of Egyptian cultural identities and national media in Egypt. 

In keeping in this historical vein, I will also discuss how the programs Farouq and Nasser  

mediate larger discussions of historical Egyptian national and cultural identities, 

including modern Islamic and nationalist identities. In the first section I will describe the 

historical development of Egyptian popular media under the general argument that 

contemporary media and mediated representations of cultural identities do not arise in a 

vacuum but develop out of historical articulations. In the second section, I will address 

how these programs articulate the currents of Egyptian national identity both in terms of 
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the historical moments they purport to reflect and in the contemporary historical moment 

in which they were broadcast and publicly consumed.  

 

SECTION 1: EGYPTIAN RADIO AND TELEVISION, A HISTORICAL VIEW 
Although every new age presents itself as entering history by triumphantly 

upending the money-lenders table and erasing the last age, history suggests that each 

“new” era builds itself out of the tools of the past. The contemporary regime of 

transnational satellite broadcasting in the Arab world supercedes (though does not 

entirely eliminate) the state-controlled model of broadcasting that dominated Arab 

broadcasting prior to the mid 1990’s. It is important to get a sense of this previous era of 

broadcasting especially as regards the use that Gamal Abdel Nasser (and later state 

regimes) made of state media in inculcating a state-oriented sense of Egyptian 

nationalism amongst Egyptian viewers and an Egyptian-centered notion of Pan Arabism 

amongst Arab radio and television audiences. 

Just as the contemporary regime of transnational Arab satellite broadcasting, with 

all of its potential to change Arab culture, is built upon the foundations of an earlier era of 

state broadcasting, so too in 1952 did Nasser come to use the tools of state that he 

inherited from the British and the Egyptian crown in order to mediate his vision of an 

ideal Egyptian and later Arab identity. A brief look at the history of Egyptian media, with 

an eye towards its use in creating the discursive conditions of nation, nationality and 

nationalism, can provide some insight into the trans-national, post-state regime of cultural 

representation and distribution embodied by contemporary satellite broadcasting and 
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other forms of cultural production and distribution. Although these new media regimes 

are profoundly different technologically and in their potential transnational reach, they 

are built on the objective (studios, established flows of financing, narrative strategies) and 

subjective (talent, ideology) foundations of what came before. 

The historically utilitarian use of Egyptian broadcasting shows that, contrary to 

hyperbolic statements about the transformative novelty of satellite broadcasting, 

transnational tendencies and regional wills to power have been a part of the Arab media 

field since its earliest days. Egyptian broadcasting, traced historically, reminds us to be 

aware of context: regional expansion- be that in broadcasting, economy, or military- is 

not merely a function of technology, but of political will. The players and even the 

ideology might have changed, but the impulse to construct a pan-Arab audience has its 

historical antecedents. 

While prior to the revolution in 1952 Egypt had a relative to what came later, 

independent newspaper industry, the origins of publishing in Egypt highlight the direct 

connection between newspaper publishing and state power. The first newspaper ever 

distributed in Egypt was published by Napoleon’s army of occupation in 1790. Napoleon 

envisioned himself as ‘liberating’ Egypt from the Ottoman yoke and brought the first 

Arabic printing press to the Middle East. With this new technology, he attempted to win 

the allegiance of the Egyptians by publishing the first Arabic newspaper, al Hawadith al 

Yawmiya (the Daily Events), which ran until his eviction from Egypt two years later 

(Tyler, 1976, p. 4).   
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The next Egyptian newspaper was also directly affiliated with the state. The ruler 

of Egypt and great ‘modernizer’ of the country, Muhammed Ali, created the Bulaq press.  

As part of his modernization reform, Muhammed Ali required weekly reports to be sent 

to him from the various departments of government. These came to be published as the 

first Egyptian newspaper, The Gazette in 1824 (Tyler, 1976, p. 7) (which in a much 

mutated form still exists today as the English-language Egyptian Gazette.) The Gazette 

was distributed to Islamic scholars (ulama), government officials, state school officials, 

the armed forces, and to Egyptian students studying abroad (ibid.). Around the same time 

as founding the Gazette in 1824, Muhammed Ali instituted the first official control over 

the press in Egypt by making it law that his permission had to be sought before anything 

was published by Bulaq press (ibid.). No independent publications were authorized 

during the reign of Muhammed Ali, but his European-educated son Ismail encouraged 

private publications as part of his bid to remake Cairo into the “Paris of the East” (Tyler, 

1976, p. 8)  

Al Ahram (The Pyramids) was (and remains) the most widely read Egyptian 

newspaper. The newspaper was founded in 1875 by two Syro-Lebanese brothers fleeing 

the strict censorship of the Ottoman empire (Kitchen, 1950).  Pivotal nationalist and 

Islamicist figures, including Muhammed Abdu, Taha Hussayn, Sa’ad Zaghloul and 

Mustafa Kamel,  made use of Ahram to spread their ideas in the first half of the 20th 

century (Kitchen, 1950; Tyler, 1976, p. 12). Prior to the Nasser regime, Al Ahram was 

regarded as relatively independent and managed to avoid being overly identified with any 

of the nationalist, Islamist, or royalist factions struggling for power in pre-revolutionary 
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Egypt, most likely because of the wealth of the Taqla family that owned and managed the 

paper (Kitchen, 1950, p. 160). In editorials, the Bishara Taqla was amongst the first to 

discursively articulate Egyptian nationalism by referring to “Eastern Public Opinion” and 

“Egypt for the Egyptians” (Tyler, 1976, p. 12). 

Despite, or perhaps because of, the widespread anger with British rule, the 

number of Egyptian newspapers increased exponentially in the first years of the 

protectorate under a colonial free press policy. Between 1892 and 1904 150 new 

newspapers were formed (Crabbs, 1975, p. 391). Most of the papers were founded by 

political parties and had distinct political agendas. Included among these were al liwa 

(the Standard) founded by the prominent Egyptian nationalist and leader of the 1919 

Nationalist “revolution” against the British, Mustafa Kamel and his Nationalist Party; and 

al balagh (the message) founded by Sa’ad Zaghloul and the nationalist Wafd party 

(Tyler, 1976, p. 13). 

The freedom of the press instituted by the British colonial rulers was revoked in 

1910 after the assassination of Prime Minister Butros Ghali. Although the colonial 

occupation was a target of frequent attack in the press, it was more difficult to get past 

official censors in criticism of the Egyptian monarchy (ibid.). This is similar to the 

contemporary moment in which Egyptian newspapers are open to discuss most things, 

save the president or his family (Cooper, 2008).  

In the period between the wars and up to the ‘revolution’ in 1952, Newspapers 

continued to agitate for Egyptian independence from a variety of perspectives, including 

nationalist, communist, and Islamist. In the wake of the revolution the ruling 
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Revolutionary Command Council banned all political parties and the newspapers that 

spoke for them and subjected the rest of the newspapers to strict censorship. By 1954, 

Nasser felt comfortable enough in his power to lift the censorship on newspapers but re-

imposed censorship a month later in the face of severe criticism of his regime (Tyler, 

1976, p. 15). The government then set strict controls on the Press Syndicate, or labor 

union of journalists. No one was allowed to work in the journalistic field without 

belonging to this government controlled organization (Tyler, 1976, p. 17).  

Still struggling with the difficulties of public opinion and the discursive bases for 

national thought, the government formed its own newspapers in the 1950s. al shaab (the 

common people), and al misaa (the evening). In May of 1960 Nasser decided that his 

government’s control over public thought wasn’t enough and he nationalized all 

newspapers.  

Radio 
When the technology of radio broadcasting first began spreading across the globe 

in the 1930’s, Egypt was still under the colonial grip of Great Britain. This grip was the 

site of fierce contests among Egyptian nationalists, Islamists, the Egyptian crown, and the 

colonial authority as dramatized in the series Malek Farouq. Political scrambles for 

domestic power took place between the nationalists and the Palace over control of 

Egyptian domestic politics and had at their core the conflict over the right to define Egypt 

and Egyptians (Abdel Nasser, 1994). 

The struggles between these political forces largely took place, however, in 

newspapers as radio was still years away from being a potent cultural force. Early 
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experimentation by independent radio operators followed a pattern similar to the United 

States with radio amateurs using the medium for interpersonal communication and 

department stores using the medium for advertising (Boyd, 1993)1. National broadcasting 

began in 1935 under a contract from the internationally powerful Marconi company and 

was regulated and largely staffed by the British-controlled national government (Boyd, 

1993).  

Egyptians and other Mediterranean Arabs who were fortunate enough to own or 

have access to a radio found themselves the object of much political posturing over the 

newly found airwaves in the 1930’s. As a result of growing tension between the 

European powers in inter-war period between the facist states of Europe and the liberal 

Western European states, Arab audiences began to get an early taste of their 

objectification in the form of European propaganda wars in the 1930’s.  

 
Hostile broadcasting has taken on a more sinister aspect in that it is now 

possible to reach not only neighboring countries but distant ones as well. 

The most flagrant current case is that of the Bari station (southern Italy), 

which engages in frequent broadcasts of anti-British propaganda in Arabic 

for the benefit of the Moslem populations of Palestine and the Near East 

generally. The British Government, after some time, began to answer this 

propaganda with broadcasts from the Jerusalem station, operated under the 

British Postmaster-General of Palestine. The Bari broadcasts, like most 

                                                
1For a discussion on radio broadcast history in the US, see (Hilmes, 1997). 
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propaganda broadcasts, adopt the form of "news" and news commentaries. 

They are suffused with glorifications of the Fascist regime and the Duce's 

mission as the protector of Moslem peoples. And they do not neglect to 

"interpret" Great Britain's motives in Palestine, to report repressive 

measures, and to deplore the brutality of John Bull in dealing with Arabs 

and Moslem patriots” (Saerchinger, 1938, p. 254). 

 

The irony is that Saerchinger seems to equate propaganda with enemy but fails to 

note that for many Egyptians and other “Near Eastern Moslems,” the British Empire was 

the enemy. By the 1930s visions of the social effects of mass media were very much in 

the public discourse. In the previous decade Lasswell had identified propaganda as “the 

management of collective attitudes by the manipulation of significant symbols” 

(Lasswell, 1927, p. 627). However, the Egyptian public was still not using radio enough 

in the 1930’s and 40’s to have invested significant symbols in the medium. Nonetheless, 

what these broadcasts and the technical and monetary resources put into them suggest is 

that the power of radio to instrumentally transform large numbers of political subjects 

was theorized from the earliest moments of broadcasting. 

With the 1952 Free Officers Revolution Egyptian broadcasting abruptly changed 

hands. Although the Egyptian press wasn’t to be nationalized until 1960, Egyptian radio 

was already a state monopoly and was thus property of the revolutionary government 

from the first minutes of the revolution (Boyd, 1975, p. 645). In fact the radio 

broadcasting headquarters was among the first physical targets of the revolution. In terms 
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of what broadcasting would do for the military leadership, this was a wise move. The 

former head of Egyptian broadcasting, Fahmi Omar, affirmed the imbrication of 

broadcasting with state power. 

We served the revolution very well…We covered all the events, 

conferences, speeches and what have you, and the news bulletins 

were always all about the activities of the Free Officers, 

particularly Mohamed Naguib…In addition, we propagated the 

revolution in other, less formal ways, broadcasting songs to stir up 

patriotic sentiments, programmes to explain the Officers' new 

thinking and so on. In a nutshell, Egyptian Broadcasting at that 

time reflected the state of euphoria which had engulfed the whole 

country, extensively covering both the events of the revolution and 

their aftermath (Abdel-Latif, 2002, p. 2). 

 

As the above quote demonstrates, from the earliest days of the new regime state 

broadcasters positioned Egyptian audiences in line with official ideology as citizens of a 

revolutionary movement. This is ironic because although the new regime was quite 

popular amongst many Egyptians and this era is still looked at as a high-water mark of 

Egyptian independence, the “revolution” of 1952 was in fact a military coup and not a 

popular uprising.  

In this context, radio became a tool used to interpellate a revolutionary identity 

amongst the population of the Nile Valley. Radio was used to invigorate a sense of nation 
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with many programs for the first time targeting the sha’ab or ‘common people’ in ways 

that newspapers, who targeted a literate, cultured elite, never could (Boyd, 1975, p. 647). 

Nationalist euphoria was then marshaled to create support for controversial government 

‘reforms’ including the nationalization of private land, businesses and the Suez Canal 

project (Jankowski, 2001, p. 8).  

In addition to political broadcasts by the president and other national officials, 

programming included light entertainment, sports, news, and a station dedicated in 1964 

solely to reciting the Quran (American University Washington, 1964, p. 231). In 1964 a 

second program was instituted directly aimed at intellectuals which included “fine arts, 

sciences, literature, music and plays which cannot be included in the General Program 

since the latter is meant to serve the interests of the masses” (Ibid.). Broadcasting could 

directly connect to the greatest number of its citizens in way that was not possible with 

other forms of media such as newspapers, novels, or magazines. Nearly 75% of adults 

were estimated to be illiterate in the country as of 1960 (American University 

Washington, 1964). Broadcasting was the most efficient way of spreading national 

culture (in its official version) while simultaneously bypassing opposition intellectuals of 

either the leftist or Islamicist bent, who had no access to radio broadcasting.  

After spending the 1950’s consolidating power at home, Nasser turned his 

ambitions outward and began using broadcasting to diffuse his message of anti-

imperialism and anti-colonialism to the world at large (Boyd, 1975, p. 648). By 1962, 

Egyptian radio was broadcasting 140 hours a day of programming on short and medium 

wave in thirty languages (American University Washington, 1964). Nasser authorized 
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broadcasts to various audiences in line with his philosophy of Egypt being at the heart of 

the Arab, Muslim, and African ‘circles of influence’ (Nasser, 1954, p. 69). Nasser opened 

Cairo’s radio facilities to (friendly) political opposition figures from within these spheres. 

What leaders of target nations called meddling, Nasser called Egypt’s new vital 

sphere of influence. In describing this sphere, Nasser used rhetoric that would not at all 

seem out of place in contemporary discussions about the internet and satellite television. 

 The era of isolation is now gone. Gone also are the days when 

barbed wire marked the frontiers separating and isolating 

countries. Every country must now look beyond its frontiers to find 

out where the currents that affect it spring, how it should live with 

others. It has become imperative that every country should look 

around to find out its position and its environment and decide what 

it can do, what its vital sphere is, where is the scene of its activity 

and what its positive role can be in this troubled world.” (Nasser, 

1954, p. 53) 

 

Chief among Nasser’s ideological targets were what he called “the Arab common 

people,” (al sha’ab al ‘arab) which included the whole Arabic speaking region. Nasser 

pursued this audience with the Sawt al Arab or Voice of the Arabs broadcasts which 

began service in 1953, shortly after the Egyptian revolution (Boyd, 1975). Sawt al Arab 

was broadcast directly to Arabic speaking nations through massive, capital-intensive 

transponders. Presaging satellite broadcasting fifty years later, this was the first time that 
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Arabs were postulated as a cohesive whole audience by electronic broadcasting. 

However, while many contemporary satellite broadcasters see pan-Arab audiences as a 

linguistically-bound group of consumers, Nasser’s “Voice of the Arabs” saw them as 

citizens of an imagined Arab state, individual units of a greater potential political and not 

economic power. It was this ideological belief in the greater ‘Arab nation’ that allowed 

Nasser to declare himself the sole ‘voice of the Arabs.’ 

Boyd suggests that the popularity of Sawt al Arab was due in large part to 

Nasser’s mixture of colloquial and Classical Arabic, its targeting of underrepresented 

audiences (including peasants and women), and the Arab predilection for an oral culture  

(Boyd, 1975, p. 646). However, political realities including the increasingly problematic 

French colonization of Algeria and the continued antagonizing presence of Israel must 

have played a part in creating fertile conditions for Arabic speaking people to be 

interpellated as a whole and thus contribute to the broadcast’s popularity.  

It wasn’t only colonial intruders that were the target of Egypt’s will towards 

international influence. The Egyptian government used it’s broadcasts to foment 

revolution in Iraq, which had a Western supported government, and other leaders in 

disfavor with the Nasser administration. As political winds shifted, so too did Sawt al 

Arab. In 1964, after reconciliation with Saudi Arabia, “Enemies of God,” a program 

devoted to criticizing the King Saud was taken off the air and criticism of Saudi Arabia 

was temporarily halted (American University Washington, 1964).  

Despite repeated threats from the Western states, Nasser refused to tone down his 

radio rhetoric to appease the West. Doing so, he believed, would be tantamount to giving 
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up his leadership. “The only way I can reach my people is by radio. If you ask me for 

radio disarmament, you are asking me for complete disarmament.” (Boyd, 1975, p. 651) 

Though political influence was the primary focus of Egyptian pan-Arab 

broadcasting policy, cultural influence was also on the agenda. In 1964 Middle East 

Radio was inaugurated. The broadcast was envisioned as catering to all Arab audiences, 

from the Atlantic to the Gulf, by playing music and featuring non-political shows. The 

express purpose of launching Middle East Radio was to garner advertising dollars 

(American University Washington, 1964). Through the Overseas Programs, Egypt 

broadcast radio programs as far as Asia and the Americas. 

Television 
In the 1960’s the appeal, and unifying power, of Sawt al Arab began to wane as 

other countries in the region began instituting their own broadcasting services and, 

according to Boyd, audiences began to become more sophisticated about media messages 

(Boyd, 1975). The Egyptian state turned to the new electronic medium of television to 

spread its messages. 

Egypt’s first flirtation with television was in May 1951 when a French television 

company gave a demonstration broadcast in Cairo (Umar, 1964). That first transmission, 

tellingly, included a reading of news and a song, two formats that would later come to 

dominate the medium in Egypt. The turbulence brought about by the Free Officers 

revolution one month later, delayed broadcasting plans for five years. In 1956, the same 

year that Nasser nationalized the Suez Canal, the government began investing heavily in 
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television by building a signal transmitter in the Muqqatam hills just outside of Cairo and 

sending engineers abroad to be trained in the technical aspects of the medium. 

Originally scheduled to begin broadcasting in 1958, the project of bringing 

television to Egypt faltered in the wake of the 1956 Suez war. Egypt hired the American 

company RCA to both train its workers and set up its facilities. The country did decide, 

however, to keep European technical specifications (C.C.I.R Gerber System) with 625 

lines, 50 images a second (Umar, 1964). Perhaps this was a deliberate effort to maintain 

compatibility with other regional systems and equipment. 

Egyptian television began broadcasting on July 21, 1960. It’s first transmission, 

revealing the educational and hegemonic imperatives of the government, was a broadcast 

of President Nasser’s speech celebrating the 8th anniversary of the revolution. Early 

programming included news broadcasts, Nur ala Nur (a religious program), “Window on 

the World,” “the Children’s Garden,” “The Common People’s Opinion,” “Pictures From 

the Lives of the Common People,” and broadcasts of plays and concerts (Umar, 1964). 

In an early study of Egyptian audiences, Farouq Umar found that audiences wanted more 

broadcasts of the Quran, more new movies, and more new songs. “And many people 

asked television to refrain from presenting old movies which they hate and programs that 

didn’t have a message or a point ,” (Umar, 1964, p. 117)(Umar, 1964, p. 117) as well as 

movies that featured criminals if it was before children’s bedtime. 

By 1964, commercial programs took up 10% of television broadcast hours. 65% 

of advertising was devoted to consumer items, 20% to heavy industry, 10% to movies, 
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and 5% to government agencies. Although foreign goods could be advertised, the rates 

were higher than for local goods (American University Washington, 1964, p. 233). 

Like radio, it was taken for granted that television was to broadcast and serve a 

national vision. The discursive environment that surrounded the new medium gave it 

meaning as a key site in the production of the proper Egyptian public. “One of the goals 

of television is to create public opinion,” says Abdel Monieum Al Hefni, an early 

Egyptian writer on the medium. “If there were a way to distinguish the Arab nation these 

days that way would be to name it (the age of) the rapid development in the mechanisms 

of public opinion… and perhaps the most important of factors that have influenced this… 

are the press, broadcasting and cinema” (Al Hefni, 1962, p. 1). 

Public opinion, properly constituted, supported the government’s ambition of 

producing, out of the raw materials of its people, a distinctly modern nation. “If we look 

at Arab television, local television, we find that it is a program of modern development” 

(Umar, 1964, p. 3). In this way, television was no different than radio, newspapers, 

literature, or any form of official public culture that came before it. Egypt, since the 

1850’s, had been transfixed by questions of modernity and progress (cf. Armbrust, 1996).  

Early descriptions of the discursive constructions of television and its audiences 

were not simple-minded despite the nationalist fervor or the times and the newness of the 

medium. Al Hefni, for example, problematizes the concepts he is working with including 

‘public opinion,’ and sha’ab  (common people). By asking “is the television audience a 

single audience or is it one of the subsections of the ‘common people’? Meaning, is there 

more than one public” (1962, p. 4)? Backing away from the intriguing conundrum he 
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raises, though, he concludes that the goal of television is to reflect not the elite opinion or 

the opinion of the uneducated, but to reflect the realities of all of the people (1962, p. 5).  

Al Hefni’s work reflects the difficulties of independent intellectual endeavors in 

the context of state attention. Struggling with how to talk about national audiences, Al 

Hefni problematizes the basic unit of Nasserist ideology: the word shaab or ‘the 

(common) people.’ The word sha’ab, he argues, is commonly used to refer to 

“individuals of a nation, of a state, or of a society, but it also has other meanings: a 

general (undifferentiated) gathering of people, a group of people under the leadership of a 

specific person or a specific system (of control)” (1962, p. 4). Again, though, Al Hefni 

back-peddles from the potentially troubling spectre of national difference by concluding 

that “those that work in television endeavor to focus on all of these meanings and thus 

serve one audience” (1962, p. 5).  

Al Hefni continues his now frustrating habit of opening intriguing questions and 

then unsatisfactorily dismissing them by asking, “Is there such a thing as public opinion” 

(p. 6)? He questions, in short, whether there is such an underlying foundation called 

public opinion that television can build upon, or whether there is just a collection of 

individual opinions. His conclusion is that television should address the space “between 

what people say and what people do,” for it is there that we can find the truth of what the 

public thinks (1962, p. 6).  

Although Al Hefni appears to ultimately close off the ideologically troubling 

questions he raises, the fact remains that he put them into public discourse. Regardless of 

his own conclusions, what his early questioning of television shows is that some level of 
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insecurity about the discursive power of television is written into the definition of the 

medium. Does a television audience have any ‘real’ life, any meaning beyond its 

instrumental discursive construction? Is there such a thing as a national public? Do all 

Egyptians share the same national feelings? Do they know what’s good for them? 

It is important to look back at these and other initial discursive constructions of 

television, its audiences and its affects. Contemporary perceptions of the effective power 

of television might have changed but these early discourses on television are what they 

have changed from. In other words, contemporary satellite television might perceive itself 

as different in form and content from terrestrial television, but it was born out of the those 

tools initially crafted in Arabic television’s earliest days. 

1970’s and 80’s – Tumultuous Times For National Broadcasting 
 The end of the Nasser era came a few years before his death in September, 1970. 

The end of his era in fact came in June 1967 with Egypt’s devastating loss to Israel in 

what in English is called the Six Day War and the Arabs still often call the nakba or 

disaster/catastrophe. This event was also the end of what one could call the golden age of 

Egyptian modernity. With one fell swoop, Egyptians not only lost a war, a significant 

swath of national territory, and a sense of national pride, but they also lost faith in their 

government’s vision of progress and in the government itself. Even while Egyptian 

troops were pulling out of Sinai in defeat, nationally controlled Egyptian broadcasting 

was promising a resounding victory against the enemy state.  

 The 1970’s marked a period of restructuring as Egypt, under new leadership in the 

person of Anwar Sadat, pondered its role in the region. Sadat instituted a policy of infitah 
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or ‘opening up’ which included changes in attitude towards the West and a rethinking of 

socialist-oriented economic policy (Shecter, 2008). Partly due to Sadat’s policies and 

partly to market forces, the Egyptian Radio and Television Union (ERTU), the state 

agency in charge of broadcasting, gave up their monopoly on television production in 

1973. Until then, the ERTU had been able to meet domestic production needs and the 

small regional demand for television. As other Arabic speaking nations began to build 

their broadcasting systems, however, demand increased beyond ERTU’s capability 

forcing the government to allow private entities to produce television serials with the 

caveat that the state still held censorship and export rights (Guaaybess, 2001). The most 

significant foreign market for Egypt was then (and is now) the wealthy states of the 

Arabian gulf. 

 However, regional media markets which had opened for Egypt in the seventies 

slammed shut after the country’s peace treaty with Israel in 1979. With Egypt’s expulsion 

from the Arab league came trade embargoes damaging the country’s economy and 

stifling exportation of media products. This had the effect of sending a number of 

Egyptian media producers to the gulf to began producing “Egyptian” television directly 

for that market (Guaaybess, 2001). It also had the effect of increasing the amount of 

attention paid to domestic broadcasting. Between the mid eighties and the mid nineties, 

new television stations were launched aimed at Egyptian localities in the country’s far 

south, the mid-Nile region, the Suez canal area, Tanta and Alexandria. 
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SECTION TWO 
 

 Having used a broad history to understand Egyptian media, we will now do the 

reverse. We will look at examples of Egyptian media to understand contemporary 

interpretations of Egyptian history by turning to the relationship that Farouq and Nasser 

have with the historical moments they purport to describe. The reason that these two 

shows have such resonance, both for audiences and for scholars, is that they reference 

crucial moments in the Egyptian modern narrative. They serve as contemporary 

rearticulations of critical arguments in the intellectual and cultural life of Egypt’s 20th 

century.  

MODERNITY AND THE NATION 
 The historical tensions that have formed the contemporary Egyptian nation-state 

have taken multiple forms; Arab versus Egyptian, Islamic versus secular, conservative 

versus liberal, East versus West, past versus present, rich versus poor, capitalism versus 

nationalist socialism. All of these descriptions, however, center around a persistent 

tension in Egyptian cultural and political history since the 19th century: the relationship of 

modernity to articulations of communal identity. 

 It is ironic, but also in keeping with our theme of transnational constructions of 

Egyptian identity, that the ‘founder’ of modern Egypt (and King Farouq’s direct ancestor) 

was not Egyptian but an Ottoman Albanian, Muhammed Ali (1769-1849). Coming into 

power in the wake of Napoleon’s failed invasion of Egypt, Muhammed Ali and his 

Ottoman contemporaries perceived a structural weakness in their military capacities in 
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the face of growing Western European power. Hoping to adapt European modern ways of 

organizing armies to his own situation, Ali set about on modernization project that would 

eventually come to dominate Egyptian thought in areas far beyond the military and into 

Egyptian culture far past his death. 

 Episode four of Malek Farouq deals directly with the historical provenance of 

modern Egyptian nation and attempts to draw a direct line between this and the reign of 

King Farouq. In that episode a young Farouq is receiving a history lesson from a tutor.  

Muhammed Ali created a modern Egypt. In his reign, Egypt benefited in 

everything. In production, agriculture, in business, army, navy, higher and 

primary education. But the problem is what happened to us forty years 

after his death with the occupation by the English. Definitely the country 

underwent a renaissance, but not the people. How? Because Muhammed 

Ali ruled the country with a closed kind of rule. Meaning he was the only 

one who took decisions and the people never were allowed to have an 

opinion. They were expected only to listen to his words. The result was 

that agriculture progressed very much, but the farmer himself was in the 

dirt. Production increased, but the workers were forced to work. They 

wanted to flee from the factories. It was a powerful rule, but the Egyptian 

people have never loved military rule. Education went forward, but the 

students and their parents were afraid because the soldiers would fall upon 

them and force them to go to the schools. Because of this, the English 
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entered the country with ease. The army was weak, and their hold over the 

people was weaker (Episode 4). 

 

 The tutor lands in hot water after the King’s advisor, Ahmed Hassanien, overhears 

the lesson and is angered that the prince’s ancestors are being insulted. The tutor, with his 

ramrod straight physical bearing, serious expression, and lack of fear at angering the 

palace, might be seen as representing an idealized and uncompromised Egyptian 

intellectual nationalist. In the short soliloquy to the prince he manages to associate the 

Egyptian royalty with the fruits of Egyptian modernity and with the corruption of power. 

However, he also manages to throw barbs against the military  regime that overthrew the 

king and rules Egypt to the present day in the form of former Air Force commander 

Hosni Mubarak when he says that “the Egyptian people have never loved military rule.” 

The Malek Farouq series comes back repeatedly to the figure of Muhammed Ali, 

most often as Farouq and those around him justify the existence of the monarchy on the 

basis of descent from the great leader. With massive statues in main squares of Egypt’s 

two most significant cities, Alexandria and Cairo,  Muhammed Ali looms large in 

Egyptian cultural identity as concerns the modernity of the country. 

There is an ironic parallel between Muhammed Ali and Malek Farouq the series 

(as opposed to the historical figure) in that Ali sought to modernize Egypt by bringing in 

ideas from outside and the series, too, brings in ideas from the outside. Ali nitially sought 

to implement modern organization only in his army and realized that the way to do this 

was to send Egyptians to Europe. However, new ways of organizing require entirely new 
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ways of thinking and these ways of thinking have a way of jumping the boundaries of 

their initial use. So it is not surprising that students came back from Europe espousing 

new ways of thinking. One of the students on the first educational mission sent to France 

to study its modern military was Rif’a al Tahtawi who would come back to Egypt with 

new ways of articulating Egyptian nationality and Egyptian identity (Silvera, 1980, p. 1). 

In various writings, Tahtawi was among the first Egyptians to try and synthesize Western 

and modern thought with Islamic ideas (Smith, 1983, p. 10). This development, which 

would lead to a blossoming of intellectual discussion as to the basis of Egyptian identity 

in the 20th century, was an unintended consequence of the desire to create a strong 

Egyptian army. 

 Producing his intellectual work under the auspices of Muhammad Ali and then 

his son and successor Ismail, Tahtawi published works intended to validate the state’s 

modernization on the basis of Islamic thought and thus increase its legitimacy and power. 

Thus his “intellectual formation and interests were bound to governmental policies which 

implicitly challenged the rigidity of the 'ulama's interpretation of the shari'a, the law 

derived from God's revelation, the Quran” (Smith, 1983, p. 11).  Tahtawi’s main 

contribution was to call “for acceptance of the material products of European rationalist 

culture and (he) implied that Muslim receptivity to Europe fulfilled religious obligations” 

(Smith, 1983, p. 14). 

It is notable that Muhammed Ali concluded that the only way to adopt modern 

organizational technology was through the transportation of ideas from Western Europe 

to Egypt. In his time, this transportation of ideas was necessarily accomplished physically 
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as the ideas were embodied in the scholars who went to study in Europe. The 

transportation of these ideas eventually had the effect of transforming Egyptian society. 

In the contemporary moment, ideas are still being transported, mutated, and adopted from 

one spot on the globe to another however instead of requiring physical transportation 

ideas are now carried over electronic networks. In other words, the process remains 

essentially the same in spirit but in practice has become indescribably faster and affects a 

much larger number of people than before.   

This initial articulation of the compatibility of modern (European) thought with 

Islamic philosophy, which remains a key component of Egyptian national discussion to 

this very day, was taken up by the Europeanized nationalists of the early 20th century. 

Pivotal nationalist figures such as Mohamad Hussayn Haykal, Sa’ad Zaghloul, Talaat 

Harb and Taha Hussayn entered the door Tahtawi opened in their emphasis on the secular 

foundation of the Egyptian nation (though they did not deny the role of Islam in cultural 

life.) Hussayn, for example, was Egypt’s preeminent thinker on education and an ardent 

nationalist. His nationalism was secular and consciously modern. “In order to become 

equal partners in civilization with the Europeans, we must literally and forthrightly do 

everything that they do; we must share with them the present civilization, with all its 

pleasant and unpleasant sides, and not content ourselves with words or mere gestures” 

(Husayn, 1975, p. 15). 

Many of these figures are represented and play prominent roles in Malek Farouq 

and Gamal Abdel Nasser. In particular, nationalist hero and ardent secularist Sa’ad 

Zaghloul features in the first 6 episodes of Farouq and is portrayed as an infallible and 
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kind, if frustrated, leader of the Egyptian nationalists. The program celebrates his anti-

British stances and takes pains to show that the relationship between Zaghloul and the 

palace, especially with young Farouq, are not as strained as post-1952 Egyptian official 

history suggests they are.   

The preoccupation with Egypt’s relationship to modernity did not end with the 

secular nationalists of the early 20th century but has become a consistent and contentious 

theme in Egyptian culture. From the early explications of the role of television in 

inculcating modernity to contemporary statements by economy ministers or members of 

the ruling family on the ‘modern’ position of Egypt in the world, and from the early 

theorization of a positive relationship between Islam and modernity in the 18th century to 

contemporary rejections of Western modernity in Islamist discourse, the notion has been 

of utmost importance to Egyptian culture and politics.  

What is this modernity that is so hotly contested? Giddens (1991) describes 

modernity as having three axes: institutional reflexivity (as expressed in the social 

relationships brought about by the use of material power and machinery in the production 

processes of industrialism); capitalism; and surveillance which refers to the supervisory 

control of populations (and populations surveillance of themselves) (1991, p. 15). The 

most distinct social form of modernity is the nation-state (ibid.). As reflexively monitored 

systems, nation-states are examples of a key feature of modernity, the rise of the 

organization. Modern organizations are different than what came before not because of 

size or bureaucracy, but “the concentrated reflexive monitoring they both permit and 
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entail. Who says modernity says not just organizations, but organization- the regularized 

control of social relations across indefinite time-space distances” (Giddens, 1991, p. 16).  

If, as Giddens suggests, modern institutions are marked by their dynamism and 

the “the degree to which they undercut traditional habits and customs, and their global 

impact” (Giddens, 1991, p. 1), then we must understand that traditional habits have been 

the object of modern attention for over 150 years in Egypt. Walter Armbrust emphasizes 

Egyptian modernity’s difference from European modernity in that while the Egyptian 

version is also “avowedly rationalist, (it) puts a greater emphasis on maintaining 

continuity with the past” (Armbrust, 1996, p. 6). 

In this way we can see both Malek Farouq and Gamal Abdel Nasser staking a 

place for contemporary and future Egyptian modernity by reflecting back to past 

iterations of Egyptian modernity. In Egypt, the past justifies the future and serves as a 

measuring stick with which to beat upon the shoulders of the present.  

We thus see an unceasing battle in Egypt between the present/future and the past 

which pits not just modernists against Islamicists (or what Armbrust calls the 

“conservative radical”) (1996, p. 8) but modernists against modernists, nationalists 

against Islamicists, socialists against capitalists, etc. Time, and the proper identification 

of its role in society, is what is at the heart of these battles. Islamicists, for example, base 

their ideology on a perfected past. Modernists, using rational methods, contest the truth of 

that past. Socialists construct their ideal around a gleaming future.  

Both of the series under analysis in this dissertation enter into this fray. By 

narrating stories of a different, and more appealing past they also produce hope for a 
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better, more democratic future. And this despite the irony that each of the series focuses 

on a profoundly different figure who were politically at opposing ends of the spectrum. 

Malek Farouq celebrates the beauty and efficiency of 20th century modern Egypt by 

presenting a visual image of clean streets, an open society in which everyone dressed 

well, danced to well orchestrated songs, lived under a parliamentary kingship and 

expressed their political views openly. This nostalgia for the first half of the twentieth 

century is countered by the hagiographic Gamal Abdel Nasser which paints an Egyptian 

past in which the nation was still worth fighting and dying for, where the basic unit of 

social analysis was the common man and not the basha (the rich business man.) 

This conflicted relationship with time is not only an Egyptian trait. Modern social 

life, according to Giddens, is marked by three profound transformations: separation of 

time and space, disembedding mechanisms which remove social relations from the 

context of their specific locales and recombine them across time and space; and 

institutional reflexivity, or the “regularized use of knowledge about circumstances of 

social life as a constitutive element in its organization and transformation” (1991, p. 20). 

These factors alter the experience of every day life.  

20TH CENTURY ISLAM/ISLAMISM AND THE EGYPTIAN NATION 
Notions of time and modernity lead us inexorably to thinking about the 

relationship between Islamism, whose various proponents most often express desires to a 

return to a perfect imagined past, and the nation. I use the term Islamism to describe 

political and social ideologies that foreground an encompassing role for Islam in public 

life. The relationships between public Islam and the nation have been ambiguous, with 
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Islamic organizations at time supporting Egyptian nationalism and at other times 

violently opposing the Egyptian state.  

It might seem tangential to bring so much focus to bear on Islam when the two 

shows in question only briefly touched upon political Islam. However, despite its brevity, 

the depiction of the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood in Gamal Abdel Nasser drew 

significant criticism from the current Brotherhood leadership and public attention in the 

press. In Gamal Abdel Nasser the founder of the Muslim Brotherhood, Hassan al Banna, 

is portrayed as angry and impetuous. The series unequivocally comes out on the side of 

Nasser’s nationalist secularism, while still portraying Nasser as a pious Muslim. The 

series raised the ire of the current Muslim Brotherhood who accused the series of 

obfuscating their role in 20th century Egyptian history. The son of Al Banna accused the 

show of the series “tricking the Egyptian and Arab viewers” and that "it was based on 

deception, deliberately ignoring the historical role of the Brothers and their achievements 

in the war in Palestine" (Foda, 2008). 

Current Muslim Brotherhood leader Assem Al Aryan accuses the show of 

deliberately misleading viewers as to the Brotherhood’s historical role, especially in its 

misrepresentation of the true relationship between King Farouq and the organization. (In 

the series the Brotherhood is friendly with the King.) Saying he wasn’t surprised given 

the Nasserist leanings of series author Al Guindi, Al Aryan concluded that “historical 

errors and misrepresentations of facts are not in the interest of Egypt, and will destabilize 

the security country, they will (instead increase) the differences between the different 

political currents” (Liwa, 2008) 
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Malek Farouq briefly portrays the tension between the nationalist politicians of 

the Wafd party and the royal palace when Farouq tries to use radio addresses to position 

himself as a pious leader of the Muslims. This enrages the nationalists who accuse him of 

cynically using religion to strengthen his control over the population.   

However, the absence of a focus on Islam as a fundamental feature of Egyptian 

national identity within the shows is as important to the narrative as its inclusion would 

have been. As Abu Lughod points out, 

 Questions about the place of Islam are at the center of Egyptian public life. Armed 

attacks and periodic government crackdowns on Islamist groups alternate with attempts 

at cooptation and accommodation. Signs of self-conciously Islamic cultural identity are 

growing. The contest is sharply drawn, and is reflected and managed in the mass media, 

especially television, in subtle ways (1993, p. 495). 

And yet despite the centrality of Islam in contemporary public discourse, 

“television serials maintain a noticeable silence on the Islamic movements and 

deliberately ignore the alternative vision these movements offer of Islam’s place in 

Egypt’s future-that is, as the solution to many of its problems -for specific political 

reasons” (Abu-Lughod, 1993, p. 496).  

Writing in the pre-satellite era, Abu-Lughod’s reasons still apply in the 

contemporary moment: imbrication with the state broadcasting system, and the urban, 

intellectual and largely secular character of the creative workers in the field of television 

production.  Much of this subversion of the role of Islam has to do with the complicated 

relationship between Egyptian history and modernity. It remains to be seen whether a 



 69 

planned Ramadan serial on the life of Hassan Al Banna, founder of the Muslim 

Brotherhood will change the largely secular dynamic in the field of Arab drama. The 

drama is scheduled to be broadcast in Ramadan 2010 and will be called “Al Gama’a” 

(Abdel Hadi, 2010)  

Regardless of the amount of screen-time it received in either of the two shows 

under consideration, political Islam must remain at the front of the awareness of anyone 

studying Arab and Islamic popular culture. Despite their seeming rejection of modern 

life, political Islam is at heart a modern movement. Even those that call for an ideological 

return to a pure Islamic past, even those that shun music and dance and appear to be 

celebrating a profoundly traditional and anti-technological life, draw their support from 

individuals that live in and are subject to the modern world. And this modern world, as 

Gidden’s pointed out, is characterized by reorganizations of space and time and 

disembedding mechanisms which “which prise social relations free from the hold of 

specific locales, recombining them across wide time-space distances” (1991, p. 2). This 

modern disembedding alienation from local time and space, a hallmark of globalization 

and its discontents, is what allows for the recombination of Islamic social ideologies, 

even the most explicitly anti-modern and fundamentalist ones, across borders, languages 

and cultures. 

The way that Islamicist ideologies are activated in people has to do with what 

Giddens describes as the reflexively organized nature of self-identity in the modern age 

(1991, p. 5). This reflexive nature of identity is taking place in a mediated environment in 

which “the more tradition loses its hold, and the more daily life is reconstituted in the 
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terms of the dialectal interplay between local and global, the more individuals are forced 

to negotiate lifestyle choices among a diversity of options…because of the ‘openness’ of 

social life today, the pluralization of contexts of action and the diversity of ‘authorities’, 

lifestyle choice is increasingly important in the constitution of self-identity and daily 

activity” (1991, p. 5). 

Looked at from the perspective of reflexive identity construction, what was left 

out of the series, or misrepresentations become as significant as what was actually 

represented. As part of the reflexive construction of a contemporary Islamic identity 

amongst members of Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood, for example, the fact that Gamal 

Abdel Nasser blamed the brotherhood for attempting to assassinate the great leader serves 

to reinforce the belief that they are ideologically oppressed in contemporary Egyptian 

society. The absence of positive portrayals of their movement can paradoxically 

strengthen their reflexive construction collective identities as political Muslims in a 

hopelessly misguided contemporary Egypt.  

Public Islam’s conflicted relationship with modernity is mirrored in its 

relationship with the modern concept of nationalism. On the surface, there is no possible 

connection between the stated aims of nationalism and the stated aims of Islam. One of 

the main tenets of Islam is the call to abandon tribalism and replace it with a community 

of faith. The radical Islamist Sayyid Qutb, who was executed by the Egyptian state for 

trying to foment unrest in the 1950’s, laid this belief out in clear terms at his trial. 

I believe that the bonds of ideology and belief are more sturdy than those 

of patriotism based upon region and that this false distinction among 
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Muslims on a regional basis is but one consequence of crusading and 

Zionist imperialism which must be eradicated (qtd in Mortimer, 1982) 

However, on a practical level Egyptian nationalists of the early 20th century 

shared a common goal with the newly created Muslim Brotherhood, namely a desire to 

rid Egypt of its foreign presence. To this purpose, it wasn’t unusual to find nationalists, 

including, purportedly, Gamal Abdel Nasser himself, becoming members of the Islamic 

Brotherhood in the 1930’s and 40’s. It wasn’t until 1954 when the Brotherhood 

challenged Gamal Abdel Nasser’s power directly that a profound divergence arose 

between Egyptian state nationalism and the various Islamicist movements.  

While the nationalists, royalists, and Islamists shared the desire to be rid of the 

British colonial presence in Egypt, they agreed on little else as is well represented in 

Malek Farouq. In place of the Pharaonic and Egyptian exceptionalism  of the Egyptian 

ruling classes, many Egyptians of the interwar period celebrated Jamal Al Din al 

Afghani, an Iranian born Islamic cleric who “combines Egypt, the Arab world, and the 

Islamic community in a self-image that traces Egypt's modern national identity to a 19th-

century story of renewal and resistance” (Matthee, 1989, p. 153). While the noted 

Egyptian intellectual and secular nationalist Taha Husayn was writing about the 

Mediterranean and European roots of contemporary Egyptian culture (Husayn, 1975), 

Hassan Al Banna (1906-1949) was presenting a much different history of Egypt. The 

founder of the Muslim Brotherhood (al ikhwaan al muslameen) articulated a history that 

pointedly ignored both the Arabic and Pharaonic elements of the Egyptian past. Banna’s 

glorious past referenced the golden age of the first Islamic Caliphate, he suggested that 
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the nation, or umma that Egyptians should identify with was not Egyptian at all but 

Islamic (Brykczynski, 2005, p. 7). For Al Banna, nationalism is a transitionary period, a 

reaction to European imperalism that will eventually disappear into the unity of the 

Islamic ummah (ibid.). In response to criticism from Egyptian nationalists, Al Banna 

insisted that he shared their aspirations of expelling the Europeans and “reinforcing the 

bonds which unite the individuals within a given country” (Brykczynski, 2005, p. 8). 

For his part, King Farouq played on both sides of the nationalist/Islamist tension. 

On the one hand, his support for an independent Egypt was to be expected. An 

independent Egypt would allow him to exert his influence over the country without 

having to worry about the British relationship with the nationalist elite. At the same time, 

though, Farouq was (despite later rumors to the contrary) openly religious at different 

times in his reign. The king wanted to harness the ideological fervor people felt for their 

religion by (unsuccessfully) seeking to have himself appointed caliph, or religious ruler 

of the Islamic ummah (Coury, 1982, p. 258). Whether this overt religiosity was genuinely 

felt or a cynical bid to siphon power from his main rivals, the secularized nationalist 

Wafd party, cannot be known. However, what is important is that throughout modern 

history, Egyptian leaders have used the twin tools of Egyptian nationalism and Islamism 

to try and strengthen their legitimacy in the eyes of the people.  

In the years leading up to 1952, political and ideological instability had taken hold 

in the country. Political assassinations (including that of Hassan Al Banna) began to 

torment the system. Parliament was viewed as corrupt and the king was increasingly 

unpopular as the ‘liberal’ order began to disintegrate. Nationalists, socialists, and 
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Islamists vied for power and brought the common people to the streets in 1946 as Great 

Britain tried to renegotiate its hold over Egypt; in 1947-8 over the question of Palestine; 

and again in 1951 over the British colonial relationship with Egypt (Jankowski, 2001, p. 

13). 

With the 1952 Free Officers Revolution, led by Gamal Abdel Nasser, Farouq was 

deposed and the discursive context of Egyptian national identity changed. The overt 

Pharaonism of the early 20th century was replaced by a particularly Egyptian brand of 

Pan-Arabism and the Islamism of Hassan al Banna and his followers was actively (and 

brutally) repressed. After a brief flirtation with a civilian-headed  government, political 

parties were banned in early 1953 and the army declared a three year interim period in 

which it would rule directly and instituted broad media censorship.  

After a brief period in which he allowed the Muslim Brotherhood to function, it 

finally prohibited in 1954 after an assassination attempt on Nasser by one of its members 

(Jankowski, 2001, p. 21).  The banned Brotherhood continued to form the only serios 

source of opposition to the military regime in Egypt. Perhaps this explains Nasser’s 

consistent refusal to invoke Islam as a pillar of Egyptian national identity or as a basis for 

unity with neighboring countries (Jankowski, 2001, p. 37).  

Although remembered as the greatest protagonist of Arab nationalism and Pan 

Arabism, Nasser’s initial conception of nationalism was primarily focused on Egypt and 

Egyptian territorialism (Jankowski, 2001, pp. 27-31). According to Jankowski, Nasser’s 

Arab nationalism, at least in the early years of his rule, was largely instrumental (ibid). 
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Nonetheless, the fact that he made the Arab nation a central element of his ideology 

represented a fundamental change in Egyptian orientation from the ancien regime. 

As the utility of the larger Arab world began to make itself clear to Nasser, his 

discourse shifted from a support of the “Arab peoples” in the plural to phrases such as 

“the Arab nation.” On the second anniversary of the revolution his views on Arab 

relations began to crystallize when he asserted that “the goal of the government of the 

revolution is that the Arabs become a united nation, its sons cooperating for the common 

good” (qtd in Jankowski, 2001, p. 32). In 1958 Nasser went on to form an ill-fated union 

with Syria in what was then viewed as the first step towards the unification of all Arabs 

in one state. Regardless of Nasser’s ‘true’ intent in simultaneously supporting Egyptian 

territorial and Pan Arab nationalism, he left a legacy of nationalist discourse in Egyptian 

public culture. In one way or another, each political figure that has come after him has 

had to grapple with the nationalist (and pan-Arab) genie he let out of the bottle. 

 

THE 20TH CENTURY NATION AND THE IMAGINATION 
Nasser’s attention to radio and television suggests that he believed that 

broadcasting has a significant role in shaping the popular imagination. He used 

broadcasting to create a self-identifying community of Egyptians and Arabs. Among the 

most widely read scholars who theorized the relationship between national identity and 

cultural consumption, to the point of defining the nation as an ‘imagined community’ was 

Benedict Anderson (1991). Anderson’s insight was to link the beginnings of European 

national identity with the acts of imagination that arose from simultaneously consuming 
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shared media (in his case literature and newspapers) and to economically contextualize 

this with the rise of print capitalism. 

Anderson’s ideas help us to contextualize Egyptian state media in the 20th century 

as a system that helped to create Egyptian national identity and encourage an Egyptian-

oriented Pan-Arab identity. As discussed earlier, post-revolutionary Egyptian radio and 

later television targeted “common” Egyptians, many of whom couldn’t read and thus 

were intellectually excluded from prior literary iterations of Egyptian nation-hood, 

bringing them into the national imagination for the first time. Anderson’s suggestion that 

the nation is a cultural artifact (1991, p. 5) is particularly helpful in allowing us to 

historically apprehend the Egyptian nation. Viewing the nation as an artifact allows us to 

shift away from the fruitless pursuit of the abstract, unassailable spiritual and moral 

platitudes in which a nationalist frames their nation into an analysis of the actual 

historical, social, political, and economic conditions which shape the imagination of 

communities in their temporal specificity. This allows us to recognize that the conditions 

that informed the imagination of Egyptian nationality in the 20th century are different than 

those that obtain today. Instead of a state-controlled and limited media, Egyptians and 

other Arabic-speaking people now have access to transnational media emanating from 

multiple places and transmitting multiple ideas. As will be discussed in the next chapter, 

this provides the basis for a different kind of imagination of national and other kinds of 

cultural identities.  

 For Anderson, nations have to be imagined in that it’s impossible for each 

member of this large community to physically congregate. They are imagined as 
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sovereign because the concept arose as part of the Enlightenment’s reaction against the 

irrational sovereignty of royalty. The nation is necessarily imagined as limited, for even 

the largest of nations must have some boundary outside which other nations must lie. 

There is no inside without an outside and there is no ideological us without a them. 

Lastly, nations are imagined as a community because despite actual inequalities the power 

of nationalism lays in what Anderson’s calls its deep, horizontal comradeship.  

 Anderson’s idea that a nation is constructed and lives through its shared, and 

simultaneous narratives is quite helpful in analyzing changing conceptions of the nation. 

This idea is crucial in formulating the idea that the nation is a narrative and not, as 

nationalists believe, separate from the narrative. It stands to reason that changes in the 

style and form of the narration are indications of changes in the perception of the nation. 

At a very basic level, then, we can begin to get an indication of the changing 

conception of the Egyptian nation by marking difference in Malek Farouq’s articulation 

of the nation. Unlike Gamal Abdel Nasser, which rearticulated a commonly accepted 

version of the 20th century Egyptian nation and the man who had the greatest hand in 

forming it, Farouq articulates a different version of the nation than has been commonly 

espoused in post-revolutionary Egypt. To take an example from the discursive 

environment that surrounded the show, Dr. Saad Ad-din Ibrahim, a prominent Egyptian 

intellectual and opposition figure, writes that the series tells Egyptian history from a 

different perspective “My very first feelings of political awareness (were associated with) 

contempt for King Farouk.  Since the early 1950’s of the last century (we have been 

subject to) stories of corruption and decay, on the part of the king and his entourage...but 



 77 

I admit that this series, more than all of my studying of Egyptian history, changed my 

perceptions” (Ibrahim, 2007). Ibrahim suggests that the series gave many Egyptians a 

first look at a lost version of Egyptian history, an era of liberal freedoms and political 

choice.   

CONCLUSION 
The rise of radio in the post-1952 Revolutionary Arab world allowed previously 

excluded people, including illiterate Egyptian and Arab peasants, to be drawn into the 

national (and Pan-Arab) discussion for the first time in a way similar to Anderson’s 

description of the rise of European nationalisms and print capitalism. In short, the most 

significant and fundamental change from the pre-broadcast era was not simply that new 

technologies and new historical periods were producing different kinds of messages for 

social consumption, but that the ideas were now being disseminated to a much wider 

swathe of society than in the strictly literary era.  

As much as broadcasting seemed to bring a wider swathe of Egyptian and Arab 

society into national and Pan-Arab discussions, the fact remains that in the pre-satellite 

era broadcasting was strictly controlled by the Arab states. Egyptians and other Arabs had 

no significant experience of broadcasting outside of the bounds of state power. Although 

the BBC and later the Voice of America broadcasted in Arabic and were not subsumed to 

local governments these broadcasts were also in the service of foreign states.  

The two sorts of nationalisms (pan Arab and Egyptian) that expressed themselves 

and realized their potential in broadcasting thus helped to cement the idea that the proper 

expression of messages to the nation was best handled by the state who had liberated the 
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nation in the interest of its people and thus saw itself as having the right to speak in their 

name. With no experiences to the contrary, no counter-hegemonic system of address, it 

would not be until the experiences of defeat in the face of government’s broadcast claims 

of victory in 1967 that Arab audiences would come to seriously doubt the ability and 

trustworthiness of the government to tell them the truth or speak in their interest.  

Lastly, as in other places that broadcasting penetrated globally, the boundaries 

between public and private were symbolically redrawn by radio. While radio’s initial 

penetration, especially in rural areas, was not necessarily in the home but in public spaces 

such as cafés, diwans, and other male gathering areas, by the 1960’s transistor technology 

had made radio cheap and widespread enough to penetrate the private space of the home 

(I. Abu-Lughod, 1963; Bumpus, 1979). This allowed the outside world, both in the form 

of politics and entertainment, to come into the inside world of the home. Participants in 

this world, at least on a symbolic level, could now include previously marginalized 

constituents of the national body, namely women and the young.  

All of these changes set the stage for similar inroads made by state and non-state 

actors using a new technology, satellite broadcasting. We now turn to a brief history of 

satellite broadcasting in the Middle East with a focus on Egypt. 
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Chapter 3: Contemporary Egyptian and Arab Media in Context 

 

The purpose of the present chapter is to help contextualize the programs Malek 

Farouq and Gamal Abdel Nasser in their milieu as transnational Arabic language 

television productions.  The larger narrative to be emphasized here is that television in 

the Arabic speaking Middle East is continuing to undergo a transformation begun in the 

late 20th century. From a collection of systems that crystallized in the post colonial era of 

the mid twentieth century as state-run, nationalist-oriented organizations, Arabic 

television has come to be largely dominated by transnational, capitalist-inspired satellite 

broadcasting.  In addition to the handful of locally-produced and terrestrially broadcast 

stations that used to be the only viewing choices, viewers now have access to hundreds of 

channels broadcasting both Arabic and non-Arabic cultural production. 

In the last chapter I outlined a broad history of national radio and television in 

Egypt from the 1950’s to 1980’s. As I pointed out, broad social transformations were set 

into play by changes in broadcasting.  Michelle Hilmes (1993, 1997) has argued that 

American mainstream cultural identity was significantly shaped by radio in the 1920’s 

and 30’s.  By inculcating a shared feeling of whiteness in contrast to the rural blackness 

of Amos ‘n Andy and other programming, radio helped to create a sense of American 

national identity out of the various (and conflicting) immigrant ethnicities and cultural 

identities that made up the country. I argue that Nasser’s Voice of the Arabs radio 

broadcasts similarly created the conditions to recast the individual’s relationship with the 
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wider world as Egyptians and later Arabs found themselves addressed as a cohesive 

whole in contrast to a number of other possible cultural identities, including religious, 

geographical, and linguistic.  

As I will argue from a more theoretical perspective in chapter five, the current 

system of satellite broadcasting in the Arabic-speaking world has the potential to 

exacerbate this process, again transforming the way people imagine themselves in the 

cultural world around them. Among the most significant changes are increased access to 

political information and entertainment; an increasing shift in the mode of address from 

that aimed at citizens to that aimed at consumers; and increased competition for 

transnational Arabic speaking audiences. In this chapter I will describe and historicize the 

current system of satellite broadcasting in the Arab Middle East before moving into a 

discussion of the potential cultural impact of these changes on Arab audiences.  

 

TELEVISION AND SATELLITE BROADCASTING 
How to get purchase on contemporary Arab satellite broadcasting? As the prolific 

writer on Arabic television Naomi Sakr points out, “For a phenomenon characterized by 

ever increasing diversity and contradiction the epithet ‘Arab television’ may imply an 

undue sense of coherence” (2007, p. 1). In other words, in seeking to discuss 

contemporary Arab satellite broadcasting we are presuming that such an object exists 

outside of our naming it.  

The reality is that the experience of watching satellite television in the southern 

Mediterranean can very well be a frustrating exercise in incoherence (if one is seeking 
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coherence, that is.) With access to well over 300 separate television channels being 

broadcast from 3 main satellite systems and at least 6 streams, including NileSat 101 and 

102, ArabSat 1 and 2, and Hotbird 1 and 2, dissonance is the order of the day. The 

languages of these broadcasts on NileSat and ArabSat, the two systems aimed 

specifically at the Middle East, is mostly Arabic but also includes Farsi, Kurdish, 

Turkish, Imazigh (Berber), English, French, German, Italian, and others. Hotbird’s 

broadcast languages include Arabic, English, French, German, Russian, Slovak, Czech, 

Polish, Armenian, etc.  

What about this counts as Arab satellite television? Should we presume to give a 

broad outline of the parameters, inside of which we shall consider broadcasts Arab and 

outside of which are non-Arab broadcasts? A linguistic parameter might seem to seem 

the most intuitive. Since we are trying to identify Arab satellite television then, perhaps 

obviously, we should say that channels that broadcast in the Arabic language constitute 

Arab satellite broadcasting.  

But this seemingly common sense definition quickly falls apart. Where to place 

the daily Nile News broadcasts (originating from the Egyptian Radio and Television 

Union) in French and English? What about the new Middle East Broadcast Center’s Farsi 

broadcasting aimed at Iran? Can we say that MBC, the first satellite broadcaster in Arabic 

and currently based in the United Arab Emirates broadcasting multiple free-to-air satellite 

channels to the Arab world, is not Arab? Does broadcasting in Farsi or English render the 

Arab-ness of the cultural product or producer moot?  
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Further, how to account for all of the broadcasts that come in so many different 

kinds of Arabics that are not necessarily mutually comprehensible? A Palestinian 

attempting to watch an Algerian drama broadcast on the official Algerian state satellite 

channel might throw her hands up in consternation, not only at the frustratingly different 

accent and different meanings of the same words but also at the profusion of Berber and 

French words that would render great swathes of the program beyond her linguistic 

capabilities. Is this Arabic? What gets to count as Arabic?   

Perhaps it’s possible, then, to put the parameters around the intention and the 

cultural location of production and distribution. That is, Arab satellite television, for our 

purposes, would consist of broadcasts that originated somewhere in the Arabic speaking 

region (regardless of the language of production) and that are aimed at viewers who live 

in the Arab world. However, these parameters fold just as quickly as the last. A very 

sizeable proportion of broadcasting available in the Arab world and aimed specifically at 

Arabic speaking audiences consists of North American, European, or South American 

productions. Sometimes these are dubbed or subtitled into Arabic, other times they are 

not. To discount these programs because they were the products of a ‘foreign’ field of 

cultural production defeats our purposes here entirely. Judging by their profusion and the 

amount of advertising surrounding them, this ‘foreign’ programming seems popular 

amongst Arabic-speaking audiences and can provide part of the material bases for the 

production of cultural imagination.  

Separating the cultural field of production from the cultural field of distribution or 

consumption for the purposes of analysis is less than satisfying in our contemporary age.  
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What it also does is reify false assumptions of an impermeable border that separates the 

“East” from the “West.” On what basis do cultural products such as the widely 

distributed television series “Heroes” belong more to an American audience than to an 

Egyptian one? Further, this kind of parameter would fail to account for the fact that it is 

possible to watch Arabic language television in the United States and that within that 

stream of programming it is possible to find shows that are produced within the United 

States, use English as their main language. One example is “What’s Up America?” which 

is broadcast (in English) on MBC America (available on Dish Network satellite) and 

finds itself slotted between Arabic language programs that were created in the Arabic 

speaking Middle East.  

Neither linguistic nor geographical parameters, in terms of production, 

distribution and consumption, help us to identify an essential Arab satellite  television. 

Perhaps the larger (and belabored) point here is that definitions that seek some sort of 

essence of Arab satellite broadcasting, just as those that seek an essential “Arab” or an 

essential “Egyptian Nation” might have worked in the era of state-centered “imagined 

communities” but are no longer satisfying, even as provisional definitions. These 

essentializing definitions are unsatisfying because they seek to describe something that 

isn’t there. Either the concept of Arab television is too small to incorporate the global 

flow of cultural production that has one of its nodes in satellite broadcasting distributed 

and consumed by those who consider themselves Arab, or it is too large to describe a 

cultural product that is produced and largely consumed in a particular country, even 

though it is distributed to a far wider audience. 
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Naomi Sakr, who has spent her academic career writing about Arab television 

crawls into this thorny underbrush by positing a conditional definition. She believes it is  

plausible to take a broad view of Arab television as an interconnected set of 

cultural industries, where production and exchange takes place across a market 

circumscribed not by tariffs or jurisdiction but by language. To take such an 

approach is to lay open the possibility that development of more complex and 

differentiated social and economic relations in the industry might entail shifts in 

power over public communication and cultural expression (2007, p. 2). 

 

Although Sakr’s definition is quite helpful in pointing out the interconnectedness 

of the different cultural industries across the region and the conditional form that the 

market takes, the definition nonetheless falls short. The problem here is that by 

attempting to find an “Arab” television we are embedding problematic assumptions that 

might push us even further away from a useful analysis. What, for example, if we are 

trying to use broadcasting to apprehend contemporary constructions of Arab in the first 

place? By choosing to look at the greater ‘whole’ of Arab television we have assumed 

our object before we’ve begun to even investigate it. ‘Arab’ television also presumes 

some sort of ethnic, linguistic or ideological unity of purpose in a production, 

distribution, and consumption environment marked above all by diversity of purpose, 

language, ideology, etc.  

Best, then, that we remember Pierre Bourdieu arguments on cultural production: 

that the main function of a cultural field is to contain the arguments it engenders about its 
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object. The field of literary production, for example, is a conflicted space of position and 

position-takings concerned with exerting various levels of pressure to produce the 

dominant definition “writer” or “literature” and thus to “delimit the population of those 

entitled to take part in the struggle to define the writer” (1993, p. 42). However, as 

Bourdieu points out, those looking to rise above those immediate discursive battles about 

‘writer’ or ‘literature’ to find some eternal definition of ‘writer’ or ‘literature’ are doomed 

to permanent frustration. Definitions pertain only in the immediate context of their 

utterance and depend upon these contemporary arguments for their coherence.  

The only membership requirement for a field of cultural production is the 

objective fact of producing effects within it (Bourdieu & Johnson, 1993, p. 42). 

Approaching ‘Arabic television’ as a literary field, then, allows us a kind of flexibility 

that goes beyond Sakr’s definition. With it we can see Arab television in a much more 

inclusive light that is appropriate to the conditions of contemporary communication made 

possible by new media technologies. Arab television, then, can be seen as a cultural field 

that is composed of television producers, financiers, writers, government censors, state 

bureaucracies, newspaper critics, bloggers, satellite technicians, all of whom have a 

desire to influence the definition of “Arab television” for widely varying purposes that 

include ideological desires, economic desires, personal ambition, and/or political power. 

This way of looking at ‘Arab television’ is not linguistically or geographically 

exclusive. Naomi Sakr in England, Marwan Kraidy in Pennsylvania, and even myself in 

Austin, Texas, for example, can be included in this definition of Arab television for we 

seek to have an influence on the definition of Arab television. (Though the varying levels 
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of power we exert on the definition certainly vary.) Looking at television production in 

terms of a cultural field allows (and forces) us to investigate the positions and discursive 

position-takings of closely related cultural field in which the field of Arab television 

production contributes strongly including the those fields that exert pressure to define 

‘nation,’ ‘Islam,’ and ‘Arab.’  

Having tried to describe the object of “Arab television” we now turn to a 

historical description of the rise of Arab satellite broadcasting. We will then move to a 

description of the contemporary state of satellite broadcasting in the MENA region.  

 

HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT OF ARABIC-ORIENTED SATELLITE BROADCASTING 

Arabsat 
The Arab world’s first steps into satellite technology were taken in 1967 as Arab 

countries, still stinging from the nakba (setback) in the war against Israel began planning 

for ways to improve intra-regional communication (Ridha, 1986). Concrete steps were 

taken in 1976 as the Arab league member states decided to officially support the 

establishment of the Arab Satellite Communication Organization (ARABSAT). In 1981 

ArabSat entered into a contract with French company EADS-Astrium for the 

manufacture of three first generation satellites which were launched on French Ariane 

rockets in 1985 (Arabsat, 2009c).  

With direct television broadcasting still largely unimagined, the initial Arabsat 

satellites were envisioned as a tool to enhance point-to-point communication potential 

within the Arab world. Looking back on imaginative speculation about technology can 
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highlight the utopian discourse that often surrounds it (cf. Marvin, 1988). It can also 

remind us to be cautious about predictive work.  

One example of early discursive position-taking on satellite broadcasting, written 

on the occasion of the launch of the first Arabsat in 1985, highlights the power of the new 

technology to bring modernity to the rural Middle East. The author celebrates the 

potential for non-urban areas to have access to virtual doctors, university students to have 

access to new satellite universities, and Arab scientists to study space (Durra, 1985). He 

also underestimates the potential of satellites to change communication outside of the 

strict world of business. “The Arab businessman of the 1980's, with his microcomputers 

and instant communications, will soon be looking back with disbelief at the days when he 

had to stand in a long queue at the local post office to send a telegram. Instead he will 

soon be able to turn on, for example, a facsimile transmitter and send documents from 

Jiddah to Tunis in minutes” (Durra, 1985). 

More important than anachronistic predictions, though, is the discursive 

positioning of the new satellite. Already posited as an Arab project by virtue of having 

arisen from an Arab league mandate, early discussion on the technology centered around 

its potential to unify Arabs. According to Ali Al Mashtat, the director general of Arabsat 

in 1985, the satellite would enhance 

...rapid economic growth, increasing cultural exchanges and the awareness of the 

Arab people of...their role on the international scene...(fulfilling) the need for 

advanced, reliable communication systems capable of meeting the requirements 

of the various Arab countries, in terms of telephone, telegraph, Telex and 
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information exchange in addition to television and radio requirements (qtd. in 

Durra, 1985). 

 

Latif Jassim, the Iraqi minister of information (whose government was involved 

in a war with the non-Arab Iranians at the time) spelled out the discursive conditions the 

new satellite would be entering into: "This is a national strategic project which realizes 

the national ambitions of the Arab people..."(qtd. In Durra, 1985). And yet the way in 

which concerns over the cultural potential of the new satellite were handled speak more 

to a reality of splintered Arab states than a single Arab nation. Although the initial 

satellite created the space on its C-band for direct broadcasting of a “community” 

television channel to the entire Arab world these broadcasts did not take place. Arab 

ministers of information could not agree on the educational and entertainment content to 

appear on the community channel and thus blocked its broadcast (Kavanaugh, 1998, p. 

92). 

The Arab League embargo on all things Egyptian in the aftermath of their peace 

treaty with Israel (cf. Lavy, 1984) lasted from 1977 to 1989 and isolated the country from 

its Arab neighbors. However, their immediate concern upon being brought back into the 

Arab fold was to participate in the discursive construction of an Arab state. In 1989 long-

serving Egyptian Information Minister Safwat Sharif envisioned the specific goal for 

Egyptian satellite broadcasting as dealing with “Arab” problems (as opposed to simply 

Egyptian ones) and should not be “limited to the restricted national context.” (Sakr, 2001, 

p. 32)  Later Sheriff charged Egyptian satellite television with “safeguarding Arab and 
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Egyptian national security” (Sakr, 2001, p. 33) in the face of oppositional extremist 

Muslim organizations arrayed against the state.  

It was this kind of anxiety about security that served as the catalyst propelling 

Egypt into the satellite age during the first Persian Gulf War (Desert Storm). Two factors 

in particular effected Egyptian broadcast policy. The first was the rise to international 

relevance of the American cable broadcaster, Cable News Network (CNN) during the run 

up to the war. The Egyptian Radio and Television Union was eager to bring attention to a 

war in which the nation was involved, but found itself with little in-house ability to 

transmit news from Iraq or Kuwait in 1991. They relied on CNN eventually relaying 

approximately 700 hours of the network’s broadcast feed on local terrestrial television 

during the war (Guaaybess, 2001). The global rise to prominence of CNN during the war, 

in which the entire world seemed to be tuned in to their broadcasts from Baghdad, 

contributed to a growing awareness of the power of transnational broadcasting (Allen, 

1994; Kellner, 1992; Robinson, 1999). It also highlighted the precarious situation of 

states which had to negotiate between wanting the ability to consume international 

information and wanting to control the flow of information in and out of their borders.  

The second factor was Egyptian state anxiety over the potential vulnerability of 

national troops sent to fight on the side of Americans during the war. While being 

stationed in Kuwait might have protected Egyptians from direct military attack by the 

Iraqis but they couldn’t be shielded from Iraqi broadcast propaganda.  This anxiety 

wasn’t unjustified. Arab and Egyptian public opinion at the time tilted towards viewing 

the war as an act of American imperialism and Saddam Hussein was personally popular 
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amongst ordinary Arabs (cf. Telhami, 1993). Egyptian authorities were used to being 

solely capable of determining what kind of information its citizens were subject to. To 

deal with this situation, the Egyptian government began leasing a transponder on the 

underused ArabSat in order to broadcast their own news and information to their soldiers 

(Ayad, 2000; Sakr, 2001). Thus, in 1990, was the Egyptian Satellite Channel (ESC) born 

and the country inducted itself into the satellite age.  

Egypt was well placed to take advantage of the broadcasting space on Arabsat. 

Satellite broadcasting, as Sakr points out, “required no major innovation in terms of 

media production or new departure in terms of government policy, since Egyptian radio 

and television had long been used as an arm of government, and funds had always been 

made available for expansion.” (2001, p. 30). 

As ESC began to draw Arabic speaking viewers who were already accustomed to 

Egyptian programming on their terrestrial stations, Egyptian communication policy 

makers began planning to enter satellite broadcasting more directly. The first satellite 

owned and operated by a single Arab country, NileSat, was launched in 1997 under a 

contract with Matra Marconi space at an estimated cost of $158 million (Sakr, 2001) and 

carried 12 transponders with an expected life of 15 years (Forrester, 2008b). NileSat, 

broadcasting in French and English as well as Arabic, was a direct attempt to market 

Egypt to non-Arab audiences (Sakr, 2001). A second satellite, NileSat 102, was launched 

in 2001.  
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Contemporary Infrastructural Issues  
The contemporary moment in Arab satellite broadcasting is characterized by 

explosive expansion, a growing scarcity of bandwidth and an increasing desire to 

differentiate audiences. As of January 2008 the NileSat fleet was carrying 415 video 

channels, of which 300 were free to air and the rest subscriber-based (Forrester, 2008b). 

ArabSat, according to its own statistics, is currently carrying in excess of 350 channels 

(Arabsat, 2009a). Many of these channels are replicated, but according to the Arab 

Satellite Broadcasting Union (a committee of the Arab League) there are approximately 

520 “multipurpose, multilingual” channels on offer from 250 “Arab corporations.” Out of 

these 250 “Arab corporations” 24 are public corporations and 226 are private 

corporations (Union, 2009).  

While the majority of these stations are located on NileSat and Arabsat and thus 

include a footprint not only of the Arab world but much of Europe as well, “Arab 

corporations” also rebroadcast on the following satellites Eurobird 1, Noorsat , Eutelsat Ii 

F3, Eutelsat Hotbird, Intelsat 701,  703,  705 Nss 806,  Nss 7,  Hispasat 1c,  Optus 3,  

Telestar 5, Asiasat 2,  Asiasat 35,  Orion, Echostar,  Panamsat Pas 4.2.3, Tiacom (ibid). 

While most of these channels, broadcasting on NileSat or ArabSat, reach only Europe 

and the Middle East, other channels’ broadcasts can be received in Asia, North and South 

America as well.  

Running low on capacity in the face of stiff demand for satellite broadcasting in 

the Arab world, NileSat has recently signed a contract with Eutelsat, whose footprint 

includes much of the Arab world, to rent broadcasting transponders on the satellite 
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system (Forrester, 2008a). In 2008 the company signed a contract to launch NileSat 202 

which will have an expanded capacity of 24 transponders and is expected to be launched 

in 2010 (Forrester, 2008a). ArabSat currently operates a fleet of four satellites. Recently 

ArabSat CEO Kalid Belkheyour insisted that a plan to launch a new satellite every year 

until 2012 had not been derailed by the world economic downturn. The plan includes 

replacing existing satellites and to launch three new high capacity satellites (Greenwood, 

2009). 

Infrastructure Ownership 
Both NileSat and ArabSat are subject to complex ownership schemes. As a 

company chartered by the Arab League, ArabSat is theoretically owned by all the ‘Arab 

people.’ It is in fact managed by a general assembly which is, as stipulated by the Arab 

League charter, is composed of telecommunications ministers of each Arab member-

company. On a practical level, however, ArabSat is managed by a board of directors 

whose members are nine annually elected representatives from Arab member states. Of 

those nine members, five are described as being from the ‘main shareholders,’ two are 

elected from “recommended users with the highest capacity usage,” and two are “elected 

members from recommended users with the best payment records” (Arabsat, 2009b). 

Despite its connection to Arab states, the company functions much like a private 

enterprise. CEO Khaled Balkheyour manages a corporate structure that seeks to expand 

in much the same way as strictly private companies by, for example, swallowing or 

partnering with other companies at the edge of the industry (Holmes, 2007). 
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NileSat initially arose as an initiative of the government of Egypt and is often 

described as a government-run corporation. However, the Chairman of NileSat, Amin 

Basyouni insists on private sector status for his company. Basyouni goes so far as to deny 

government influence.  

No! The Egyptian Radio and Television Union (the major shareholder of 

NileSat) is owned by the government, but it has just 40 percent of the 

budget... Someone once came to me from the US embassy in Cairo, asking 

me to remove the Lebanese Al Manar channel from NileSat, because they 

are against it, because of Hezbollah. I said I have no right to do that. He 

said I talked to the ministry of foreign affairs, I said I am not part of the 

Egyptian government; I cannot take orders from them. He said alright I 

will talk to the ministry of information, I said am not obliged to obey any 

of them I have nothing to do with the content of the channels. I am not an 

official of the government (qtd. in Battah, 2008) 

 

The description of Nilesat as private sector is, however, somewhat inaccurate. 

Although the company’s public figures contradict each other within their public website, 

the major shareholders are ERTU (40%), The Egyptian Company For Investment 

Projects (ECIP) 15% (Nilesat, 2009a) or 9% (Nilesat, 2009b); Arabian Organization Of 

Industrialization (AOI) 10%; National Bank of Egypt 7.5%; and Cairo Bank 7.5%. Public 

shareholders are variously listed at 14% and 20% within the same website (Nilesat, 

2009a). A perfunctory internet search of the companies listed shows that each is either 
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wholly or partially owned by the Egyptian government. The board of directors is 

composed of representatives from each of the shareholders.  

The explosive increase of satellite use has encouraged new players to enter the 

Middle East and North Africa (MENA) market which is estimated to generate over $750 

million annually (Forrester, 2009). SmartSat, composed of a group of Jordanian and 

Kuwaiti television companies, recently announced plans for a $500 million satellite 

operation to be based in Dubai (Qabs, 2009). Billing itself as the first privately owned 

Arab satellite company, SmartSat looks to launch its own satellite by 2011 (Batool, 

2009). Another competitor is YahSat, owned by the United Arab Emirates (UAE), who is 

looking to launch two satellites to provide broadband internet, HD television services, 

and military satellite services for the UAE (YahSat, 2009).  

The new satellite companies are entering the field because of the shrinking 

availability of televisual bandwidth. With NileSat already scrambling to secure space on 

Eutelsat and ArabSat committing to launching new satellites to upgrade its capacity and 

replace its fleet, it’s seems clear that the major players in the satellite market perceive 

continued demand. The next big issue facing satellite infrastructure operators and 

television programmers alike is High Definition Television. Currently unused in the 

Middle East, HDTV requires higher bandwidth usage than standard definition television.  
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PROGRAMMING ISSUES 

Ownership 
 The Arab Satellite Broadcasting Union estimates that there are 250 “Arab 

corporations” transmitting or retransmitting satellite channels of which 24 are listed as 

“private” (Union, 2009). In addition to failing to specify what counts as an “Arab 

corporation” ABSU casts doubt upon its own statistics citing the “unavailability of 

accurate information sources” and the rapidly changing nature of the field. This 

highlights the difficulty of speaking about “Arab broadcasting” ownership issues. Topics 

such as audience composition, advertising revenue, precise terms of incorporation and 

clear ownership, are all shrouded in the kind of secrecy common to much political and 

business information in the Arab world (Sakr, 2007).  Attempts by this researcher to talk 

to representatives of major MENA broadcasters, including ERTU, ART and MBC were 

often rebuffed for fear of giving away trade secrets. 

 The little information available usually comes from trade and business 

publications that focus on the MENA region and is often based on the press releases of 

the companies involved. What is clear at this point is that broadcasting aimed at the Arab 

Middle East can be characterized by a diversity of programming and a diversity of 

broadcasting ownership, if not necessarily a thriving diversity of viewpoints. 

 Among the major players in the field of satellite programming are the 

broadcasting organs of national governments and rapidly expanding private corporations 

that have close ties to these governments. Strictly private broadcasters similar to the 

United States broadcast model are not in evidence in Arab broadcasting. This is not 
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surprising given the historical development of broadcasting as a state enterprise in every 

country in the MENA region, save Lebanon. As Naomi Sakr points out, “The arrival of 

satellite channels did not in itself rupture the relations of patronage that had previously 

dominated the region’s television output. A changing system of ownership, in which 

some owners were nominally private, did not immediately hand market power to 

consumers or to cultural producers and other professionals” (2007, p. 2). 

 However, this collusion between nominally ‘private’ broadcasters and nominally 

‘public’ governments should not be taken to mean that Arab audiences have less power or 

more power than their American counterparts. As Chomsky and Herman point out, a 

media system doesn’t need to be government owned to support the status quo (Chomsky, 

2001). 

 Despite the profound expansion in satellite programming and the resulting 

fragmentation of its national audience, the government owned Egyptian Radio and 

Television Union (ERTU) remains a central player in television production and 

distribution in the region. ERTU’s strength is a result of its terrestrial broadcast control of 

the largest single market in the Arab world (estimated by the Egyptian government to be 

in excess of 75 million (CAPMAS, 2010)) and its close connection with NileSat and its 

region-wide audience. ERTU maintains a staff of 37,000 people and owns and operates 

30 television channels (Khallaf, 2005). Among those 30 channels, ERTU manages the 

Nile Specialty channels which are produced specifically for satellite broadcasting and 

include Nile News, Nile Drama (which broadcasts first and second run ‘soap operas’) and 

a channel aimed at children.  
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 ERTU’s most effective power in satellite programming is realized in its content 

purchasing. As most dramatic serials need to be sold to multiple buyers for rebroadcast 

on multiple channels in order to realize a profit, ERTU stands as a sort of economic 

gatekeeper. As a purchaser of content for both satellite and terrestrial broadcasting, 

ERTU has a wide reach. Not only does the Egyptian audience, as the largest market for 

televisual products in the MENA region, provide television producers with potential 

economic wealth but also cultural capital. In order for a show to be seen as successful 

(and thus lock in funding for the producer’s next project) it has to be seen as a success in 

the largest and most developed television market in the region (Attalah, 2008). As the 

gatekeeper to this market, ERTU thus has vast sway in deciding what is going to be 

considered as popular and thus what is going to generate cultural and economic capital.   

 1991 saw not only the birth of the Nile Satellite Channels and Egypt’s entry into 

the satellite realm, but also the launch of the Middle East Broadcast Center (MBC). MBC 

was formed in London, financed by Saudi investors with ties to the Saudi ruling family 

and staffed by Lebanese (Kraidy, 2002). Broadcasting from London on satellite and 

retransmitted terrestrially in many countries, MBC developed a reputation for Western-

style production values (Ayish, 1997) and re-broadcasting popular Arab and Western 

television serials. In 2002, MBC moved its broadcasting facilities to Dubai.  

Though no statistics are available to support the claim, MBC is considered one of 

the most successful free-to-air satellite broadcasters. It has also moved into co-financing 

original productions, including Malek Farouq. MBC currently broadcasts 9 channels in 

various market niches and focusing on various languages. including MBC 1, 2 (primarily 
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American and European serials) 3, and 4 as well as MBC Persia, MBC Drama, MBC 

Action, Al Arabiyya (Al Jazeera’s primary 24 hour news competitor), and MBC Max. 

According to Marwan Kraidy, MBC is one of the major media players in the region that 

sets the tone for pan-Arab discourse (2006b). 

In addition to the multiple free-to-air satellite television channels, the Arabic 

speaking region also hosts subscription television services. This field is dominated by 

three companies, Arabic Radio and Television (ART), Orbit, and Showtime Arabia. 

Showtime Arabia is a joint venture of Kuwait Projects Company (Holding) and Viacom 

Inc. (Khalil, 2005) while ART is owned by Saudi citizen Salah Abdullah Kamel. Orbit, 

also privately owned by Saudis, launched in 1994 with the goal of targeting a niche 

market of affluent professionals (Sakr, 2007). Each of these subscription based 

broadcasters works by selling proprietary satellite receiver equipment to viewers and then 

charging monthly rates. It is not uncommon to find homes with three or four satellite 

receivers. 

The subscription services garner audiences by offering original and rebroadcast 

content that is not available on any of the free-to-air channels broadcasting in Arabic. 

Examples include exclusive broadcast rights to sporting events, such as that purchased by 

ART during the 2006 World Cup and then resold in parcels to national broadcasters 

(BBC, 2006), first-run movies, and first-run serials (in Arabic and other languages.) 

Consolidation and differentiation 
One of the distinguishing features of contemporary broadcasting on NileSat and 

ArabSat, as well as the peripheral satellites that are used to target the Arabic-speaking 
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Middle East, is the relatively undifferentiated character of the satellite market. Programs 

are broadcast to the entire Arab world simultaneously. This happens despite the fact that 

the time difference between the western end of the Arabic speaking world and the Eastern 

end is four hours and despite the different linguistic, cultural, and historical conditions of 

different national and regional markets. 

In an area as geographically vast as the Arabic speaking Middle East and as 

saturated with the contemporary profusion of Arabic language channels the major players 

in broadcasting are looking for ways to wring more revenue out of the Arabic 

broadcasting market. Television executives from the major broadcasters have recently 

approached ArabSat with a request to split their pan-Arab broadcast into three separate 

beams (Jaafar, 2009). The result would be three separate markets, the Levant and Gulf, 

Egypt, and North Africa.  

As Jaafar points out, although current broadcast technology provides a pan-Arab 

reach to broadcasters, achieving pan-Arab programming success does not derive simply 

from the technology. “The jewel in any satcaster’s sked for many years has been the 

ability to deliver a show that appealed to Arab auds everywhere across the geographically 

and culturally diverse region” (2009). Although a few programs have achieved this status, 

such as Lebanon Broadcasting Corporation’s (LBC) Star Academy (Kraidy, 2006b) and 

(Lebanese broadcaster) Future TV’s “Superstar,” (Jaafar, 2009) most programs have to 

rely on niche audiences to achieve any kind of success. The problem here is that 

producing shows for niche audiences can be expensive, especially given the vast number 

of channels in the region trying to reach similar niche audiences.  
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It is likely that in order to cut costs and eliminate competition the market for 

Arabic language broadcasting will see the same kinds of consolidation pressures that 

have shrunk the number of owners in other broadcast markets globally. This is already in 

evidence with Saudi Prince Waleed Bin Talal increasing his ownership stake in the 

popular Lebanese broadcaster LBC and merging that channel with his music production, 

distribution, performance, and music video empire Rotana (Jaafar, 2008). This puts 

Waleed in a Rupert Murdoch-like role in Middle Eastern broadcasting with six Rotana 

channels (Mouzika- music, Khalijiyya- Arabian Gulf countries, Clip- music videos, 

tarab- golden era Arabic music, cinema – Arabic language films, zaman – classic Arabic 

films), Al Risala a religious (Muslim) station, LBC, Fox Movies, and Fox Series (joint 

ventures with Fox broadcasting mostly American movies and serials respectively.) 

Privatization  
 The new satellite regime, with its apparent proliferation of choice, has ignited 

debates about the privatization of state media in the Arabic speaking countries. Indeed, in 

the face of the profusion of new channels, many of them adopting internationally familiar 

technical and narrative standards and successfully competing for various national 

audiences, it becomes harder for governments to justify expensive state broadcasting. 

 Nowhere is this debate more pointed than in Egypt. The state, under some 

pressure from domestic and international neo-liberal actors, has approached the issue of 

media privatization in reverse, of sorts. Instead of allowing for private broadcast licenses 

(especially in the area of news) or selling off state-run media assets, the state of Egypt 

entered the discursive arena of “media privatization” by allowing private equity to be 
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invested in state-controlled media projects. These (so-called) privatization efforts have 

been centered around the specialty channels for NileSat and “Media City.”  NileSat 

currently has a budget of LE60 million (approximately $15 million) of which the news 

program takes up half (Khallaf, 2005). However, while nominally independent, NileSat 

programming falls under the administrative reach of ERTU. The NileSat bouquet is thus 

is for all intents and purposes part of the wider constellation of Egyptian state television 

which currently consists of 30 channels administered by ERTU and staffed by an 

estimated 30,000 employees (ibid). 

Despite the proliferation of new channels and the attendant rise in the need for 

increased production infrastructure to fill them, the Egyptian state does not look to be 

seriously divesting privatizing anytime soon. Even with the intense focus on privatization 

of Egyptian industry and services across the economy, media privatization has so far 

received only lip service from government officials. And that lip service is usually 

negative. Information minister Safwat Sheriff encapsulated Egyptian policy makers 

imaginings of the power of the media and the need to maintain government control over 

it in 1999. “The Egyptian media are not for sale. I'm not in favour of privatising the 

media, nor for selling the tools that shape the Egyptian mind and protect it against the 

challenges facing our developing country” (Sabra, 1999). 

Amin Basyouni, CEO of NileSat and longtime state media employee echoes these 

sentiments with an argument that private channels are pandering to consumers’ worst 

impulses and not the citizens’ best.  
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If we want to liberate the ownership from the government to the hand of the 

private sector-- is there any danger? Yes. They (private investors) will not feel 

any obligations toward the society or the homeland. They want to generate 

profits; that's all. So if it suits them, they will sell songs, sex, anything. The world 

is progressing in so many fields and we are just singing; that’s all (qtd. In Battah, 

2008). 

In this way, pro-state media arguments discursively position the government’s 

role as a protector of the people’s interest and not as another party that is interested in 

exerting instrumental control over those people.   

In addition to anxiety over the loss of ideological control over their citizens, it is 

in the interest of the state to maintain control over broadcast media because of the 

potential revenues it can generate. However, despite the potentially enormous revenue 

waiting to be generated from advertising on Egypt’s satellite channels, the field of 

advertising is still firmly within the nepotistic hands of state-run advertising brokers. 

These brokers, who do not have to pay taxes, push private firms out of the market and 

turn around and sell advertising slots at reduced rates. According to Sakr, “the approach 

to advertising on Egypt’s numerous satellite channels in the late 90’s provided yet more 

evidence that income from the channels themselves was not the chief motive behind 

them. They were linked instead to the ruling elite’s determination to present an image of 

Egypt as a ‘cohesive community’ to viewers at home and abroad” (2001, p. 6) 

In 2005, the decision was taken to make NileSat’s specialty channels available on 

terrestrial broadcast systems. That decision was described by Gamal Al Shaer, a noted 
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Egyptian broadcaster, as “made to guarantee the loyalty of as wide an Egyptian audience 

as possible to the government owned channels, especially in the light of regional 

competition." (Khallaf, 2005) 

Aware of the growing global importance, both economically and politically, of 

media production, in the early 2000’s the Egyptian government began building a massive 

studios to produce media for Egypt, the region, and foreign companies. The Media 

Production City outside of Cairo had already received $550 million worth of construction 

investments before it even opened (Sakr, 1999). The project, envisioned as another 

investment to boost Egypt’s status in the region, includes a “media (tax) free zone”, 

multiple studios, printing houses, hotels, and other amenities. However, the project has 

been plagued by cost overruns, lackluster profits, and corruption charges (El Din, 2006).  

NEWS BROADCASTING AND THE POLITICAL PUBLIC SPHERE 
The area where satellite broadcasting has brought the most change and received 

the most attention is in the conflicted field of news broadcasting. Once the exclusive and 

guarded province of state-run broadcasters from Morocco to Iraq, new players have 

transformed not only technical and editorial standards of news broadcasts but also 

audience expectations. Perhaps the most discussed element of contemporary Arabic 

language broadcasting is the debate has centered around the purported transformative 

power of Al Jazeera. The Arabic language satellite broadcaster, which began transmitting 

from Qatar in 1996, has been both verbally and physically attacked by the United States2, 

                                                
2  In April 2003, Al Jazeera reporter Tariq Ayoub was killed by a US jet in Baghdad, Iraq. While 
the US claims that the killing was an accident of war, Al Jazeera believed that they had been deliberately 
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and criticized and periodically banned in nearly every Arabic speaking country. The news 

station has also been widely praised by commentators from both East and West for its 

regionally groundbreaking method of encouraging uncensored critical debate (El 

Nawawy, 2002; Lynch, 2006). As one book title puts it, Al Jazeera has transcended its 

status as a simple television station and become a phenomenon  (M. Zayani, 2005). As a 

phenomenon, Al Jazeera stands in as the symbol for the regional explosion of Arabic-

language satellite broadcasters that has been taking place since the 1990’s. 

 Perhaps some of the hype is justified. In a substantial way, Al Jazeera has altered 

the political landscape in the Arab Middle East. It was the first television station in 

Arabic to make regional politics its main focus (Lynch, 2003, p. 85). For the first time 

Arabic speaking viewers had access to discussion shows and news that maintained a 

critical distance from Arab governments. Also, for the first time an Arabic language 

television station was being discussed around the globe by various foreign governments 

and its clips were being shown on foreign television stations. These kinds of changes are 

capable of adding complex layers to the subjectivity of viewers who now find themselves 

being treated as a critically thinking audiences as opposed to being patronized as obedient 

national subjects.  

 

                                                                                                                                            
targetted by the American forces. For a more in-depth discussion of this incident, see the documentary film 
Control Room (Noujaim, 2004). 
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DISCUSSION: EGYPTIAN AND ARAB BROADCASTING AND THE PUBLIC SPHERE 
The salient changes brought about by satellite broadcasting in Egypt and the 

Arabic-speaking world can be described as follows: increased access to political 

information and entertainment; an increasing shift in the mode of address from that aimed 

at citizens to that aimed at consumers; and increased competition for transnational Arabic 

speaking audiences. These changes have the potential to profoundly affect the articulation 

of culture, and thus politics and social-life in the region. However, these changes need to 

be historically contextualized. Arabs and Egyptians have been subject to a modernizing 

process that has been (contentiously) taking place since the late 19th century. The power 

of new regimes of communication, including the internet and satellite broadcasting, to 

both create and reflect cultural transformation represents an intensification of earlier 

trends first set in motion by radio broadcasting.  

 By allowing access to political, social and spiritual narratives that lie beyond the 

control of the state, satellite broadcasting and the internet have opened the doors to 

different ways of relating the self to the culture at large. In terms of sheer choice, the new 

communication regimes offer the building blocks for individuals to imagine themselves 

as part of the larger world in ways never imagined possible. These communication media 

are both of a reflection of and a catalyst for the globalization and regionalization of 

culture. Access to information about the wider world forces Arabs to live in the larger 

narratives of global modernity. 

In terms of the nation, broadcasting in Egypt can function as the site of new forms 

of cultural articulation, a place where visions of the national polity meet the polity. 
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Television in Egypt is a space where almost all elements of society can share common 

issues and feel themselves members of a common public, what Horace Newcomb  once 

called a “cultural forum” (Newcomb, 1994, p. 508).  

For Marc Lynch this new communication regime has ushered in a new pan-Arab 

public sphere in which a plethora of voices are involved in political discussion.  

Rather than imposing a single, overwhelming consensus, the new satellite 

television stations, along with newspapers, Internet sites, and many other sites of 

public communication, challenged Arabs to argue, to disagree, and to question the 

status quo. These public arguments, passionate in their invocation of an aggrieved 

Arab identity, sometimes oppressively conformist and sometimes bitterly divisive, 

sensationalist but liberating, defined a new kind of Arab public and a new kind of 

Arab politics (Lynch, 2006, p. 2). 

 This “new Arabic public” (2006, p. 2) is transforming Arab political culture and 

challenging the state’s hold over information flow. This new public rejects the tradition 

of forced public consensus and has the experience of witnessing (non-violent) public 

disagreement which, according to Lynch, is an expectation vital to pluralist politics. The 

new Arab public has forced Arab leaders to justify their positions and generated a sense 

of urgency for change that’s been long lacking. “While this new Arab public cannot alone 

substitute for electoral democracy, it is doing something in many ways more important: 

building the underpinnings of a more liberal, pluralist politics rooted in a vocal, critical 

public sphere” (2006, p. 3). 
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The new Arab public’s arguments take place within a common frame of 

reference, what Lynch calls an “Arab identity discourse” which has “dramatically 

affected conceptions of Arab and Muslim identity, linking together geographically distant 

issues and placing them within a common Arab “story”” (2006, p. 4). 

In Lynch’s new Arab public, Arab and Islamic identities serve as a reference point 

but no single set of orientations necessarily follow from that identity. He argues that 

while this shared identity and access to new technologies of message dissemination have 

reshaped regional and international political terrain, there remains no mechanism for 

translating ideas into outcomes. This, Lynch argues, leads to this new Arab public sphere 

being increasingly consumed by sensationalism and anger which threatens to undermine 

its contribution to liberal reforms. 

Lynch is not off the mark in his contention that  contemporary modes of 

communication, and the messages that pass through them, are changing subjectivities in 

the Middle East as well as the world at large. But can we, or should we call it a “public 

sphere” in the Habermasian sense? Jurgen Habermas defined the public sphere as being 

"made up of private people gathered together as a public and articulating the needs of 

society with the state" (1991, p. 176). This concept, considered necessary for democracy, 

identifies a sphere of deliberative discussion between civil society and the state where 

informed discussion and reasoned agreement leads to political articulation and ultimately 

to political change.  

Does the notion of an Egyptian or a larger Arab public sphere help or hinder us 

from apprehending the Egyptian nation in its moment of televisual articulation? As 
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Crossley and Roberts  point out in their discussion of Habermas, the genesis of this new 

public space in Western Europe was shaped by the emergence of a philosophical concept 

and consciousness of ‘publics’ and their importance (2004, p. 3).  One of the key 

historical changes facilitating the rise of public sphere was the increasing differentiation 

of society and particularly the separation of political authority from the sphere of 

everyday life. This happened through centralization of political power in a national state 

making power more remote, and by the separation of church and state and the resulting 

“differentiation of public norms (eg law) and private moral belief consequent upon this 

separation” (2004, p. 3). The forming of publics (as a process of collectivization) could 

only take place against the background of a new form of privatization: that of the self and 

subjectivity. Public spheres mediate between the state and private individuals and as such 

they presuppose a private sphere and private subjectivity (2004, p. 3) 

On a surface level the notion of an Egyptian public sphere can help us to 

contextualize changing concepts of subjectivity. Historically, Arab and Egyptian 

audiences (as such) fit the model as they were brought into being as audiences by a 

combination of the rise of a centralized nation state and new communication 

technologies. Further, this model provides a ready analysis of the role of television as at 

least some form of deliberative public sphere in a case where the democratic aspirations 

of society are explicitly and implicitly thwarted on a political level by the state. In other 

words an argument can be made that it functions (in an imperfect way) to air issues of 

significance to the Egyptian polity in a way that might help to relieve political tensions.  
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However, there are significant problems in applying Habermas’ theories to 

cultural histories other than those they were originally intended to describe. Firstly, 

Habermas’ ideas are based on the implicit assumption that the societies under study 

wanted or were seemingly destined to become democratic. This teleological perspective 

might be problematic, at least in the Egyptian case. While there has been a strong current 

of discursive constructions of democracy in modern Egyptian history, there have been 

equally strong currents for forms of government that are not based on Western European 

liberal models.  

Hirschkind  for example, points out that Islamicist ideology, which he sees as 

embodied in the concept of da’awa, or the call to piety, explicitly rejects one of the 

seemingly necessary tenets for a Habermasian notion of public sphere, the separation 

between the public and the private (2006, p. 39). He argues that the da’awa transgresses 

this distinction in a way uncomfortable to liberals.  

Du’at (plural of da’awa) render public issues that the liberal state relegates to the 

private sphere of individual choice – the modesty of ones dress, the precision of 

gesture in prayer… as well as questions of Quranic interpretation and religious 

authority…. Da’wa for this reason constitutes an obstacle to the state’s attempt to 

secure a social domain where national citizens are free to make modern choices, 

as it re-politicizes those choices, subjecting them to a public scrutiny oriented 

around the task of establishing the conditions for the practice of Islamic virtues 

(2006, p. 39). 
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The trouble here is that while the concept of the nation seems to be imagined 

globally, its articulation in any given place is dependent upon specific historical contexts 

and spaces. Thus what constitutes the ideal nation is necessarily apprehended differently 

in contemporary and historical Egypt than in those original Enlightenment circumstances 

around which European ideas of public sphere and nation were born. If, to follow the 

lines of the argument, the public sphere was born in Western Europe out of specific 

political and social conditions that brought into being a concept of public, and if the 

nation, as Anderson (1991) describes it, was born out of specific European social 

conditions (even if it later became ‘modular’) then it seems to follow that Egyptian 

cultural and political conditions call for a different theorizing of both the nation and 

publics.  

Secondly, Habermas’ theory of the public sphere is centered around national 

dialog. While Lynch and others argue that pan-Arab satellite broadcasting is a step 

towards democracy in the Arab world (Hafez, 2004; Lynch, 2006), and others argue quite 

successfully that these kinds of electronic media play a significant role in opening the 

imagination for a transformation of the self and society (Appadurai, 1996, p. 3) these 

media are nonetheless extra-national. The transformations may take place inside of a 

national context, states may be affected, but the creative or transformative impulses that 

Egyptians are subject to come from much more than simply national sources. Lynch 

might quite correct in arguing that new modes of pan-Arab communication are raising 

political and social expectations for Arabs, but in the marked absence of institutions that 

can translate these expectations into action, might it be misleading to call this discursive 
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space a public sphere with its teleological bent towards democratic society? Maybe the 

gap between new expectations and political realities contribute not towards democracy, 

but instead to increasing violence.  

Third among the many reasons why the theory of a deliberative public sphere fails 

to fully apply to Egyptian television in specific and Egyptian culture in general has to do 

with the government’s didactic approach to its citizens. From the beginnings both of the 

Egyptian Arab Republic in the 1950’s and television broadcasting, the state has 

envisioned its role as dragging its citizens along towards a modernity it defined 

(Armbrust, 1996). That this approach is pedagogical and perhaps overdetermining 

towards its citizens does not mean that publics are not transformed in the process. Walter 

Armbrust, writes of Egyptian media, “In exploring the meaning of modernization, mass 

media are part of the public space that is explored in them, and they help to define it. 

They not only describe, they also simulate the spaces in which people can try out 

different social roles” (1999, p. 107). For Armbrust, media “are especially significant 

sites of social experimentation because they are at once removed and engaged, observers 

of the public space that their activities also define.”  

What this pedagogical approach implies is that the Egyptian state has been less 

than interested in encouraging a deliberative public sphere. In paternalistic state discourse 

Egyptian publics, which could (and sometimes do) turn into Egyptian mobs are 

simultaneously to be feared and educated. Contrary to an idealized public sphere in which 

the citizens deliberatively transform the state, we have in Egypt a case where the reverse 

is sought.  
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The Egyptian state’s most significant threat in the contemporary moment comes 

in the form of Islamism and what is at stake is the struggle to define the public. Shall the 

public be, as the state would have it, a group of people confined by borders and defined 

by their adherence to a nationalist ideology of which the state is the ultimate determinant, 

or shall they be, as the Islamists want, united by their piety and brotherhood in faith 

ignoring borders and ignoring the corrupt state? 

Thus do Islamicists contest the fundamental presumptions of the modern Egyptian 

state and struggle to redefine the terms of public debate. This highlights one of the most 

significant problem of Egyptian, post-Nasserist nationalist intellectuals, including those 

who produce television serials independently from the Egyptian government. Namely, 

where to situate themselves in a battle between a state they feel is corrupt and Islamicists 

who would undercut all of what the intellectuals see as their gains over the last century. 

Indeed, as Abu-Lughod points out, while Egyptian terrestrial television 

broadcasting is under the direct control of the government this does not mean that the 

messages it contains are necessarily pro-government (1997, p. 311). TV producers, who 

often receive minimal government funding and produce their works outside of the direct 

control of the state, and government censors who hold the last card jockey with each 

other to incorporate their own perspectives into television. Where they do come together, 

Abu-Lughod argues, is on this contest over the place of Islam. "They nevertheless 

participate in a shared discourse about nationhood and citizenship that manifests itself 

most directly these days in their treatment of religion. Their television dramas thus play 

an important part in the most pressing political contests in Egypt (and other 
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predominately Muslim countries): the contest over the place of Islam in social and 

political life.” (1997, p. 311) 

However, this shared discourse is often more marked by its conspicuous absence 

than its presence. Abu-Lughod concludes that with the exception of the popular Hilmiyya 

Nights, the television serials of the late 80’s “maintain an noticeable silence on Islamic 

movements and deliberately ignore the alternative vision these movements offer of 

Islam’s place in Egypt’s future… for specific political reasons.” (1997, p. 312) 

 Instead, she sees the serials as centering around “the struggles of good, decent 

people and families to remain so in these trying times” and deal with the failings of post-

Nasser Egypt (L. Abu-Lughod, 1997, p. 312). The Egyptian series she analyzes, 

“personify morality and immorality not by contrasting tradition and modernity or local 

vs. western but by two social classes: those that took advantage of Sadat’s 1970’s 

opening of the economy to Western investment and those that didn’t largely leaving an 

Islamic-oriented morality out of the equation. For Abu-Lughod, this absence of piety and 

of religion as a source of morality in these two programs at odds with its existence in the 

rest of Egyptian life.  

 Abu-Lughod explains this absence by arguing that the urban cultural producers 

have their own specific interests and are consciously located within their own historical 

context.  

Many urban intellectuals within the television industry…who came of age during 

the Nasser period, see their vision of modernity and progress under threat today 

from both the newly wealthy and the religious groups. Their serials uphold the 



 114 

secular national institutions of the post colonial state, promote the ideals of 

informed citizenship, and deplore what they view as abuses of basically good 

institutions like the law, government and the family. Although somewhat 

controversial, the social criticism they offer remains within the bounds of the 

familiar paradigms of the official political parties (1997, p. 314). 

 Islamic radical reformists also speak against the corruption and consumerism the 

serials deplore, however they offer alternative solutions to social ills that bypass the state 

and modernity. For Abu-Lughod, what the producers of the shows she studies seem to be 

contesting “in excluding this vision for the future from the serials, is not the value of 

religious faith and piety but the place where Muslim discourse is relevant. The 

segregation of religious and popular programming produces a sense of the separation of 

spheres, declaring the irrelevance of religion, except as a moral guide, to the public 

domain of political development, economic progress, and social responsibility” (1997, p. 

314). Similar avoidance of public Islam marks contemporary transnational serial 

production.  

This official ignorance might make perfect sense for a modern nationalist state 

leadership and cultural elite hoping to maintain their grip on power. But it doesn’t add to 

the notion of an open and deliberative public sphere. There are always consequences to 

ignoring dissent. For Hirschkind the response to this absence of Islam in the officially 

sanctioned Egyptian public sphere  has led to a ‘counter-public’ that manifests itself not 

on television but through the practice of exchanging cassette taped sermons of Islamic 

preachers. These tapes “through the multiple practices of audition, exchange, and 
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dialogue they mediate… have contributed to the formation of what I will call an Islamic 

counterpublic, one that often finds expression in informal exchanges…Although shaped 

in various ways by the structures and techniques of modern publicity, the counterpublic I 

discuss here exhibits a conceptual architecture that cuts across the modern distinctions 

between state and society, public and private, that are central to the public sphere as a 

normative institution of modern democratic polities”(2006, p. 30). 

 Following Hirschkind’s argument, if we are to understand the public sphere as a a 

space for the formation of political opinion through intersubjective reason, the absence of 

any overt dialogical exchange between liberal nationalists and Islamists has subverted the 

role of reason in forming opinion. What is born out of this counter-public sphere is not 

policy but ‘pious dispositions’ (2006, p. 30). 

Hirschkind argues that “this unique entwining of the deliberative and the 

disciplinary” is the result of how Islamic notions of moral duty and practices of ethnical 

cultivation were “mapped onto a national civic arena by Muslim reformists over the 

course of the last century” in the context of their engagement with the institutions, 

concepts, and technologies of modern political life (2006, p. 30). As Egyptian mosques 

became sites 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” (ibid.).  

This leads Hirschkind to link the seemingly diametrically opposed ideologies of 

nationalism and Islamism. As in other modernizing states, in Egypt the process of 
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recruiting citizens into the structures of national political life produced expectations, 

aspirations, and participatory demands before the administrative, ideological, and security 

apparatuses that could accommodate these demands had been fully developed. In this 

context, da’awa (the Islamic call) “has become one of the critical sites for the expression 

of those demands engendered by political modernization, especially among those ill-

versed in the literacy of newsprint” (2006, p. 38). In this way, Islamicists have used the 

desires engendered by modernity to strengthen the ideological power of religion.  

So for Hirshkind this kind of public, or counter-public is more than national. “As 

opposed to the national public sphere centered around the press and televisual media, the 

da’wa public reveals a more marked supranational focus” (2006, p. 38). 

Dale Eickelman similarly believes that a new publics are bypassing the state: 

The frontier between banned words and images and those that are tolerated in the 

Middle East has never been fixed, but access to new technologies has multiplied 

the channels through which ideas and information can be circulated and has 

enlarged the scope of what can be said and to whom. It has eroded the ability of 

authorities to censor and repress, to project an uncontested “central” message 

defining political and religious issues for large number of people…Mass 

education and the availability of alternative media have irrevocably altered how 

“authoritative” discourse is read and heard (1999, pp. 29-30). 

 

Eickelman argues that efforts to stifle this tendency of communication, by for 

example exerting even more control over the press or broadcast television, only lead to a 
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further proliferation of new media in other areas and, ironically, to a “civil society” of 

dissent (1999, p. 30). This is because with increasing efforts to stifle one form of media, 

other less controllable forms of media, such as email, cassettes, text messages, quickly 

fill their places. These new technologies, along with “wider audiences created by mass 

education, create an irreversible trend toward a freer market in religious, political and 

social ideas, and foster a pluralism often resisted and poorly understood both by states 

and by religious authorities” (1999, p. 30).  

Augustus Norton (Norton, 1999) agrees that state control is slipping in the new 

media age. “The quest for government hegemony in the post-colonial Muslim world has 

often centered on reproducing social values and fostering national solidarity, particularly 

in authoritarian republics such as Egypt, Iran, and Turkey, but this quest has largely 

failed. Instead, government is simply one of many competing sites in which values and 

ideals are adapted, debated, reshaped, or nourished” (1999, p. 21).  

For Norton, though, it’s not just state authority that is being questioned but also 

religious authority. New forms of electronic communication “permit both conventional 

and virtual neighborhoods to become sites for identifying, addressing, and solving shared 

concerns and complaints” and that as a result “the authoritative interpretation of Islam, 

long the preserve of learned men (ulama), is now in many hands” (1999, p. 19).  

Norton’s argument is particularly interesting in that it contradicts hegemonic 

Western political common sense by associating the spread of Islamic religiosity with an 

increase in civic pluralism. He continues, however, that it is “by no means clear how 

civic pluralism translates into political power, if at all” (1999, p. 20), and that new media 
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may in fact provide a rationale for a further constriction on the political classes in order to 

maintain state power. 

If not the Public Sphere, then what? 

 It is beyond doubt that new communications regimes in the Arab Middle East are 

changing the relationships of individuals to nations, local to global, self to other. As 

Appadurai points out, electronic media are profound causes of change not simply in and 

of themselves, but also because they transform other mass media and “interrogate, 

subvert, and transform other contextual literacies” (1996, p. 3). Electronic media serve as 

resources for “experiments with self-making” and open spaces to imagine new kinds of 

self as “an everyday social project” (1996, pp. 3-4). 

 Marc Lynch is correct in identifying a new kind of subjectivity arising from Arab 

media, but for significant reasons it would behoove us to avoid identifying the new Arab 

subjectivities as a public sphere. This is because the term ‘public sphere,’ as Bakhtin 

would put it, comes to u s already “overlain with qualifications, open to dispute, charged 

with value, already enveloped in an obscuring mist – or, on the contrary, by the ‘light’ of 

alien words that have already been spoken about it” (1981,p. 276).  

If we frame what is happening in Egypt and the larger Arab world as a ‘public 

sphere’ we are left with the false impression that the Middle East is following in 

European footsteps. The term privileges a level of shared culture based on rationality and 

employing a kind of secularism that simply doesn’t apply to the Arab-Muslim (or the 

Arab-Christian) situation. It also emphasizes cultural transformations that happen in 

‘public’ without acknowledging that profound differences as to what’s considered public 
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and private exist between cultures and within cultures. This is particularly true where 

relationships between gender and public life are more circumscribed than they are in the 

West (cf. Fraser, 1990) 

I am not here sounding the alarm of Orientalism. Instead, it seems clear that if we 

are to gain any kind of analytical purchase on cultural transformations we must 

historically contextualize them in their own moments. Trying to understand what is 

happening in the contemporary Arabic speaking world by framing it in terms of European 

history detracts us from understanding the conflicted modernizing role that religion plays 

in the region and to the role that forces beyond the national or regional public sphere play 

in the situation. These forces can include global media, American and European military 

intervention, and the role of gender, among other things. 

Further, framing the situation in terms of the rational public sphere obscures the 

fact that there is no guarantee that these kinds of changes are liberatory on either the 

individual level or the national level. To call the discursive arena in which these 

transformations are taking place the “public sphere” is both too teleological and too 

assuming of a unity among the different participants. The kind of ‘rational’ deliberation 

that leads to a participatory system does not take into account methods of deliberation 

that are not rational but based on faith, methods that still might be aimed towards a more 

participatory political culture.  As Saba Mahmoud intriguingly asks when discovering 

that her religiously pious informants don’t seem to be clamoring for ‘freedom,’ “How do 

we conceive of individual freedom in a context where the distinction between the 

subject’s own desires and socially prescribed performances cannot be easily presumed, 
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and where submission to certain forms of (external) authority is a condition for achieving 

the subject’s potentiality?” 

 As an alternative to identifying the discursive space in Egypt and the Arab Middle 

East as a ‘public sphere’ it is more beneficial to use Bourdieu’s notion of a cultural field. 

While Bourdieu’s ideas are also informed by a historically bounded European cultural 

experience, the main difference is that idea of the cultural sphere is not predictive or 

teleological. Instead of relying on external markers to define it (the nation, rational 

deliberation or democracy or civil society) a cultural sphere is defined primarily by 

participation in its discursive construction. This allows us to expand out to the level of 

analysis that Lynch is interested in, Arab-wide, or back in towards a national level. The 

benefit of thinking about the new communication regime and its discursive spaces as a 

cultural field instead of a public sphere is that we can identify many overlapping cultural 

fields in which participants are engaged in contentiously engaged in defining and 

redefining crucial cultural concepts like “Arab” and “Muslim” and “Egyptian.”  

 Seeing the situation this way allows us to acknowledge that globalized and 

regionalized media are creating discursive spaces that might overlap but that don’t 

necessarily lead towards a single sphere of communicative exchange. This allows us to 

remain open to the profound cultural conflicts that affect the Arab world and also remain 

open to the fact that these conflicts might not be solved into a smoothly functioning civil 

society or all inclusive public sphere. Further, the notion of cultural field reminds us to 

always be aware that although various positions and position-takings are in constant 

conflict as to the definition of the true “Arab” or true “Muslim” or true “Egyptian,” some 
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positions are more able to impact the field than others. Television producers, financiers, 

and political figures (including state-supported religious figures), for example, are more 

likely to see their position-takings gain traction than bloggers, civil rights activists, 

academics, or working class Islamic fundamentalists.  

 Identifying the discursive space in Egypt as a cultural sphere allows us to better 

place our television series than does the notion of a public sphere. This is because we can 

see that Malek Farouq enters multiple discursive spaces and each of them in turn exerts 

pressure on the other. If we were to subscribe to Lynch’s estimation of contemporary 

Arabic satellite broadcasting, we would be able to clearly see the kinds of changes that 

Lynch is talking about. Farouq contributes towards creating a new kind of Arab 

subjectivity that expects to see ‘realistic’ depictions of the Arab past as opposed to the 

hagiographic or demonic depictions of past leaders that Arabs have been used to. By 

highlighting the turbulent struggles towards Egyptian democracy, Arabs are able to 

envision themselves as part of an exorable march towards modernity, democracy, and 

civil liberties (Sabit, 2008).  

 However, Farouq doesn’t just work in the Arab public sphere, but must be read in 

different national contexts. While some Arabs may be comfortable with lingering on a 

story of monarchy, many Egyptian nationalists might not. For dyed-in-the-wool Egyptian 

nationalists, the figure of Farouq the First is shrouded in corruption and injustice and the 

eliminating him ushered in the birth of the first free Egyptian national state. The point is 

that it’s not that larger, Arab-wide discussions aren’t happening or aren’t important but 

that these discussions are contextually bound. Relying on the notion of an Arab-wide 
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public sphere blinds us to the complexities of specific local situations and to the 

contentious interplay between local and regional. 
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Chapter 4: Farouq and Nasser and the production of National Identity 

 This chapter will provide a close reading that will contextualize the two shows 

Malek Farouq and Gamal Abdel Nasser. I will begin with a description of the formal and 

narrative aspects of the shows, with an eye towards situating them in the field of 

contemporary Arabic television production. I will then discuss the cultural environment 

in which each show served as a space upon which to pile discursive arguments as to the 

‘true’ meaning of Egyptian and Arab history and nationality.  

 

CONTEMPORARY ARABIC-LANGUAGE SERIAL TELEVISION PRODUCTION  
 Malek Farouq and Gamal Abdel Nasser are representative examples of the new 

regime of contemporary transnational Arabic serial production. Producers of both series 

had to deal with the financial and time constraints of a system that is geared towards 

completing 30 complete episodes for broadcast during the single month of Ramadan each 

year. Both starred Syrian actors, were financed by transnational sources, were produced 

by non-Egyptian directors, music producers, costume designers,, etc., and both were 

subject to the star-driven market economy of contemporary Arabic television production. 

Also, both shows relied on transnational distribution in order to yield a return on their 

initial investments. A discussion of the production conditions of contemporary Arabic 

serials will help us to contextualize these shows within the scheme of Arabic serial 

production.  
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Nearly all Arabic-language dramatic serials are produced for broadcast on 

consecutive nights during Ramadan. While until the 1990’s, this could result in a ‘must-

see-tv’ environment, in the age of satellite television it has resulted in a glut of television 

programming during the holy month. The reasoning behind the glut is based on the idea 

that Ramadan is the time in which families are most likely to stay home with each other 

and watch television. However, with more than 60 shows produced for limited time slots 

(Gauch, 2003) each Ramadan brings on a wave of criticism of the volume and quality of 

the yearly offerings on television talk shows, newspapers, and internet websites. One 

Arab critic voiced the feeling that with the quantity of new shows the quality had 

declined precipitously “Today, with hundreds of satellite channels selling hours of 

advertising, viewers are getting lost. Production companies and scriptwriters are 

repeating themselves. The Ramadan shows are losing their essence. There's nothing new. 

Everything is predictable” (Fleishman, 2010). 

In the competitive market of contemporary Arabic television, the majority of 

serials must rely upon transnational financing and distribution. Before the satellite age, 

Egypt was the major center for both the creative production and the most significant 

market for distribution of Arabic language serials (cf. L. Abu-Lughod, 2005; cf. 

Armbrust, 1996). In this environment, famous Egyptian series like Layaal al Hilmiyya, a 

multi-generational portrayal of an Egyptian family, and Rafat al Hagan a multi-year 

series about a patriotic Egyptian spy in Israel, were initially produced for the Egyptian 

market and then resold throughout the Arab world for an increased profit after their 

popularity in Egypt manifested (see Abu-Lughod (2005) for a discussion of these two 
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programs and their consumption in other Arab countrie). Now, with production coming 

from all corners of the Arab world and potential audiences in the hundreds of millions of 

Arabic speakers, the stakes are higher and serial productions must anticipate and secure 

transnational distribution from the outset in order to realize initial production funds 

(Attalah, 2008). 

In the case of Malek Farouq, the series was co-produced by the prominent 

satellite company Middle East Broadcast Center (MBC) and the Saudi production 

company “Good News.” Most serials are either produced in part by satellite broadcasters 

or exclusive satellite broadcasting and terrestrial redistribution rights are pre-sold to the 

transnational television stations, allowing for relative independence on the part of the 

producer. According to one executive with the prominent trans-arab broadcaster, Arabic 

Radio and Television (ART) contracts shows five months before Ramadan and offers 

production money in return for exclusive broadcast and redistribution rights for a limited 

period (Attalah, 2008).  

The tight production schedules, usually 5-6 months from the start to the finished 

product of 30 episodes and limited budgets (between $250,000 up to $5 million), can 

often result in hurried productions, hastily composed scripts, and shoddy production 

values in the areas of lighting, costume design, and shooting locations. Pre-selling shows, 

often without finished scripts, also results in a primarily star driven market for television 

production in which the majority of the investment goes into securing the most famous 

star and not into the writing, sound design, costuming, etc. (Awad, 2009). This means 

that a show that has a proven director (such as Haatim Ali of Malek Farouq) with a 
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number of hits in his resume (including The Four Seasons and Salah Al Din), and that has 

proven A-list stars (such as Nour Al Sharif, Mahmoud Hniedy, Yousra, or even Omar 

Sharif) is more likely to sell quickly and to the highest bidder while stars with new 

directors, new stars, and/or different kinds of narrative concerns will find achieving a 

place in the Ramadan schedule much harder. While Malek Farouq starred the Syrian 

actor Tayim Hassan who is an up and coming and not (previous to the series) a major 

star, it also featured A-list Egyptian actors such as Salah Abdallah (as Mustafa Nahass), 

Ezzat Abu Ouf (as Ahmed Hassanein Pasha) and Wafaa Amer (as Queen Nazly.) While 

Gamal Abdel Nasser also featured Salah Abdallah in a supporting role, its lack of A-list 

stars was seen as problematic and a reason behind the lack of success of the show 

(Attalah, 2008). 

Musalsalaat (serials): Questions of Genre 

Classifying Arabic serial production can help us to better understand the 

functioning of Gamal Abdel Nasser and Malek Farouq in their production contexts. Jason 

Mittell (2001) points out that as a predictive and descriptive concept, genre neither arises 

from a particular text itself nor solely from the extrinsic elements of audience or 

industrial practices. Instead, genre descriptions arise from the interaction between shifting 

audience expectations, industrial production constraints and texts themselves.  

As contingent as the construction of any specific genre might be at any given 

moment, what genre helps to do is allow for a generalized agreement between audiences 

and producers as to expectations. It allows viewers to arrange their consumption patterns 
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based on previous experience and it allows producers to rely on certain popular tropes 

which they know will likely be taken up by audiences. 

Though the Arabic term musalsal (plural: musalsalaat) translates literally into 

English as “serial” the term has more of a connotation of a genre than the relatively 

descriptive English word serial would suggest. In other words, in English ‘serial’ can 

refer to programs as disparate as “I Dream of Jeannie” and “LA Law,” and “Battlestar 

Galactica” which could also be labeled with more specific generic descriptions as 

fantasy, legal drama, and science fiction. In Arabic musalsal tends to refer to family-

oriented, melodramatic serials that are produced for Ramadan consumption by whole 

families, though in recent times serial situation comedies have also sprung up on 

transnational Arab television. In every day language the term is used to suggest over-the-

top drama as in a sentence such as, “don’t act like you’re in a musalsal, just make a 

decision” or “my life has become crazy like a musalsal.”  

Though Lila Abu-Lughod (2005) does not make a distinction between Egyptian 

and transnational Arab television, her historical view of Egyptian television leads her to 

argue that the aesthetic for “Egyptian television” is a development realism that 

emphasizes the didactic, pedagogical nature of the medium in its attempts to transform 

Egyptians into modern subjects. In terms of genre, Abu-Lughod argues that while the 

term “domestic dramas” might best describe Arabic/Egyptian musalsalat, the term 

“melodrama” retains important descriptive aspects that can’t be abandoned. Amongst 

those are that their characters “are not the universally known heroes of epic poetry or 

folktales but representations of the common citizen,” the finite nature of the shows which 
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nearly always contain a resolution, and their forthright moral lessons (L. Abu-Lughod, 

2005, p. 113). 

David Thorburn describes melodrama as a genre “denoting a sentimental, 

artificially plotted drama that sacrifices characterization to extravagant incident, makes 

sensational appeals to the emotions of its audience, and ends on a happy or at least a 

morally reassuring note” (1982, p. 595). He argues that melodrama has a ‘reassurance-

structure’ that must be considered in relation to its two other defining features, “its 

persistent and much-condemned habit of moral simplification and its lust for topicality, 

its hunger to engage or represent behavior and moral attitudes that belong to its particular 

day and time, especially behavior shocking or threatening to prevailing moral codes” 

(1982, p. 597).  

Though Thorburn outlines this popular view of melodrama and agrees with the 

description, he problematizes judgmental conclusions about the functioning of the genre 

and the class biases associated in rejecting it as a worthy art form. While he points out 

that television melodrama is confined by formal and thematic conventions whose origins 

are not aesthetic as much as they are economic, he also reminds us that all art is 

commodified on some level.   

Arabic musalsalaat generally adhere to the generic descriptions of melodrama as 

outlined by Thorburn. As others have pointed out (L. Abu-Lughod, 1993, 1997, 2005; 

Armbrust, 1996), serials produced for the Egyptian and Arab markets have tended to 

heighten contrasts between good and evil, produce unrealistic narratives, and provide for 

apparently easily consumable moralistic endings. Melodrama, then, helps us as 
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Westerners familiar with television history to understand the functionings of Egyptian-

oriented musalsalaat. While distinctions between high and low cultural production would 

be familiar to Egyptian and Arab critics, the distinctions inherent in the term melodrama, 

such as between melodrama and “quality television,” science fiction, police procedural, 

etc. just don’t apply to the Arab television situation. While we can use the term 

musalsalaat to describe many of the same elements that melodrama would describe, the 

difficulties of comparison between American and Arab genres should serve as a highlight 

of the difficulties of cross-cultural comparisons in general.   

 

ARABIC SERIALS AND THE PRODUCTION OF NATIONALITY 
There is a trend in critical and academic discourse on regionalism and 

globalization that, as one Egyptian television critic put it, “in the future, nationalities will 

be irrelevant. We won't classify works in terms of being Syrian or Egyptian. A 

convergence of nationalities is taking place thanks to the satellite media” (Fleishman, 

2008). However, the universalistic impulses of such hopes or fears tend to ignore the 

much more complicated and nuanced relationship between the local and the global in 

actual cultural production. Such nuances include locally grounded narratives, linguistic 

specificities, and audience expectations. 

In order for television to work, in other words to be consumed and appreciated by 

a large number of people, it has to reference a widely held set of cultural expectations, 

what Herman Gray calls ‘common sense’ (Gray, 2004). Whether the cultural conditions 

on display in particular television shows actually accurately reflect the lived realities of 
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those that consume them or simply reflect the cultural expectations of those that consume 

them is a distinction that is not particularly relevant to our discussion. In other words, an 

American program like Friends, which is popular in the Arabic speaking Middle East 

(Dillion, 2009), can not resonate specifically with the actual cultural conditions of Arabs 

in Cairo, Damascus, or Jeddah, but it can still be popular by resonating with audience 

expectations of what life in America is like. And these resonances are built up through 

years of experience with other American cultural products. Similarly, successful 

television programs about life in Egypt reference both the experience of living in Egypt 

and widely shared expectations of what representing living in Egypt looks like.  

In this way, even shows about Egyptian contemporary life that are transnationally 

produced and transnationally consumed must resonate with and simultaneously create a 

sense of Egyptian-ness.  

As Walter Armbrust (1996) pointed out in his discussion of the Egyptian-

produced serial The White Flag, television programs set in Egypt resonate with audiences 

to the extent that they replicate the particularities of Egyptian life. In the case of The 

White Flag, Armbrust points to the class conflict at the heart of the show as a reason for 

its positive public reception. Armbrust, however, complicates the reading of the show by 

suggesting that the ideological tensions referenced by the narrative- especially in terms of 

the conflict between the tropes of the patriotic, long-suffering kind-hearted Egyptian and 

the brash selfishness of the Egyptian nouveau riche- are not necessarily resolved nor 

necessarily reducible to demographic factors. 



 131 

Part of what makes Egyptian television national for Leila Abu-Lughod (2005), 

has to do with what Anderson (1991) previously described as simultaneity. For her, 

Egyptian-produced dramatic serials offer a sense of belonging and shared pride. “The 

engagement with these familiar household experiences (through watching the serials) is 

for everyone part of being a nation that has the capacity and talent for quality television 

drama” (2005, p. 7). Additionally, Egyptian television is purposefully national in that this 

is exactly how they were envisioned by its creators. “As in other postcolonial nations, the 

purpose of national media in Egypt had never been justified in commercial terms. It was 

yoked into political and social projects. The addressee was the citizen, not the consumer” 

(2005, p. 11).  

 

ARABIC TELEVISION AND MODERN SUBJECTIVITY 
One of the major arguments of this dissertation is that new regimes of Arabic 

television production are changing the relationships between people and ‘their’ culture. 

By providing an ever-expanding repertoire of cultural possibilities, satellite television and 

the internet are helping to rewrite articulations of cultural identities including national 

identities, gendered identities, and religious identities.   

Lila Abu-Lughod (2005) argues that Egyptian serials help to create a ‘modern 

sensibility’ in Egypt by using the unrepentant moralism of melodrama  to highlight 

normative modern social goals for Egyptian society. For her, this ‘sensibility’ of 

television derives from the medium’s historical role in pedagogically creating a national, 

modern subject.  
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While Abu-Lughod’s research and ideas on Egyptian television are invaluable to 

anyone attempting to understand cultural production in the Egyptian context, she sets 

herself the limitation of describing “Egyptian” television. Consequently her take on 

modern subjectivity cannot take into account the new, transnational nature of 

contemporary television production and its potential impact on cultural identities. 

Thinking about cultural production in the contemporary moment requires us to formulate 

an idea of cultural identity and subjectivity that recognizes the still relevant discursive 

boundaries imposed by national institutions and power structures but also recognizes the 

power of cultural reproduction to travel beyond national, cultural, or linguistic borders 

which in the past seemed so impermeable.   

However, as is clear to anyone who has either tried to study or to actively use it 

for political purposes, ‘cultural identity’ is ephemeral. Stuart Hall (1990) identifies two 

different ways of thinking about cultural identity, as objective or subjective. Most 

commonly, cultural identity is thought of as a rooted, collective ‘true self’ that lurks 

inside a group of people “with stable, unchanging and continuous frames of reference and 

meaning, beneath the shifting divisions and vicissitudes of our actual history” (1990, p. 

223). While such an objective form of cultural identity can be used to exclude, Hall 

points out this formulation underlay some of the successes of the post-colonial struggles 

in giving oppressed peoples a common center to rally around. But, as Hall points out, this 

objective view cannot hold out long. Instead of uncovering a ‘true’ cultural identity 

underneath the layers of colonial obscurity, we instead find “not the rediscovery but the 
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production of identity. Not an identity grounded in the archaeology, but in the re-telling 

of the past” (1990, p. 224) 

A different way to look at cultural identity is to recognize not only the similarities 

that exist amongst groups but also the differences. “Cultural identity, in this second sense, 

is a matter of 'becoming' as well as of 'being'…Far from being eternally fixed in some 

essentialised past, (cultural identities) are subject to the continuous 'play' of history, 

culture and power. Far from being grounded in a mere 'recovery' of the past, which is 

waiting to be found, and which, when found, will secure our sense of ourselves into 

eternity, identities are the names we give to the different ways we are positioned by, and 

position ourselves within, the narratives of the past” (Hall, 1990, p. 225).  

In this way, Hall provides us with a useful working definition of cultural 

identities, especially in regards to appearance in mediated environments like television. 

Instead of thinking of identities as objectified, already accomplished facts we can get a 

better picture of cultural transformations by recognizing that identity is a “production, 

which is never complete, always in process, and always constituted within, not outside, 

representation” (1990, p. 222). 

For Judith Butler, identities are not merely representations of something (however 

fleeting and contingent) that lies beneath, but performances that achieve their realities in 

their repeated articulation. Taking on the seemingly most biologically-based (and 

therefore most seemingly extrinsically ‘real’) of identities, gender, Butler argues that 

“gender is in no way a stable identity or locus of agency from which various acts 



 134 

proceed; rather, it is an identity tenuously constituted in time- an identity instated through 

a stylized repetition of acts” (1988, p. 519). 

For Butler, the performance of gender is what ‘humanizes’ individuals and that 

proper performances are rewarded while improper performances lead to punitive 

consequences. Further, because there is no intrinsic essence that gender expresses nor is 

there an objective ideal gender aspires to, gender identity achieves its seeming reality 

solely through its performance.  

Because gender is not a fact, the various acts of gender creates the 

idea of gender, and without those acts, there would be no gender at 

all. Gender is, thus, a construction that regularly conceals its 

genesis. The tacit collective agreement to perform, produce, and 

sustain discrete and polar genders as cultural functions is obscured 

by the credibility of its own production(1988, p. 522).   

 

Butler’s thoughts on the performance of identity clearly have far reaching 

implications regarding the replication and production of culture. If the most fundamental 

of ways in which identity realizes itself in the world, gender, is the performed 

manifestation of power structures and not of some underlying biological or even social 

essence, it stands to reason that other forms of cultural identity are subject to the same 

processes of performative articulation.  

Understanding identity as the performative articulation of embedded power 

structures is not only antithetical to the proponents of nationalist identities, it is also 
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heretical to a modern common sense. The modern subject, which has dominated 

arguments as to the Egyptian national character since the 19th century, is built upon a self-

reflexive re-inscription of one’s personal desires onto one’s world. In essence, the 

modern subject is modern precisely because s/he (though more likely he) can exert a 

unique will and personalized sense of agency to wreak change upon the world.  

And yet, there is nothing in Butler’s argument that forecloses the modern 

subjectivity that has permeated Egyptian national culture. As Abu-Lughod has pointed 

out, the modern sensibilities that both the Egyptian state and the Egyptian intellectual 

elite have long been attempting to inculcate through television have always arisen from a 

pedagogical desire to transform citizens from above. Thinking about performing 

identities in the Egyptian context, where the rewards for proper behavior are culturally 

inscribed into a patriarchal structure and the penalties for gender transgression can in 

some cases lead to death, is less of a stretch than in Western context where all of the 

seeming cultural freedom can more easily obscure the power relations inherent in cultural 

identities.  

What becomes interestingly problematic, however, is how the social 

configurations that proscribe identity are formed in the contemporary moment. Butler’s 

gendered body is “legacy of sedimented acts rather than a predetermined or foreclosed 

structure, essence or fact, whether natural, cultural or linguistic” (1988, p. 523). But how 

do we begin to describe the power structures that enable articulations of a gendered body, 

or a national identity, or a modern subjectivity, when these structures escape national and 
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cultural boundaries? Or when ‘traditional’ centers of power and social definition have 

either been weakened or been superceded by non-local centers of ‘traditional’ power. 

In other words, it is my contention that the kinds of identities being articulated by 

the contemporary regime of Arabic television production, and embodied in Malek Farouq 

and Gamal Abdel Nasser, while referencing Egyptian national and cultural identity, are in 

fact transnational and as such are born out of transnational power configurations that 

supercede national power configurations. What, then, are the sources of social rewards or 

approbations for proper performance of cultural identities in an age of transnational 

cultural production and consumption? And what are the limitations to or positive 

constructions the kinds of modern identities that seem to be self-reflexively composed of 

elements of global culture? 

Social conflict in Egypt and the Arabic speaking Middle East, as elsewhere, stems 

from a variety of sources including economic disparity, authoritarian political structures, 

inadequate education systems, ethnic strife, and various conflicting religious ideologies. 

However, a significant element of cultural conflict in the region arises from the gap, as 

discussed earlier, between what individuals can imagine and what they can materially 

achieve.  

Framed in identity terms, Egyptian and Arab/Islamic cultural conflict is 

exacerbated by the disjunctures between the sources of identity being performed. 

Identities embodying global modes of cultural production clash with identities that 

embody local social production (sometimes within the same individuals.) The rewards for 

a proper embodiment of modern, globalized identities come in the form of 
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consumerism’s gratifications- a sense of agency and the reflexive self-gratification of 

expressing ones uniqueness through consuming. An example of this can be seen in the 

increasing use of such global capitalist ‘holidays’ such as St. Valentine’s day (Hassan, 

2010) as a means of articulating the self romantically (and in a way that might challenge 

older forms of romantic articulation).  Though of a globalized provenance, performance 

of such identities are not necessarily at odds with local capitalist power structures, 

including the power structures that inform and enable commercial Arabic language 

television. These kinds of identities are embodied through modes of dress, especially as 

related to globally recognized brands such as Nike, Ray Ban, Jack Daniels, and in public 

spaces such as shopping malls (Abaza, 2001).  

At the same time, Egyptian cultural identities are subject to entrenched power 

configurations with their positive and negative tools for configuring proper and improper 

performance of identities. These can include the power of the state to structure 

relationships between the individual and official cultural knowledge such as the 

education system, the governmental bureaucracy, compulsory military conscription, 

control of the most widely distributed newspaper and television outlets, control over 

advertising, and state control over the economy, control of public spaces, control of major 

religious institutions. These institutions and public spaces are themselves given shape and 

meaning by historical ideological influences that lie outside the state such as nationalist 

sentiment and the history of nationalism, Egypt’s historical relationship with other states 

including but not limited to the colonial period, religious histories and corresponding 

notions of piety, historical religious and ethnic conflicts, etc.  
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However, this should not be taken to suggest that there is a clear binary between 

the modern-global and the traditional-local at work in structuring Egyptian identities. 

Religious ‘traditions’ which would seem the most grounded of all social structures in 

Egypt are increasingly informed by scholars and religious movements from distant 

locations and arrive in Egypt through the very modern phenomena of Egyptian labor 

migration or through the movements of transnational capital, especially from the ultra-

conservative Wahabi form of Islam born in Saudia Arabia and exported throughout the 

world.  

The anxiety that colors Egyptian popular and political culture in the contemporary 

era can stem from these various and conflicting ways to embody cultural identities. 

Modern consumer-culture identities are embodied through the various mundane acts of 

clothing choice, linguistic differences, different ways of experiencing gender 

relationships, conspicuous consumption of modern and transnational products including 

and especially media, and these mundane acts of embodiment can be rewarded by local 

social configurations (embodying a modern, global and consuming cultural identity, for 

example, can lead to high paying jobs, can secure more prominent marriage potentials, 

and a higher standard of living). However, performing modern identities in Egypt can 

also be met with punitive measures. For example, the modern subjectivity that believes 

itself able to exert its will on the world faces the rude reality of the authoritarian Egyptian 

political system that does not allow for choice. That embodiment of a modern, global 

cultural identity that buys St. Valentine’s day chocolate for a girlfriend could find 

themselves not rewarded at all but ostracized for participating in a “Christian” or 



 139 

“Western” holiday by religious conservatives inside or outside the family structure. Or if 

the gifts could lead, as they might in the West, towards overt sexuality this could lead to 

beatings, social censure, or in extreme cases, death.  

 

However, part of the anxiety can be attributed not just to the existence of multiple 

and conflicting identities realizing themselves within different (or the same) Egyptian 

bodies, but also is also reflective of the failure of modern forms of identity to make good 

on the rewards its embodiment seems to offer. For the vast majority of Egyptians the 

modern kinds of identities that are sustained in different forms by the national state and 

by transnational capital simply fail them. They are poor. They remain excluded from the 

promised possibilities of real choice, be those explicitly political or social choices. In a 

very real and potentially destabilizing sense, modern, self-reflexive identities, either those 

embodied in the context of transnational consumerism or those embodied in the context 

of the nationalist Egyptian state have come to replicate the very class structures that 

Nasser purportedly sought to move away from with his socialist revolution.  

 

MALEK FAROUQ 
Having described the general conditions for producing identity and meaning in 

the Egyptian/Arab cultural context I will now move to a close description of the two 

television serials at the heart of this discussion, Malek Farouq and Gamal Abdel Nasser. I 

will discuss formal production elements, specific narrative preoccupations, their 
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relationships to nationalism, and the discursive context that each show simultaneously 

entered into and helped to create.  

Malek Farouq was produced in 2007 for broadcast during the Ramadan season, 

which in that year fell between September 13 and October 12. It starred Syrian actor 

Tayyim Hassan in the lead role. It also featured Egyptian A-list actors Salah Abdallah, 

Ezzat Abu Aouf, Nabil Al Khalfawi, and Wafaa Amer. The entire cast, including extras, 

ran into the hundreds. The 32 episode show was written by Dr. Lamis Gaaber, a female 

Egyptian pediatrician and wife of A-list Egyptian actor Yahia Fakhraani. It was directed 

by the successful Syrian television director Haatim Ali. The show is listed as a 

production of Al Sadaf Productions from Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. It was also partially 

financed and distributed by the Middle East Broadcast Center, a Dubai-based satellite 

broadcaster owned by Saudis.   

The opening credits of the series occupy an exhaustive three minutes and twenty 

seconds and lists the stars and the director before providing the name of the series. These 

opening credits, which are the same in each of the episodes, show images from the entire 

breadth of the series and introduce the theme music which is then reinvoked in pieces or 

in its entirety, in various versions, throughout each episode. The images of the opening 

credits presage the story, chronologically offering scenes from the series including 

Farouq as a boy and various dramatic and conflictual moments of narrative. These 

opening credits emphasize the quality of the show in multiple ways: the lavish locations 

and costumes; the sweeping, martial music; the fame and skill of the actors; and the depth 

and breadth of the Egyptian history about to be offered. 
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Among the titles listed in the opening credits include a hair designer (Magdy 

Khalaf), a make-up director (Ahmed Afifi), make up for the main character (Kaloud 

Salim Ibrahim), a production administrator, a continuity director, a sound engineer 

(Mohammed Ali), two assistant directors, a location director, a costume designer (Ragaa 

Maklouf), a music supervisor (Tariq Nasser), a set director (Dr. Adel Megharbi), a 

cinematographer (Nizar Wawiyya), a lighting and picture producer (Mohammed Ahmed 

Ibrahim Ahmed), a director of production (Gamal ‘Az Ad-deen), Administrative producer 

(Farah Medea), Executive Administrative Producer (Amr Al-Dini), producer (Assem al 

Siedawi), Assistant Director (Ali Mahi Ad-din Ali), a general supervisor (Hassan Assiri), 

and lastly (and for the second time) the director Hatim Ali.  

The series entered a contentious discursive environment before it was even 

broadcast on television due to the controversial nature of the historical figure it depicts as 

well as to the participation of Syrians in the highest levels of production. In addition to 

the nationalist implications of discursively rejecting Syrian participation in Egyptian 

cultural production, which I will discuss later, Syrian participation may also cause 

anxiety in the Egyptian television market due to the perceived quality of Syrian branded 

productions. Syrian historical dramas, including those directed by Hatim Ali such as 

“Salah ad-din,” (Saladin) and “the Four Seasons,” enjoy success and were marked by 

high production values and quality scripts. As a result, ‘Ali and other Syrian directors are 

perceived as having changed the standards of Arabic serials. For example, one of the stars 

of Malek Farouq (Wafaa Amer) told a newspaper that Egyptian productions had a lot to 
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learn from Syrian productions in terms of attention to detail on the set, including make up 

and costumes ("Competition between Syrians and Egyptians boils in drama," 2007).  

While anecdotal explanations attribute this difference to various factors such as 

Syrians’ better education system and better grasp of formal Arabic or the Syrian 

connection with the Soviet Union in the 1970’s and the corresponding effect on their 

sense of social realism, it is more likely that Syrian dramas are perceived as higher 

quality primarily because they have different production values as a result of historically 

developing outside the constrictions of the Egyptian system of serial production. 

Contemporary Syrian production has been bounded by a much smaller national market in 

which the barriers to production and financing were higher and the resulting productions 

were necessarily more competitive. Additionally, Syrian dramas have also come out of a 

much more explicitly censored Televisual environment and have therefore had to adopt 

more complex modes of storytelling in order to circumvent television officials.  

With an estimated budget of about LE20 million Egyptian pounds (approximately 

$4 million) (Farouq, 2010) Malek Farouq had markedly high production values in 

comparison to many low-budget Egyptian serials. In terms of acting, sound design, 

lighting, costumes, set design, location choices and music the show could be compared 

favorably with equivalent international productions.  

These high production values were met with critical acclaim as the show went on 

to sweep the Cairo Arab Media Festival in 2007 in the category of Ramadan series. 

Farouq actor Tayyim Hassan won best actor, Lamis Gaaber won best screenplay, Haatim 

Ali won best director, Salah Abdallah won best supporting actor, Shirin won best 
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emerging actress, Ahmed Ibrahim Ahmed won best lighting, and Tarik Nasser won for 

best music (Festival, 2007).  

These high production values stand in marked contrast to the other series under 

discussion, Gamal Abdel Nasser. Although precise budget figures are difficult to acquire 

in the information sensitive Middle East, the budget of Nasser was reportedly closer to 

LE13 million Egyptian pounds, or $2.5 million. This lack of resources were likely the 

reason behind the substandard sound quality, visual imagery, and musical 

accompaniment to the show. Additionally, although set in relatively the same historical 

era as Farouq the costume design in Nasser could not be compared favorably with the 

show. As opposed to Farouq’s use of extravagant royal costumes, gala dresses, and focus 

on period pieces, the costumes in Nasser were difficult to distinguish from the clothing of 

contemporary Egypt. Some of this can be attributed to the show’s focus on the rural and 

lower middle class aspects of Nasser’s upbringing, it is clear that the suits that Nasser and 

his cohorts wear are no different in cut than contemporary Egyptian suits. This lack of 

attention to detail permeates the show. 

The specifics of Farouq 
In this section, I will outline the story as it unfolded in 31 episodes. The series 

opens where it ends, with the deposed King Farouq in exile in Italy in 1952. He’s shown 

standing in the rain, getting wet as sad music plays. What is to follow is meant to be a 

flashback. In this way, the series acknowledges that at least the general outline of what is 

about to follow is already widely known. The viewer is then taken all the way back to 

1920 and the wake of the nationalist uprising which reshaped parliament and the 
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colonially-dominated Egyptian political structure. We are introduced to the Farouq’s 

father, King Fu’ad. Fu’ad is portrayed from the beginning as being a leader out of touch 

with his people. He speaks a broken, accented Arabic and frequently resorts to Turkish 

words when he can’t think of the Egyptian Arabic equivalent. King Fu’ad’s brother, 

Muhammed Ali, who later contends for power with Farouq is also shown to be 

uncomfortable in both Arabic and in Egyptian customs, even though their family had 

already been ruling Egypt for 150 years by this point.  

Fu’ad meets with the English colonial representative, Lord Allenby, and presents 

himself as a “friend of England” and asks for a permanent and official title for his son, 

King. He also expresses his fury that England is talking to the nationalist leader (and hero 

in most Egyptian’s eyes) Sa’ad Zaghloul. He insists that his support for the English in 

WW1 now be repaid.  “I won the war for England, what have I gotten? Nothing.” From 

these early moments in the series the viewer gets the impression that if there is fault to be 

found in the royal dynasty that descends from Muhamed Ali Pasha, it’s to be found in 

Fu’ad and not in the boy that he is producing.   

This sense of corruption and anti-Egyptianness is highlighted by Fu’ad’s conflict 

with the Egyptian nationalist movement. When Fu’ad is presented with a new ministerial 

cabinet he protests that there are two Egyptian Christians (Copts) in the cabinet where 

traditionally there has only been one. The nationalist Prime Minister Sa’ad Zaghloul 

heroically responds, “There are no Muslims, there are no Copts in this cabinet, there are 

only Egyptians.” 
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The second episode continues to contrast Fu’ad with the heroic and sanctified 

nationalist icon Sa’ad Zaghloul. Walking around a luxurious palace that resounds with 

the sounds of European orchestras playing European classical music, the king falls into a 

rage when the Zaghloul sends him a paper-weight engraved in Arabic calligraphy with 

word “patience.” In multiple meetings with the king, Zaghloul emphasizes that his desire 

to form a nationalist government is not based in his own need for power at all but is 

instead a manifest expression of the will of the people. “I’m sad that your highness 

doesn’t understand the people that you rule. The people support me because I ask for 

their rights. And if you asked for their rights, the cheers that you hear for me would be 

cheering for you. …. Our people are good people, but they are not simple minded.”  

The binaries being drawn in these scenes are not between royal and non-royal rule 

as much as between self-interested rule and ruling in the name of the people. This serves 

to highlight and reinscribe a putative desire for freedom and representational politics 

amongst the Egyptian public. The Egyptian people (al sha’ab) are given voice through 

Sa’ad Zaghloul who in turn is given his own voice through the Egyptian people. In doing 

so, the show references and reifies an Egyptian subjectivity that is to be concerned with 

democracy and justice. This does not contrast with a post-revolutionary Egyptian 

subjectivity that similarly lionizes Zaghloul’s contributions to Egyptian nationalism. 

However, it does subtly contrast with the contemporary Egyptian political situation in 

which Egyptian opposition figures, sometimes from within prison, are constantly pointing 

out that there is no correlation between the Egyptian general consciousness and the 
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political realities of the state. In other words, the demands Zaghloul placed upon Fu’ad in 

the context of Fu’ad’s despotism can be read as similar to the contemporary situation.   

And yet the ironic tension the show opens remains unresolved: how is it that 

Zaghloul, an elite, titled politician from a wealthy background who has family ties to the 

royal household comes to speak in the name of the common people? This basic tension 

brings us back to Bhabha’s injunction to study the nation in its narration, for it is only in 

the immediacy of an arrested narrative that the seeming wholeness of the national vision 

can be deconstructed. It is only here that the ambivalence and contradictory nature of 

nationalist ideology can be arrested in mid-stride and analyzed. And in this case what is 

signaled is the never-resolved tension between elite control of the nationalist vision and 

the objective nature of voiceless subalterns.  

Within this narrative that tension is even more ironic. For while the visual 

narrative structure of television in general and this show in specific invites the viewer to 

imagine themselves as inhabiting the lives of the characters portrayed, in short to adopt 

the subjectivity of specific characters and of the narrative as a whole, the fact remains 

that it’s not the common Egyptian who is asking for their own representation. Instead, the 

writer, director, and actors of the series are representing the imagined nation, or the 

character of Sa’ad Zaghloul is representing it.   

The series continues to portray Fu’ad as out of touch with his people and 

represents him as getting married and celebrating in the midst of revolutionary political 

upheaval. In stark contrast, the young prince Farouq is shown as befriending the lower 

class palace staff including plumbers, electricians, and dog keepers.  
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However, the historical political tensions on display in the series are not only 

between the nationalists and the royal palace, but also with the English colonials with 

whom each party has a differently conflicted relationship. Through every step of the 

show, the English are portrayed as manipulative, cynical and anti-Egyptian. The first few 

episodes of the show feature a particularly vile character in the form of Ms. Naylor, 

Farouq’s tutor and an English spy who is placed in the royal palace specifically to form 

Farouq into a pro-English puppet. Farouq hates the strict Naylor and tries to thwart her at 

every turn.  

In a scene that depicts the deplorable nature of the British, the English colonial 

ruler Lord Allenby is discussing Naylor’s failure at transforming the young prince. While 

the actor portraying Allenby looks British, his English is heavily accented suggesting he 

is likely Scandinavian. In light of criticism of American representation of Arabs, to the 

point where a main character on the hit show Lost is represented as Iraqi when the actor 

is in fact Indian, this suggests that for story-telling purposes Europeans are just as 

interchangeable. As Allenby informs Naylor that he will make adjustments at the palace 

to maker her job of transforming young Farouq easier, he makes a disparaging comment 

in English about Arabs and their rulers. While the Arabic subtitles say translate his 

comments as “The rulers and people of the Middle East are different” (than Europeans). 

However, the actual English dialog says, “the rulers of the Middle East are retarded, as 

are their people.” Whether this is a mistake based on the similarities in Arabic of the 

words for different and retarded or whether this was an intentional element of the 

narrative can not be known.  
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As tensions between the nationalists and the palace ratchet up, Zaghloul tells 

Fu’ad that “any disagreement between us benefits only one party: the English. Our 

government has to have but one hand when facing the English. That’s the only thing we 

have available to us for full independence and then you will be the first constitutional 

monarch in Egypt!” As crowds chant “Long Live King Zaghloul” outside the palace 

gates, the young Farouq watches captivated and runs through the palace repeating the 

chant. Enraged, his father personally beats him and confines him to his room for days, 

restricting his access to “the common people.” The narrative highlights this as a signal 

moment in the transformation of the king not in the direction that Naylor would take him, 

but in the direction of struggling (perhaps unsuccessfully) to commune with his people.  

It is at this point that Farouq’s mother, Queen Nazli, is introduced as a 

sympathetic but complicated character. She is despondent that her son is being beaten and 

that she’s powerless to stop it. Powerless, in fact, to exert her will in any way. “I’ve 

become an official prisoner in the palace,” she says. Later she tells Farouq to disregard 

what everyone, especially his nanny Naylor, says because “someday, you’ll be the king 

and you’ll get to send them all away.”  

However, the nanny wins the day as she secures the King’s assent to exert her will 

over Farouq in direct opposition to Nazli.  When Nazli insists that she is the arbiter of the 

boys upbringing and this is based on her role as mother “and the Queen of Egypt,” 

Naylor responds that “I follow the orders of the king.” The queen becomes hysterical and 

demands that all foreigners be removed from Farouq’s presence and insists that she will 

go to the press if her orders are not followed. In response, the king locks her in her 
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rooms. The series uses these incidents to suggest the turmoil and anger surrounding 

Farouq’s upbringing and tacitly makes an excuse for any personal failures he might have 

later.  

Back on the political front, the tensions between the nationalists, the royal palace 

and the English heat up as Zaghloul is subject to an assassination attempt at the hands of 

an Egyptian working for the British. As violence flares between the nationalists and the 

British, Lord Allenby accuses Zaghloul of terrorism. He publishes a British Royal Decree 

holding the Egyptian government responsible for terrorist violence, prohibiting 

demonstrations in the country, replacing the leadership of the Egyptian army with 

Sudanese officers and insisting that the government of Egypt attend to the interest of 

foreigners in the country. A montage follows with dramatic music in which all of the 

prominent nationalists are rounded up and arrested.  

Queen Nazli takes a stand firmly on the side of Zaghloul and brings Farouq along 

with her. She tells him, Then, importantly, “Look Farouq, I’m Egyptian, and you’re 

Egyptian, and you are the first of the royal family of Muhammed Ali to be Egyptian! 

Because of this, you must love Sa’ad Zaghloul because all the Egyptians love him. And 

it’s important for you to know that it’s only the English who are the enemies of the 

country and not Sa’ad Zaghloul.” 

His response: “And my father, doesn’t he love him too?” 

“What should I tell you Farouq?”  
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Later Nazli fights with her husband and tells him, point-blank, that “The English 

made you Sultan.” He responds by slapping her and insisting he erred in marrying her, “a 

woman from the street.”  He then gives full control over Farouq’s upbringing to Naylor.  

The series continues to ‘grow’ Farouq into the complicated light in which the 

serial will ultimately leave him. In a didactic lesson that is meant to inform the viewers as 

much as the character of Farouq, the young prince is shown receiving a long Egptian 

history lesson. The tutor goes through the history of Egyptian rulers since Muhammed 

Ali, the first of the contemporary royal dynasty. Farouq is told,  

“Muhammed Ali created a modern Egypt. In his reign, Egypt benefited in 

everything. In production, agriculture, in business, army, navy, higher and 

primary education. But the problem is what happened to us forty years 

after his death with the occupation by the English. Definitely the country 

underwent a renaissance, but not the people. How? Because Muhammed 

Ali ruled the country with a closed kind of rule. Meaning he was the only 

one who took decisions and the people never were allowed to have an 

opinion. They were expected only to listen to his words. The result was 

that agriculture progressed very much, but the farmer himself was in the 

dirt. Production increased, but the workers were forced to work. They 

wanted to flee from the factories. It was a powerful rule, but the Egyptian 

people have never loved military rule. Education went forward, but the 

students and their parents were afraid because the soldiers would fall upon 

them and force them to go to the schools. Because of this, the English 
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entered the country with ease. The army was weak, and their hold over the 

people was weaker” (Episode 4). 

It is through the multiple scenes like this that the nation is consciously articulated. 

But what kind of nation is being articulated here? Not the nation contemporary to when 

the production was broadcast on Arab satellite television in 2007, nor the nation that 

Farouq himself would come to rule in the 1940’s, nor the nation extant at the time of the 

didactic soliloquy, the 1930’s. Instead, it is that ideal nation of the hopeful nationalists, 

the kind that lives in the breast but is still yet to materialize in history. In some ways this 

articulation of the nation could be seen to presage the kind of nation that Gamal Abdel 

Nasser would come to articulate with his ‘Arab socialist revolution.’ Nasser opened 

education to the Egyptians, ideologically raised the social status of the farmers, and 

strengthened the army. However, Nasser also ‘ruled the country with a closed kind of 

rule,’ and took his decisions in the people’s name but without the explicit, democratic 

approval of the people.  

This articulation of the nation is profoundly ambivalent. It can be read by 

traditional Egyptian nationalists, those educated and brought to consciousness in the 

wake of the Nasserist transformation of Egypt, as an anti-royalist utterance. It could be 

read by those frustrated with contemporary Egyptian politics and nostalgic for the “ayam 

zamaan” (old days) of the king as a representation of what the nation could have been 

without the intervention of 60 years of military rule. In short, this kind of articulation 

could offend no one and stands a good chance of pleasing most Egyptians. Who could 

deny their love to a nation that values education, raises the level of the common peasant, 
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has a well functioning industrial sector, and is ruled by a figure who respects the opinion 

of the nation’s citizens?  

This is, in fact, exactly that kind of nation that Bhabha describes when he says the 

nation is “an idea whose cultural compulsion lies in the impossible unity of the nation as 

a symbolic force” (1990, p. 1). While on the surface the text of Malek Farouq plays out a 

an inclusive unity of the nation, and one that can be unifying precisely because it is just 

and fair to all its citizens, the ambivalence of the entire text of the series throws up 

another kind of nation. One in which there are discontinuities of the kind in which the 

elite speak in the name of the common people, in which the conflicts that threaten to tear 

the nation apart (as represented by the violent conflicts between the nationalists and the 

British) are never fully resolved, and in which the history that lives outside the show 

proves to us that democracy lost.  

When Ahmed Hassanien, advisor to Fu’ad and future advisor to Farouq (as well 

as Farouq’s mother’s lover) overhears the lesson he fires the teacher for insulting the 

boy’s ancestor. Unruffled, the teacher responds “sorry, but the most important thing is to 

teach him patriotism for his country.”  

The narrative then leaps forward a few years with a now young adult Farouq 

completing his education in London. He is portrayed as a typical young man, excited by 

the freedom that London offers him in comparison to the confines of the royal palace 

back in Cairo. Nonetheless, Farouq and his companions mock the customs they find 

including their terrible food and the stuffiness of the British. “It turns out,” Farouq says 

after visiting the British royal family, “that smiling is considered rude by the English.”  
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Farouq’s military tutor, Aziz al Masry, is livid that the royal party is even in 

London at all. He shouts to an aide who notes that the king is mocking the English, “How 

can you expect the Prince to love the people who are occupying his country? Even the 

children in Egypt refuse the English, how do you expect the man who will sit on the 

throne of Egypt to love them? In the face of this war that approaches us, we should have 

been in Italy with Farouq studying at the war college, not here. Not here in England at 

all.” 

Back in Egypt, the queen who is now consciously wearing a veil (and thus 

outwardly expressing her frustrations at being confined by the king) hatches a plot to 

make the king believe it is his own idea to bring Farouq back from London. Meanwhile, 

the nationalist Wafd party, now lead by Mustapha Nahass resume their broadside 

political attacks against the British. Speaking to an agitated crowd, he launches into an 

oratory against the English who have, with the support of Fu’ad, suspended the 

nationalist constitution of 1919. 

“We announce to the British that Egypt is not in the same situation that it was in 

during the First World War. Egypt will not stand for sending her sons to the cities of 

killing. And it will not stand for letting her airports or her money or her soldiers be used 

in this war.” 

As the people shout, “Long live the constitution!” He continues, “This is the time 

for the agreement with England to end and for Egypt to realize her independence and for 

Egypt join the list of (independent) nations. What is it with England? England has a 

contract of “free cooperation” with us. Where is the cooperation? Where is our freedom? 
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Another speaker angrily denounces the colonists. “England has colonized all that 

we hold holy, the country, the constitution, our independence. Get angry Egyptians! 

We’ve become a country that has to buy its freedom with death.” As the angry crowd 

marches into the streets they are brutally gunned down by English soldiers. 

While this is going on, Farouq is still in England being educated. When the 

military advisor, Aziz al Masry storms in to Hassanien and demands to know why the 

prince is drinking wine while the people of Egypt are being killed for their support of 

their constitution, Hassanien angrily replies that “Farouq doesn’t drink wine.” This is also 

significant because in popular representations the deposed king is almost always depicted 

as a drunk. 

As the English capitulate and restore the constitution, King Fu’ad dies and Farouq 

is called back to Egypt. Fu’ad’s brother, the bumbling and idiotic Muhammed Ali is 

shown trying on a royal outfit and feeling quite happy with himself. In the turmoil caused 

by the king’s death different parties are vying for power. The queen dismisses all of the 

palace staff who were not loyal to her, including the hated English tutor Ms. Naylor. 

After the parliament decides that the king is to rule with the help of a regency council, 

Mustapha Nahass of the Wafd party decides to flex the muscles of the nationalists and 

change the council. 

Upon Farouq’s return to the country he is greeted in the street by cheering 

Egyptians. He saves his most enthusiastic greetings for the common palace staff, his 

childhood friends. Hassanien celebrates the return by giving a press conference in which 

he lies and insists that Farouq spent his entire time in England immersed in books. A 
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reporter asks how he reacted to the news of his fathers death: “Honestly speaking, it was 

a great shock for his majesty.” He lies and says that the prince cried out, “My father! But 

then he composed himself and thought about his responsibility. He loves the 

responsibility that awaits him. And he said, “this is the fate of a king! That’s the first 

thing for a king, responsibility before emotion and above the world. At the same time I 

saw a tear streaming down his cheek. That’s how I knew he was thinking about how to 

respect his father to his last days.” This would suggest to the viewer that, as they might 

have suspected all along, politicians lie.  

It is made clear from the beginning of Farouq’s rule that he relies on Hassanien’s 

steady guidance and experience. Hassanien decides that Farouq will inaugurate his rule 

by giving a religious sermon to the Egyptian people through the medium of radio. “And 

then you’ll go to parliament and show them you’re the biggest power in Egypt.” 

Episode 5 revolves around battles for control of government between the new 

King’s uncle and primary regent, the king himself with the aide of Hassanien, the British, 

and the queen who urges Farouq to side with Nahass and the nationalist Wafd party. In 

addition to the political intrigue, it becomes clear that there is romantic interest between 

the married Ahmed Hassanien and the Queen mother, Nazli which will later be the source 

of much anxiety. Also, Farouq meets his future wife and falls obsessively in love with 

her. He is shown to possess all of the silliness of a young boy in love, as opposed to his 

common portrayal in Egyptian popular culture as a sex-obsessed womanizer.  

The sixth episode of Malek Farouq deals with the insecurities of Egyptian 

masculinity in the face of colonial power. While Queen mother Nazli and Hassanien 
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sneak a secret embrace on the deck of the yacht in which the royal party is traveling to 

vacation in Europe, a drunk English soldier approaches a woman from the royal party and 

asks her to dance.  

When Farouq discovers this affront to his dignity as a king and as the man 

responsible for the honor of the women traveling with him, he becomes enraged. He 

blames Hassanien for being absent from the party and insists that the British soldier be 

arrested and beaten. Hassanien argues against this because it would cause a scandal in 

Europe and Egypt. Highness, these kinds of matters require judgement. From now on, 

we’ll not leave any women near any of those officers. Okay? Please, lets let the matter 

end now.” 

But the matter of gender and power does not end there. When pictures of the 

queen having fun and dancing on the ship appear in Egyptian newspapers, students from 

the religious institution Al Azhar go on strike. The queen’s response to the conservative 

reaction to her image is typical of the way she is portrayed throughout the entire series, 

anger at her lack of freedom. “Leave me alone! It’s enough! 17 years in prison (with 

Fuad), can’t they just leave me alone to smell the air for a little bit? All of this because of 

the crown on my head? Take it! I want to live my own life! Enough! My life has run 

away from me!” Farouq tries to comfort her and decrees that no photographs are to be 

taken of the queen without his permission. However, the royal party is left in turmoil at 

the scandal and Nazli’s brother is particularly upset at his sister’s licentious behavior.  

These scenes speak to the insecurity in the text, and the extra-textual insecurity 

the text refers to and helps create, regarding Egyptian sexuality and gender in the 
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subordinate position of colonialization and later as a small country in the face of global 

capital. Farouq’s ultimate powerlessness in the face of the lowly English soldier’s 

violation of sexual taboos can be read as a symbolic rearticulation of Egypt’s feminized 

powerlessness in the face of the British Empire’s masculinized military might. The scene 

resonates with contemporary gendered Egyptian anxiety in which conservative elements 

of the culture, including religious and nationalist conservatives, fear the transformation of 

“their” women into Westernized, overtly sexual bodies through the neo-colonialism of 

global media.  

Farouq’s failure to exert his will over his environment and his inability to protect 

‘his women’ from social disgrace can be read as symptomatic of his inability to protect 

Egypt from the potential trangressions against it that arose from its subordinate position. 

The text was in this way describing the underlying power structures between colonizer 

and colonized that Said was describing. “Orientalism depends for its strategy on this 

flexible positional superiority, which puts the Westerner in a whole series of possible 

relationships with the Orient without ever losing him the relative upper hand” (1978, p. 

7). Except in this case, it is the Egyptians who are doing the representing. And while 

representing their own frustration at the inability of Egypt to exert power over her 

environment, Westerners are certainly represented in a different way to that in which they 

would represent themselves. While having the requisite military superiority to exert their 

will over a feminized Egypt, the British are shown to be morally depraved, manipulative, 

and without honor.  
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Another way to read the affront to Egyptian morals is in terms Judith Butler’s 

ideas on gender as discussed earlier. Farouq’s anxiety over the British solider incident 

can be seen in this light as stemming from his failure to properly perform his gender and 

thus calling his gendered cultural identity into question. Of prime importance in the 

articulation of Egyptian and Islamic male gender roles is the ability to exert one’s male 

influence, guidance, and protection over females. Ceding that exertion of influence to 

another man, or in this case even worse, another non-Muslim man, is equivalent to ceding 

ones claim to masculinity itself. If even a king can’t exert his authority properly over ‘his 

women’ and thus can’t fully claim his male, Egyptian, Muslim cultural identity, then 

what is the status of that identity? If the male identity at the top of the pyramid that 

articulates and devolves cultural power to lower status males can’t properly perform his 

gendered identity, the entire cultural and gendered identity of the nation is called into 

question.  

Keeping in mind that the story of Malek Farouq was composed by a female 

writer, it is interesting to note the ways in which Queen Nazli represents both the power 

and the weakness of women in an Egyptian context. In episode 6 as the scandal caused by 

Nazli’s open, and frankly Western-style behavior continues to trouble the court, her 

brother can no longer contain his anger. While he acknowledges her status and power to 

stifle rumors within the royal court, he insists he’s not one of the royal court and that as 

her brother he has the right to “speak his mind.” He is furious that she has started a 

relationship with Hassanien and tells her to stop.  “I love Hassanien. Isn’t it my right to 

love and marry?”  she responds. 
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No, unfortunately, it’s not your right. Not because you are over 40 nor because 

your husband died just seven months ago. Any woman has the right to love and 

marry. But you’re not any woman. You’re the queen of Egypt. And your son is 

the king, and he just started. And he needs us all next to him. And you closest. 

Because he loves you, he’s crazy about you, he does everything for you. And who 

do you love? The king’s aide? Who brought him up, who taught him everything, 

who protected him and who works for him, who he tells go do this and go do that. 

Who will he be talking to? His aide or his mother’s husband? And what do you 

think the people will say? That the king dies and a few months later the queen 

marries a palace worker? What will your son do then? And on top of all of that, 

he’s already married to a very important person and has four children. What’s he 

going to do? Marry you in addition to her or divorce her? And if he divorces her, 

what then? And don’t tell me that you’ve lived your whole marriage imprisoned. 

That’s over now. You’ve gotten your freedom. 

She replies “I know all that. And I can’t tell anyone else this but you. I lived 17 

years in the refrigerator and was treated like an animal. Do you know what it’s like to live 

against your own will? Now I can’t control myself.” 

Again and again this motif comes up in the series’ narrative. Nazli, while in a 

position of significant power as wife of the late King and mother of the new king, cannot 

truly exert power over her personal life. The viewer is at times asked to sympathize with 

her and at other times to despise her for the choices she makes. However, all of the 
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choices she makes, wrong and right, are shown to stem from the tension that lives at the 

heart of her own personal narrative between power and the inability to use it.  

However, the tensions between power and responsibility aren’t limited to Nazli. 

In episode 9, for example Farouq, who is now married, begins to fall into depression over 

his increasing powerlessness. Not only is his wife beginning to act cold and distant but 

every time he tries to enjoy himself by going out to a nightclub he generates tension 

within the royal palace and in Egyptian society. Increasing arguments with his wife lead 

Farouq to conclude to her “you don’t love me.” Later in the episode, Farouq asks for 

marital advice from one of his advisors and points out that he’s feeling sad and unloved. 

This is a recurring theme in the latter part of the series in which Farouq wants, above all, 

to be loved. He yearns for the love of the Egyptian people, the love of his wife, and the 

love of his mother and is transformed negatively by his inability to realize these things.  

This anxiety about love psychologizes the king and works to contextually explain 

the behavior that has been, it seems, misinterpreted by generations of Egyptians as 

stemming from an inherently bad character. It also works on a practical level to create a 

humanized character that viewers can identify with and thus be drawn back to the series 

night after night. Further, what it also does is contribute to a modern imagination in 

which the viewer is invited to share the subjectivity of the king and by extension come to 

the modern rational understanding that actions in history are based on discernable 

conditions and not on innate, unchangeable conditions. Ironically, Farouq’s very lack of 

ability to change his conditions can be read as indicative of a world view in which the 

individual can exert him or herself on an objective world, if only they try hard enough. 
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Farouq failed, in other words, but this doesn’t mean that it’s impossible. This contrasts 

generally with strictly religious viewpoints in which the only will is that of God and 

everything else is simply embodying that will. 

Farouq’s ambivalent relationship with democracy is introduced (also in episode 9) 

in a scene with an advisor on the palace grounds. The advisor, with his own political 

ambitions, tells Farouq that Hitler, Mussolini and Attaturk have adopted a strong system 

of government, “their dictatorship has left them awesome and powerful nations… these 

figures have transformed the world.” 

“But what about the constitution, parliament, what about democracy?” Inquires 

Farouq. 

“Parliamentary politics is corrupt.” 

Farouq: “You’re the only one in Egypt who says this! Ask anyone else in Egypt, 

tell them Good morning and they’ll respond, “The constitution!” 

“(The nationalist prime minister) tries to play both sides. He uses parliament just 

for its looks. He really wants weak cabinet members so that he himself can rule.”  

While the text isn’t necessarily normalizing this perspective and Farouq makes no 

statement of support either way, democracy here is dismissed as a ruse for power. The 

advisor is flattering Farouq with images of his possible greatness if only he seizes full 

power away from the parliament. The main messages behind this scene seems to be that 

those that surround people in power have to be suspected and that power’s desire to 

eliminate the will of the people is an ever present danger. This message is not diluted in 

the contemporary, authoritarian Egyptian political scene.  
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In response to this, Farouq gives a radio sermon in which he uses religion to 

justify his power. He insists that he’s no longer going to be dominated by parliament and 

will instead use that body as an advisory council and nothing more. The Nationalists are 

outraged that Farouq has tried to introduce and manipulate religion into the heretofore 

largely secular political environment. While there is no ultimate ideological closure to 

this tension in the narrative, the general impression the viewer is left with is that this 

introduction of religion was a mistake on Farouq’s part.  

The melodrama of episode ten highlights the series’ use of music which while of a 

higher quality is similar to the standard of Arabic language serials. Music is used to 

highlight narrative turns and draw the viewer’s attention to a character’s insights or 

suffering. In this episode, Farouq is dealing with the stress and anxiety of being a young 

king and the head of his own family. Much of the narrative tension of the episode, and of 

the show as whole, revolves around the difference between Farouq’s needs and desires as 

both king of Egypt and as a son and his widowed mother’s needs and desires as Queen 

mother of Egypt and as a woman. In one scene Queen Nazli asks the king’s young 

military advisor to take her out on the town because she is bored. The horrified military 

advisor approaches the king’s principle advisor and confidant Hassanien what to do. 

Hassanien disingenuously tells him to humor the queen and take her out. This is 

disingenuous because Hassanien and Nazli are secretly in love. The queen does go out 

and is caught dancing with strange men, at the moment that Hassanien sees her the 

viewer is reminded of the shock and seriousness of the moment as the music suddenly 

becomes fast, blaring and abrupt. Hassanien has to lie to the king, covering for Nazli’s 



 163 

lack of decorum. Back at the palace, however, Hassanien shouts at her and insists queen 

or not she’s not free to act as she pleases. Once again the music becomes dramatic as the 

viewer is drawn to the realization that queen is not free. Enraged herself, the queen 

accuses Hassanien of only pretending to love her and never intending to marry her. When 

he replies that he doesn’t have the social standing to marry a queen she becomes 

despondent. “I’m not a piece of stone. I’m a person. I left everything good in my life. So 

that I could figure out a way to live as a person alone.” The music at this point switches 

to a sad, light dirge on the ‘ud (Arabic lute.) 

When Nazli insists on telling her son the next day that she wants to marry 

Hassanien he becomes enflamed with calm anger. The music is backgrounded, but tense 

as Farouq cleans a gun while talking to his mother. After humiliating her by suggesting 

that she has no moral character, he becomes enraged and screams at her. The music at 

this point stops as the actors voice dominates the scene. He shouts that her saw her 

cavorting with other men before even the 40 day Islamic mourning period for his father 

was finished. He accuses her of dishonoring him and his father’s memory. As the scene 

ends and Nazli goes running out of the room in emotional turmoil, the music becomes 

intensely melodramatic as a full orchestra repeats a variation on the theme song of the 

series.  

In the scene immediately following, Farouq is shown as being utterly depressed at 

the betrayal of his mother. He sits alone behind the wheel of a car as the flashed-back 

images of his lonely childhood come across the screen, in which his mother was his only 
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succor. The music highlights his depression by featuring a lone Nai (Egyptian flute) 

putting out plaintive tones.  

In the next scene Farouq is shown to still be depressed as his advisors tell him 

about problems in Europe with the war. He is clearly not paying attention and the music 

highlights this with a background ‘ud playing sad notes. A servant comes to the king with 

a plate of desserts and asks him which one he wants. “I want them all,” he says. The 

music highlights this important moment by becoming suddenly more dramatic and 

orchestral. The camera follows the food from the king’s hand into his mouth. This scene 

is highly significant because in the most common portrayals of the deposed king he is 

depicted as corpulent because he was morally depraved. His fat body has long been 

portrayed right alongside his licentious and selfish behavior in the anti-Farouq discourse 

that has dominated Egyptian public culture since his overthrow. However, what this show 

does, and the music highlights it so that we as viewers won’t forget, is attribute the king’s 

coming corpulence not to greed and gluttony but to emotional depression and anxiety.  

This scene is again indicative of a modern, psychologizing sensibility. Instead of 

attributing the king’s flaws to an unchanging condition of underlying evil, selfishness, or 

weakness, the narrative of this series suggests that Farouq’s problems were, like all of 

our problems, circumstantial. It is suggesting that instead of understanding the former 

king as an innately flawed character beyond redemption, he was instead a victim of his 

context and of the tensions that he struggled to deal with as a son, a husband, and as a 

king.  
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An incident that stretches out over episodes 12 and 13 depicts a common 

Egyptian trope in serials (and society): the tension between mother and law and wife. 

When Queen (mother) Nazli approaches Farouq to tell him to be kinder to his wife 

Farida, he reacts with anger. Despite his continually deteriorating relationship with his 

wife Farouq makes it clear that his relationship is none of his mother’s business. In fact, 

he lies to her, Farida has been spreading rumors about you and Hassanien. This turns 

Nazli against Farida and sets up a continuing battle between the two which is familiar to 

any observer of Egyptian melodramatic serials and is also a recurring trope in public 

discourse about marriage.  

Like Nazli’s trope of imprisonment, this discussion of mother-in-law/wife conflict 

reflects an ambivalent relationship between power and female gender. The conflict 

between the two reflects the Egyptian/Arab/Muslim gendered ideal of a woman loving 

her man wholly, whether that man be her son or her husband. This conflict reflects the 

power that women have in Egyptian society to rule the domestic space while 

simultaneously reflecting the weak position of women in that these two in particular find 

themselves pointlessly fighting about a lie. They are duped and quite beyond the ability 

to express their power in constructive ways. 

Episode 13, like much of the series, is dominated by issues surrounding Farouq’s 

and the nation’s lack of control over their own destiny. Farouq and his prime minister, 

Ali Maher, discuss Egypt’s powerlessness in the face of the ongoing world war and the 

English occupation. They secretly agree that if Italy attacked British troops on Egyptian 

soil it would not be considered an attack on Egypt. Later Farouq sends a message to the 
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Germans through an Iranian intermediary that he respects Hitler and that if the Germans 

invaded Egypt to get rid of the English, they’d be viewed as liberators. 

The British for their part demand changes in the Egyptian government. They want 

to replace Ali Maher with Mustapha Nahass. Colonial leader Lampson says “concerning 

King Farouq, we have to be firm. The military leaders will support us if necessary. Now, 

if he refuses, we can give him the choice to either agree or step down. And we have 

prince Muhammed Ali to depend on.” 

Farouq is furious at being told what to do by “the civil servant” Lampson. 

“George the Sixth has to come here and talk to me, King to King. This is unacceptable. 

The English must get out of Egypt entirely.” But of course he knows that he doesn’t have 

the power to make this happen. He is also powerless to produce a male heir and becomes 

angry at his wife when she give birth to another daughter.  

As the political situation in Egypt boils in the heat of WWII, a respected Egyptian 

nationalist, Mohammed Mahmoud Basha, is dying brings together warring Egyptian 

politicians and tells them, as the music swells highlighting the importance of the moment, 

that he wants to see Egyptian politicians standing as one before he dies. As he speaks it 

appears that the ancient soul of the nation has resurrected and is speaking through him.  

In the next scene the national spirit continues unabated as political enemies 

Ahmed Maher and Mustapha Nahass meet. Nahass states that, “politics should not split 

us. We have one goal, we’re one people. Maybe we have different aspirations, different 

means, but at the end of the day we’re all of the nation, we’re all Egyptians, we’re all 

believers (in God).” 
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In episode 16 Farouq and the nationalists make an attempt to smooth over their 

differences in the interest of the nation. After listening to a radio broadcast announcing a 

Rommel victory in Libya, Farouq jumps up, sticking his hand out and shouts, “Hiel 

Hitler” and announces a party.  

Though disturbing to Western sensibilities, it should be noted that in an Egyptian 

context Hitler and the Nazis do not inspire the same kind of instinctual reaction as they 

would in America or Europe. To the Egyptians, the Axis powers were potential liberators 

from their colonial oppression. It is this view that dominates their representation in 

Egypt, not the Nazis’ genocidal mania towards the Jewish people.   

Farouq meets secretly with the nationalist Nahass who insists to the king that 

what he wants is a cabinet that stands together with the palace against England, “and for 

Egypt.” If brought into the government, Nahass insists, “I swear by the Quran, that every 

Wafd party member will support the king!” To demonstrate his enthusiasm he grabs a 

Quran out of his pocket and puts his hand on it. 

But the articulation of the nation doesn’t stop in its political manifestation. As 

Farouq drops in unexpectedly on Hassanien for dinner, the advisor tells the cooks to 

remove the moloukhiyya (a thick leafy soup) so that the royal body won’t be offended. 

Moloukhiyya is, along with fava beans and felafel, the Egyptian national dish but its low 

cost marks it off as a dish for the poor. “Oh, molokhiyya! I’ve heard of it!” Then he 

explains how his father refused to allow such things as the table calling it, “fodder for 

animals.” Hassanien explains that he was born in Boulak, a largely (though not entirely) 

lower-class area of Cairo near downtown. The king asks if Hassanien still goes to the 
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shaa’bi (common, lower class) areas. Hassanine says he loves to go to those places and 

he lists a number of traditionally low class neighborhoods that would be familiar to any 

Egyptian viewer.  Farouq: “Sometimes I feel like I’m not free. Can I come with you one 

of these times?” 

Hassanien says, “what, alone?”  

“Why not? The people love me!” 

While the attempt here to articulate the relationship between true Egyptian 

cultural identity and the lower classes comes off awkward and forced, the attempt is 

nonetheless made. Inclusive articulations of the ideal Egyptian nation in the 20th century 

have always taken pains to include references to supposed objects and persons of the 

Egyptian lower classes. Nasser articulated this best with his insistence that the “sha’ab al 

Masri” were at the ideological heart of the nation. Films of Egypt’s golden age, from the 

1930’s to the 1960’s, often included the trope of an upper class person first recognition of 

such cultural objects as fuul (mashed fava beans), felafel or certain slang words as a 

prerequisite to proper nationality. Other such markers of an ‘authentic’ Egyptian identity 

often include the kind of clothing that rural Egyptians wear (gallibiyya), certain regional 

(i.e. non Cairene) accents and vocabulary, styles of housing, and traditional ways of 

eating (on the floor seated at a round tray and eating with hands and bread as opposed to 

sitting at a table and eating with silverware.)  

In episodes 17 and 18, which take place in April 1942, the political intrigue 

reaches a fevered pitch as British force Farouq to put together a cabinet that is favorable 

to their interests. They insist that they will remove him from power if he does not do so in 
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a timely manner. As Farouq dithers Lampson, the English colonial officer, sends tanks to 

the palace along with an abdication letter for Farouq to sign. At the last minute Farouq 

agrees to install Nahass, whom the British want as prime minister, and let him pick his 

own government. What is being played out in these episodes is Farouq’s increasing 

weakness in the face of both the nationalists and the English.  

The incident creates bad blood between all the political parties and the royal 

palace. In episode 19 Nahass, now prime minister, shows up to meet Lampson but won’t 

shake his hand. Lampson tells him that they didn’t go to the palace with tanks to install 

Nahass as prime minister but to ask for the king’s abdication. He says, “we’ve been 

demanding your rule for years because you are the majority party, because we believe in 

the rule of the people.”  

Nahass: “What rule of the people? What have you done? What were you hoping 

for with an anti-constitutional cabinet? You fight in every corner of the world in the name 

of  democracy and yet you have declared war against democracy in my country. So why 

do you say the people? You haven’t just surrounded the king, you have surrounded the 

independence of my country.” Insists he won’t form a government until England 

abandons its protectorate.  

It is not until episode 20 that the fourth major force in 20th century Egyptian 

politics (in addition to the royal palace, the nationalists and the English) is finally (though 

ever so briefly) addressed: political Islam. It is in this episode that the founder of the 

Islamic Brotherhood (ikwhaan al muslimeen), Hassan al Banna is introduced.  
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Prime Minister Nahass meets with Hassan al Banna and tells him not to get 

involved in politics. Nahass insists that he himself is Muslim, and maybe even more 

Muslim than Hassan al Banna. “Play politics if you want, Hassan, but don’t mix politics 

with the da’awa (Islamic call to piety/duty).”  

Instead of playing politics, Nahass insists, the Brotherhood should stick with the 

Wafd party, which is (according to Nahass) the party of the Egyptian nation and includes 

many, many Muslim brothers. “Because it is a party of democracy.”  

Nahass: “I’m the leader of the nation and I’m telling you that politics and religion 

do not mix.” 

Banna: “What we want is a nation for God’s sake (fi sabil Allah).” 

Nahass: “Me too! What have I been doing for 25 years? In the past why did Ali 

Maher bring you into politics? Not because he believed what you were saying but to use 

you against us and against the palace. You’re putting yourself into a position of being 

played with by the hands of politicians.”  

In this exchange, a clear and unambiguous message is being represented in the 

text: politics and religion should not directly mix. While Nahass takes great pains to 

assure al Banna (and, by extension, the viewers) that he is Muslim and that his cultural 

identity and moral foundation are Islamic, when it comes to politics it’s the nation that 

should be placed first. Using established religious reasoning, he makes the argument that 

politics will corrupt religion long before religion has a chance to transform politics.  

Though it occupies such a short time on screen, this portrayal of the role of 

political Islam in articulations of the Egyptian nation cannot be overemphasized. As Abu 
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Lughod (1997) pointed out, Egyptian serials (or in this case, Egyptian oriented serials) 

are most often marked by the absence of Islam as an alternative to the contemporary 

political structure of the nation. Such a brief gloss of the role of the Muslim Brotherhood 

in contributing to early 20th century Egyptian political life can only be seen as a conscious 

choice to minimize the role of the organization in helping to form (for better or for worse) 

modern Egyptian national identity.  

By doing this, Malek Farouq adhered to a conception more in tune with widely 

accepted articulations of the Egyptian nation as a primarily secular entity, though one 

with an Islamic moral heart. This is a view that would not be unknown to Gamal Abdel 

Nasser who came after the time of Farouq or to Sa’ad Zaghloul and Ahmed ‘Urabi who 

came before Farouq. It is an articulation of the nation which appears seeks to be inclusive 

of all Egyptians regardless of race, religion, or social class.  However, it is also the 

foundational ideology of the ruling classes of Egypt since the late 19th century and is thus 

implicated in distributions of power in Egyptian culture.  

As the series progresses, the political infighting between the royal palace and the 

nationalists and amongst the nationalists themselves dominates the narrative. Mustapha 

Nahass, who earlier met with Ali Maher to discuss Egyptian political unity, now has 

Maher arrested (episode 20). He insists he’s not doing it to support the English desire to 

be rid of Maher’s agitation in favor of the Germans and Italians, but instead because 

Maher is damaging Egyptian national unity. Meanwhile, Hassanien and the palace work 

in secret to undermine Nahass. The nationalist Wafd party begins to splinter from within. 
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As Farouq’s marriage to Farida begins to fall apart in earnest, the narrative starts 

setting the stage for his eventual downfall. While the nationalist parties ally themselves 

with the English and Germany threatens Egypt from Libya, Farouq secretly supports the 

Germans. The split in the Egyptian political scene is portrayed as disastrous to the 

country.  The Wafd party continues to deteriorate as members defect and produce books 

describing the corruption within the ranks of the party (episode 24).  

Queen Nazli, upset at Farouq for constricting her freedom as well as refusing to 

agree to a potential marriage with Hassanien and at Hassanien for being ambivalent in his 

love, travels to Jerusalem. While there she continues to engage in suspect behavior, 

gambling with Europeans and Gulf Arabs. She refuses to come back to Egypt, despite 

Farouq’s pleas. This drives Farouq to crazed distraction and he bursts in on Hassanien 

crying and banging his head against a wall. He pleas with his advisor, “Marry her 

Hassanien, please! I beg you! Marry her. I’ll write a royal decree” (episode 24).  

Mustapha Nahass and his wife are dispatched to Jerusalem to bring the queen 

back. She insists that she will only return if she has a royal welcome, including the 

presence of Farouq. Farouq finally agrees, torn between anger and sadness. Hassanien 

and Nazli finally marry, but the union is an ‘urfi marriage. An ‘Urfi marriage is official 

religiously, but not official in the eyes of the state. It is often used to legitimate sexual 

intercourse and to allow married men to have a secret, additional wife.  

The secret marriage causes anger in Nazli’s family. Her brother is furious at the 

humiliating implications of the ‘urfi marriage. Farouq, looking at a picture of his father 

with tears in his eyes while the music swells, asks “how could she do this to him?” His 
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wife, with whom he has temporarily reunited, says to him, “she’s human and she has a 

right to love.” As Farouq continues to look distraught she promises, “don’t worry, I’ll be 

by your side forever.”  Even though the audience ironically knows this not to be the case.  

Hassanien and Nazli, finally free (at least within the confines of their secret villa) 

to express their love for each other openly, dally in bed and reenact gender roles. “You’re 

no longer her highness, you’re Mrs. Ahmed Hasanien,” he tells her jokingly.  

 An example of the ambivalent relationship with Western culture arises in episode 

25. Farouq, shortly after getting into a car accident and being cheered back to health by 

crowds of peasants outside his hospital, is in a good mood.  After pretending that he’s not 

upset that Farida has born him another daughter and still no male heir, he tells Hassanien 

that he’s been reading a German magazine. “I understand now why she hasn’t given me 

any sons, it’s chromosomes.” This appreciation of Western achievements in science 

(even though, in this case, it’s a misinterpreted science) while rejecting Western culture is 

a symptomatic of Egyptian’s relationship with Europe and modernity since the 19th 

century.  

As the war ends, Farouq begins to cultivate the love of the Egyptian people. He 

goes to the rural south and opens a hospital for the poor to the cheering of more crowds. 

Nahass and the Wafdists become increasingly jealous at the growing popularity of the 

king. He feels that the anti-poverty programs were nationalist ideas and is resentful of the 

king for taking the credit. Farouq, for his part, approaches the English and demands he be 

allowed to remove Nahass from power. The British demur. 
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When Nahass discovers this, he draws up plans to remove Farouq from power. 

When the English catch wind and offer their support, however, Nahass withdraws his 

plans, not wishing to be seen as a puppet of the English.  

Episodes 27 and 28 detail the unraveling of Farouq’s relationships with his 

mother and his wife. After being out dancing with another woman, Farouq and Farida 

clash and he shouts that he hates her as he falls asleep on the royal couch. When Farida 

approaches her parents with her marital problems, they reinforce Egyptian gendered 

norms by telling her to calm down and be nicer to him. Farouq tells Hassanien he wants a 

divorce but Hassanien reminds him of the political nature of marriages.  

In his role as head of the family, Farouq talks with his sister about getting 

married. He acknowledges the irony that their mother has kept her imprisoned in the 

palace, just as Nazli herself was imprisoned. This is another common trope in Egyptian 

public culture in which mothers acknowledge the injustices visited upon them but realize 

the moral value of imprisoning when it comes their turn to exert power.  

Farouq’s other sister, who is married to the Shah of Iran, is unhappy and 

unhealthy in Tehran. To add to Farouq’s misery, his most devoted servant has taken ill 

and is on his deathbed. As if this wasn’t enough, Hassanien has a heart attack and is taken 

to the hospital. While Farouq visits him, he forbids his mother from going for fear that 

people might discover the secret marriage.  

The national government is rocked when Ahmed Maher, just about to take power, 

is assassinated. Nahass is shown weeping in sorrow when it comes out that the assassin 

was a Wafdist. Nahass also proposes the formation of an Arab League to protect the 
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interests of the Palestinians with a combined Arab army. Other minor government 

officials are assassinated as Egypt begins to spin out of control.  

As new prime minister Nuqrashi warns Farouq that he has to stop going to 

cabarets because the reputation of the government is plummeting, Farouq sends a 

representative to Farida to present her with a list of demands. Among these demands is 

that she can’t continue to see an older married couple, friends of the family, who have 

been helping her with advice. In turn, she tells him that she’ll only listen to him if he 

stops associating with his much loved Italian staff. He refuses.She responds, “From now 

on consider me your wife only for official functions. Other than that, don’t come into my 

bedroom. I consider you a stranger.” This last statement has a particular resonance in 

Arabic.  

Tragedy strikes in episode 30 as Farouq’s advisor and closest friend Hassanien is 

killed in a car accident. Despite being overwhelmed by sadness, Farouq rushes to 

Hassaniens house, finds the ‘urfi marriage contract, and destroys it so that the news won’t 

become public. A month later, as Nazli continues to wear black and outwardly mourn, 

Farouq becomes frustrated with his mother. “I am finally free” she says sadly. But she 

also accuses Farouq of being heartless and foolish. “Hassanien made you what you are. 

Tomorrow, when you don’t have him, you’ll see what life is like.” She announces that 

she wants to go to America.  

In the next scene, which is meant to represent a passage of time, Farouq is 

suddenly older and much fatter, the actor clearly being decked in a special effects 

costume. He’s shown playing poker with his Italian coterie, drinking, and eating too 
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much. The palace staff begins to complain about how distant the king’s become. “No one 

can meet with him. He does all of the palace work by himself.”  

Nahass, now a depressed figure due to all the turmoil in the Egyptian national 

political scene, attacks the Muslim Brotherhood for killing a judge. He calls them 

terrorists. “That’s not the Hassan Al Banna that I used to know, the man that used to turn 

his head to the ground (in shame) when I chastised him… the country must know that 

they approach religion like a business (as if to cheapen it.)” He goes on for a long time 

about how morally bankrupt they are.  He directs the Wafd journalists (the Wafd had- and 

still have to this day- their own newspaper) to attack the Brotherhood. In reply, the 

Brotherhood attempt to assassinate Nahass with a  bomb.  

Back at the palace, a corpulent, confused, and solitary Farouq is increasingly 

distraught by the political violence taking place in Egypt. Communists, the brotherhood, 

and bombs in cinemas are aimed at destabilizing the country, regardless of who is in 

charge and the parliamentary government doesn’t seem to be capable of maintaining 

order. 

Meanwhile, his mother Nazli is in America undergoing surgery. Her brother 

comes to Farouq and announces that she won’t be returning to Egypt any time soon. 

Farouq asks about the “secretary” that his mother and sister took with them to America 

and expresses fury at the fact he’s staying at the same hotel as them. After some 

hesitation, Farouq’s uncle admits that the secretary (who is Coptic Christian, and is 

therefore socially off-limits) is courting Farouq’s sister. 
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In an incident that only occupies ten minutes of episode 30, but four episodes of 

the other series, Gamal Abdel Nasser, Farouq decides to commit Egyptian troops to 

Palestine. His advisor pleads with him not to, “Don’t do it, your highness, don’t put our 

army between the British and the Jews. For long years our army has only had experience 

guarding parties and processions.” But the top military brass assure Farouq that the army 

is ready and has all the resources it needs. “The army wants to fight, I promise you king, 

Palestine will be in our hands within weeks.”  

The parliament, led by Nuqrashi, is upset that Farouq has prepared for war 

without consulting them. As Nuqrashi meets with Farouq, the king is dressed in an 

outlandishly showy military uniform highlighting his inability to truly deal with the 

Palestine problem.  

As it becomes clear that the war in Palestine is going disasterously, Farouq 

divorces his wife. But he weeps copioiusly. In Egypt the situation further deteriorates and 

the Brotherhood try to assassinate Nahass again. “How many attempts has it been,” he 

asks philosophically, “I can’t even remember any more.”  

Prime Minister Nuqrashi decides he must publically denounce the Brotherhood. 

He acknowledges the danger in doing so, “But anyone in my position would be required 

to do the same, for the good of the country.” In the next scene he is summarily 

assassinated. 

In the midst of all the turmoil, Farouq is distraught and lonely and finds another 

young woman to marry. Although most people criticize him for marrying someone so 

young, his ex wife Farida demands they be more respectful. “He’s the king, he’s my 
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former husband, and he’s the father of my children.” Then she runs into the bedroom and 

throws herself on the bed crying. 

Nazli and the princess, remaining in America, further destroy the king’s 

emotional state when they announce that the princess will marry the Copt and not come 

back to America. Farouq disowns them and strips them of their title. The problem is not 

that he’s Copt per se, says the king, it’s that he has a bad reputation. However, Egyptian 

viewers would recognize that the problem is indeed that he’s of a different religion. 

Nahass and Farouq agree that people are trying to use the issue to raise conflicts between 

Egyptian Muslims and Christians. Though this is left unresolved. 

The king starts running into serious budgetary problems, exacerbated by his 

mother’s profligate spending in America. What is not mentioned by the series is that his 

mother eventually converts to Christianity. 

As Farouq, utterly distraught, marries his young bride, he is overthrown by Nasser 

and the free officers. This scene is not dwelled upon. The officers simply come into the 

palace and tell him that he is to abdicate to his new son and is to leave the country within 

72 hours. The last scene of the series is the same as the first: Farouq walks in profound 

sadness around a villa in Italy.  

 

GAMAL ABDEL NASSER  
While also directed by a Syrian, Basil Khatib, and starring a Syrian, Magdy 

Kamel, the series Gamal Abdel Nasser did not achieve the critical or popular success of 

Malek Farouq. With a much smaller budget, a lack of A-list stars, and a poor script, the 
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production values of Nasser are on a different level than the other series. As a whole, the 

series suffers from poor writing and less than stellar acting. The show is caught 

somewhere between a personal biography of Nasser and a political biography of Egypt 

and thus fully satisfies neither. While problematic to the Egyptian government because of 

its potential to create unfavorable comparisons between the great nationalist hero and the 

contemporary leader, the show did not engender as much critical electricity (either 

positive or negative) as Farouq.  

Where Farouq had the luxury of resurrecting and complicating the image of a 

maligned political figure about whom audiences had low expectations, Gamal Abdel 

Nasser was faced with telling the story of the greatest Egyptian hero of the 20th century. 

While Nasser, the historical figure, occupies an ambivalent space in Egyptian popular 

culture, with some Egyptians blaming him for dragging the nation through 60 years of 

military rule and (many) others praising him for bringing dignity and independence back 

to Egypt, the series highlights only the positive side of Nasser.  

Despite attempts to personalize Nasser, most notably by bringing his famous, 

scholarly daughter Hoda Gamal Abdel Nasser (who wrote a book on pre-war nationalist 

Egyptian politics) into a consulting position on the series, it largely fails to do so. Instead, 

the series gets caught up in explaining the political historical context that, in this 

particular narrative, forced Nasser into what he was to become. In other words, the way 

the narrative is set up Nasser’s choices are simply between good and bad, with no shades 

of gray, and his destiny is teleologically related. His relationship with his family is 

covered at length, but from a hagiographic perspective in which the saintly leader could 
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do no wrong. This kind of treatment of the figure, however, fails to inspire an excessive 

amount of identification with the personal side of Nasser. Instead, most of the energy of 

the show is spent outlining the political intricacies of the historical moment in 

interminable dialogs between minor characters. Events that happen in the show, such as 

the arrest of a character or the stepping down of a politician, are discussed afterwards by 

café patrons as if the entire exercise was a political talk show.  

Further, the quality of the acting in Gamal Abdel Nasser was of a different 

standard than Malek Farouq. Whereas in Malek Farouq the actors were characterizing 

their historical figures, in Nasser the actors seem to largely be mimicking their historical 

figures. This likely has to do with the fact that in the time of Farouq television (and even 

film) cameras were not as ubiquitous and the characters largely remain known for their 

words and their actions rather than their physical characteristics. Nasser’s cohorts, 

however, went on to become famous figures in the era of television and their physical 

mannerisms are well known. This might explain why the character of Anwar Sadat (later 

president of Egypt himself) is portrayed as hot-head and shouts his each and every line as 

opposed to uttering his dialog in context to the rest of the dialog. The reputation of 

Anwar Sadat in popular culture is of an impulsive, brash, quick tempered person and the 

actor seemed to be tapping into this impression.  

While a formal analysis of Egyptian and Arab acting is beyond the scope of this 

dissertation, it is useful to point out that Egyptian perceptions of ‘realism’ in acting are 

different than American modes of realistic portrayal. Whereas ‘method’ acting, where the 

actor attempts to fully embody the character emotionally, came to dominate American 
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film acting since the late 1950’s, Egyptian acting tends to remain more in the realm of the 

physical, with the most successful actors inhabiting different characters through unique 

modes of dress, accents, make up, and physical movement. A result of this is that the 

most famous of Egyptian actors tend to be comedians (such as Adel Imam). Another 

result is that the most successful films and television programs are those that bring known 

actors with familiar personalities to bear on the project.  

In the case of Gamal Abdel Nasser many of the actors appear to have been chosen 

to play key characters based on their physical resemblance to the figures rather than their 

ability to emotionally replicate the character’s thoughts. Magdy Kamel, playing the title 

role of Nasser, portrays his character as an infallible leader and manages emotional range 

through the use of his voice and physical movement. Those times when emotional depth 

are required in the show are dealt with through the use of monologic voice-over in which 

we hear the character thinking aloud to himself in a whispered, profound tone. Such 

scenes often occur in front of a mirror when the character is pondering the difficulties of 

his future or driving his car alone. Other ways of playing emotional depth include the use 

of the ghostly figure of Nasser’s dead mother, dressed in traditional Egyptian garb, who 

plays a tri-partite role representing Nasser’s specific mother, motherhood in general, and 

the Egyptian nation.  

The opening credits of the series, like Malek Farouq, take up an entire 3 minutes 

and provide an encapsulation of the entire narrative as well as listing all of the people 

involved in the production. The theme song is much more martial than Farouq’s theme 

song, reflecting a warrior-leader as opposed to the confused boy-king of Farouq.  
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The first episodes of Nasser deal with the childhood of the future leader of Egypt 

and the pain he felt at the loss of his mother. The absence of a female comforting figure 

becomes a recurring theme throughout the series as Nasser’s aunt tries to fill the gap and 

his mother’s ghost keeps returning to guide him on the right path. Being set in the rural 

village where Nasser was born, these early episodes set the groundwork for the argument 

that Nasser was first and foremost a man of the people. As the series progresses Nasser 

keeps being drawn back to the village to help the farmers out of various troubles they find 

themselves in. These troubles are shown to be not the result of the every day social strife 

that exists in any society, but instead as stemming from the feudal economic and political 

system that Nasser would eventually replace. The farmers, true to nationalist and 

Nasserist ideology, are shown to be oppressed peasants with good hearts. With the 

constant back and forth between the city and the country, the narrative emphasizes both 

the difference between the two and their interconnectedness.  

A socially significant narrative recurring them in Nasser is the concept of Wasta. 

The much maligned concept does not have a literal English translation but can be 

described quite loosely as ‘influence,’ or ‘nepotism,’ or more academically as a 

reification of social capital. Wasta refers to the social network between individuals and 

families that is activated to secure jobs, business deals, or even marriages. Although most 

Egyptians publicly decry wasta for its essential unfairness and its detrimental affect on 

society through the selection of individuals based on family ties rather than on innate 

abilities, wasta remains a significant social force in Egyptian society. Though numbers 

are notoriously difficult to measure, according to Muhammed up to 25% of people hired 
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for various jobs in Egypt achieved their position through wasta (Muhammed, 2008). 

Similar to the anxiety around affirmative action in the United States, wasta stigmatizes its 

users and leaves them open to charges of unqualification (ibid). Unlike affirmative action, 

however, wasta represents a significant drain on Egyptian and Arab economic and 

political structures. 

In the Nasser series wasta is introduced a number times and produces both 

negative and positive effects. In episode six, for example, Nasser has passed his high 

school exit exams with flying colors and wants to get into the military academy. 

Although he does well on the entrance exam, when he comes before the review board he 

runs into trouble. Nasser is pictured standing outside the hall smoking a cigarette and 

pacing. An officer shouts his name and he walks into a room to be faced by a long table 

of army officers. They ask Nasser what his father does. Nasser is upset and says that it 

shouldn’t matter. The officers repeat the question and Nasser, standing with his hands 

behind his back and looking at the ground as the music swells, answers, “he is a post 

office employee.” 

“Employee? (muwazzaf)” 

“Yes sir, just an employee.” 

Nasser is then rejected from the military academy and has to settle for law. Angry, 

Nasser denounces the injustices of the system to his friends and argues that Ahmed 

‘Urabi, the great Egyptian nationalist and military figure, came from peasant stock and no 

one asked him for wasta. He repeats to his friends what he told the army officers, 

“Anyone who loves Egypt should be able to serve.”  
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The clear message being sent, especially in the ironic awareness the viewer has 

that Nasser would come to transform modern Egypt, is that the system of wasta is corrupt 

and keeps qualified people from serving the country. The narrative takes a stand against 

the excesses of wealth and privilege and its damaging affects on the future of Egypt. 

It is thus ironic when three scenes (and one year) after Nasser’s initial rejection 

from the military academy that his uncle activates a complicated trail of wasta to secure 

Nasser’s admission. When Nasser is taken to meet the man who has the wasta, an army 

general, he plays the part of the indignant citizen. When the older officer asks him why 

he should activate wasta on the son of a post officer employee, Nasser stands up and 

speaks with his chest held out of his love for Egypt and his desire to serve the country in 

any way he can whether that be from the military academy or not. “So, thank you for 

your generous offer, but I will do without and I’ll make my own way,” Nasser tells the 

general. Of course, the general does employ his  wasta and gets Nasser in. 

The message being hewed to in this case seems to be close to the Egyptian 

standard feeling about wasta: it’s terrible, it’s unfair, it damages society, but it’s 

impossible to function without it. The irony for the contemporary viewer who watches 

the events take place in the supposed past but with a knowledge of the events that came 

between that moment and this, is that wasta is as strong as ever in contemporary Egypt. 

Despite Nasser’s socialist revolution and his desire to modernize Egypt and create an 

army based on talent and ability and not on wasta this did not come to pass.   

This leaves the concept of wasta ideologically dangling in Gamal Abdel Nasser. 

On the one hand the series references wasta, portrays it as unjust, and yet leaves the 
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matter unsettled. On the other hand, the show can be seen as creating a sense of 

identification with its viewers who know, abhor and yet employ wasta. If even Gamal 

Abdel Nasser, the most heroic of nationalist heroes, had to use wasta why should 

contemporary Egyptians be any different? In this way, the series manages to reinforce 

existing social norms while appear to be challenging them simultaneously.  

When Nasser finally does make it into the military academy, his early days are 

portrayed in a montage of army basic training images that would be familiar, even cliché, 

to any viewer who has seen war films or television programs. These include Nasser 

working out, crawling under barbed wire, marching, and being yelled at by a drill 

sergeant. The fact that these scenes would tell a distinct story to American viewers who 

did not speak a word of Arabic suggests that the methods of visual short hand developed 

primarily in American programming now have near universal meaning in our 

contemporary mediated environment. 

As Nasser lingers at the library to the amusement of other students, he makes one 

of his many speeches that mark him off not just as another interesting television 

character, but as the founder of contemporary modern Egypt. He argues for the 

importance of studying history and military history. In his smoldering, low-voiced 

intonation the repeated posturing by the main character marks the show as hagiographic 

in nature rather than an attempt at televisual realism. When, for example, Nasser tells his 

colleagues in a movie theater a few scenes later that “it’s soldiers who make history,” and 

that the only way to deal with the British occupation is “to destroy iron with iron” it 

becomes clear in the narrative that the man who would become Gamal Abdel Nasser was 
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always Gamal Abdel Nasser. There is little of the self-doubt and irony evident in King 

Farouq’s portrayal.  

Combined with the fact that the same 40 year-old actor played Nasser from his 

teen years until his death and the saintly and constant portrayal of the national hero, there 

is a striking absence of character development in Gamal Abdel Nasser. Watching the 

program is akin to reading history backwards. The teenage Nasser who was unable to get 

into the military academy was, in this narrative, the result of nationalist hero President 

Gamal Abdel Nasser, and not the other way around. While all biopics that center around 

particularly famous people suffer from this teleological nature to some extent, perhaps 

there is something more going on in this case. Any narrative interested in portraying 

Nasser in the context of contemporary Egyptian culture is going to enter a field that is 

already overlain with qualification, dispute, and anger and is sure to raise the hackles of 

critics. Simultaneously, however, any narrative dealing with Nasser is sure to get 

attention and attract viewers. Perhaps much of Gamal Abdel Nasser’s one-dimensionality 

stems from having to negotiate this tension between pleasing fans of the nationalist hero 

and appeasing critics.  

However, this one-dimensionality also implies that Gamal Abdel Nasser is a 

different kind of program than Malek Farouq and other, more consciously transnational 

cultural productions. In presenting a hagiographic, teleological narrative about a great 

national hero, Gamal Abdel Nasser is more akin to older forms of Egyptian and Arab 

cultural expression, such as epic poetry and song, in which it’s the actions of the hero and 

not his psychology that is the center point of the narrative. This, in turn, suggests that 
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although the series was just as transnational as Malek Farouq that newer and older 

narrative forms exist side by side in today’s media environment.  

Reading Gamal Abdel Nasser from this perspective, the emphasis comes to be 

placed on the series’ attempt to portray a timeless Egyptian national essence. This 

essence of Egypt is not, then, a thing constructed by the people who inhabit the 

contemporary physical landscape, but is instead a collective ‘true self’  “with stable, 

unchanging and continuous frames of reference and meaning, beneath the shifting 

divisions and vicissitudes of (its) actual history” (Hall, 1990, p. 223). This attitude is 

reflected in countless ways in the text. Explicitly, to take an example from episode 7, 

Nasser and his colleague Abdel Hakim stand in front of the Nile talking about how they 

want to change the corruption of the present system. “I fear,” says Abdel Hakim, “that 

time will pass us over and we won’t have a chance to change Egypt.” 

“Egypt is always there,” replies Nasser, “like the Nile and the sphinx.” 

Another way that the series aspires to reflect the essential, unchanging nature of 

Egyptian cultural identity is through its replication of familial cultural traditions. For 

example, in episode 8 when Nasser meets the woman who will be his wife (and, to the 

knowing viewer, history already tells us that this was his wife) he sends his family to 

intercede for him. In this most traditional of Egyptian cultural performances, proper 

courting is allowed to take place only after the family of the prospective groom meets 

with the family of the prospective bride and formally requests permission to court. In the 

series, as in common Egyptian cultural life, Nasser takes his uncle and his uncle’s wife 
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and goes to the home of his future wife to formally ask. They are served tea by the 

prospective bride who then goes into the other room to stand at the door and listen.  

Such depictions of every day cultural customs, especially those revolving around 

family life, are repeated prodigiously throughout the show. There is nothing in these 

depictions that would be particularly striking or even mildly noteworthy to a viewer 

steeped in Egyptian customs. However, these moments function to connect the viewer to 

the figure of Nasser and simultaneously to the underlying Egyptian cultural and national 

essence that Nasser embodies. This kind of connection is particularly important in the 

absence of the show’s psychological connections. These moments also function, in a 

subverted way, to reify the cultural traditions on display and to emphasize their 

translation over time (from the 1930’s to the 2000’s) in a way that seems to speak to their 

objectified essence.  

Another way that the program reifies Egyptian cultural tradition and nationalism 

is through Nasser’s memories of his mother. The ghostly figure of Nasser’s dead mother 

makes her appearance at various times throughout the narrative, but usually at a time of 

great trial for the young Nasser. In episode nine, for example, Nasser is thinking about 

Palestine and wondering if the Egyptian government will declare war to protect the 

Palestinians. As he stands smoking a cigarette while the audience hears his interior 

thoughts, his mother appears in the mirror accompanied by a flood of soothing music. 

Nasser realizes that going to war to protect the Palestinians is the right thing to do.  

As Beth Baron (2005) points out, nationalism is not the only political ideology to 

attempt to control the populace by trying to relate the family structure to the political 
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structure. The Ottoman Empire, for example, portrayed itself to its citizens as a 

patriarchal structure in which people ceded authority to the Sultan in the same way that 

children ceded authority to fathers. And yet nationalism, as the reigning political ideology 

of our times, nearly always tries to replicate itself in gendered and familial relationships. 

As McClintock points out, “gender difference between women and men serves to 

symbolically define the limits of national difference and power between men…Women 

are typically constructed as they symbolic bearers of the nation, but are denied any direct 

relation to nationalism” (1993, p. 62). 

Like in other places, Egyptian nationalism utilizes the symbolic imagery of the 

woman and the mother to help replicate itself among the population. According to Beth 

Baron, in ascribing to women the role of biologically and culturally reproducing the 

nation, “Egyptian nationalists keenly interested in reconfiguring the family along modern 

bourgeois lines promoted the cult of domesticity” (2005, pp. 5-6). And yet women’s very 

inclusion in the nationalist imaginary limits their overtly political participation in the 

functioning of the nation. For in properly fulfilling their pivotal role as biological and 

cultural reproducers, women are (ideologically) left with little time or, perceivedly, 

inclination to participate in the public sphere. 

This particular inscription of patriarchal nationalism is evident throughout Gamal 

Abdel Nasser. Nasser’s wife, for example, does not appear in a single scene in which she 

is not surrounded by children or other family. In episode 14, for example, she expresses 

anger at Nasser when she finally discovers that he’s been secretly plotting to overthrow 
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the government and had been keeping weapons in the house. “It’s not that I’m against the 

revolution, I just want our family to be safe. And for you to trust me.”  

Later (in episode 12) the Interior Ministry raids Nasser’s apartment because they 

hear rumors that he’s been spending time with subversive elements. As he stands at 

attention while soldiers ransack his apartment, his wife huddles with the children. The 

soldiers find nothing and leave. Later, as Nasser is searching for the papers that would 

have incriminated him had they been found, his wife announces that she has them and has 

hid them. In short, she has protected and enhanced the nationalist project by exercising 

control over the domestic space. She makes it clear to Nasser that his role is outside, in 

the public space, and her service will be at home in the private space.  

Also in episode 12, the wife of Nasser’s uncle is depicted as barren. This is the 

reason, her husband tells another character, that she’s been so devoted to helping Nasser 

and her other nephews. Her motherhood, in short, has been thwarted and she must 

express it in other ways, like helping the future nationalist hero to secure his family goals.  

The show also replicates a patriarchal view of Egyptian culture and nationalist 

project that is most evident in the show’s representation of peasants. Unlike Malek 

Farouq, which spent much of its time focusing on the lives of the political and cultural 

elite, Nasser represents a man who claimed to come from and speak in the name of the 

peasants and common people (fellaheen and shebab.) To this end, scenes of peasants 

doing peasant things are ubiquitous in the show. In one scene (episode 8) Nasser goes to 

a rural wedding filled with farmers in traditional garb. He takes his seat and listens to a 

rural musician sing a traditional song/poem while playing a traditional one-stringed 
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instrument (rebab). The scene is remarkable only because it lingers five minutes on the 

peasant singer. Nasser is thus linked with the perceived rural heart of Egyptian cultural 

tradition. 

However, while Gamal is portrayed as directly connected to peasants and deeply 

concerned with their welfare, he is also portrayed as above them. In keeping in line with 

modernist, nationalist ideology which saw the peasants as a group to be guided into the 

modernist project, Nasser’s relationship to them is not of equal to equal but of father to 

children. What marks him in a paternal role to the peasants, even to his own uncle, is his 

education and urban lifestyle. Speaking of the Nasserist revolution, Omnia El Shakry 

points out that 

Nationalist discourse, and social reformers, posited the city as the 

quintessential site of the modern (the seat of rational state planning and the 

development of modern forms of power), and the rural as the site of 

national identity (with the peasantry as representative of the demographic 

masses). In a sense, throughout this period the city became the locus of 

government, while the countryside became the object of governance 

(2006, p. 75). 

Politically, Gamal Abdel Nasser concerns itself with three major and interrelated 

issues: the question of Palestine, Arab Nationalism, and the corruption within the 

contemporary Egyptian state. Palestine is the source of agony in Nasser’s early days as a 

military officer. It is also there, in 1948, where Nasser is shown to have distinguished 

himself as a courageous leader and ultimately as capable of leading the Arab world. 
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From the earliest moments of the show Palestine is presented as an example of the 

moral failing of both the Egyptian state and of the Arab world. In episode 8, Nasser goes 

to meet secretly with the Mufti of Jerusalem to tell him that he has the secret support of a 

number of army officers. The mufti tells Nasser that the Arab states can’t agree on a 

position in Palestine because of the opposition of Egyptian Prime Minister Nuqrashi. 

Nasser is furious and, as he stands up and looks off into the distance with his chest 

presented as the music becomes dramatic, he says, “Don’t worry, the Arabs will stand 

behind Jerusalem.”  

The Egyptian state is then shown as dithering between supporting Palestine and 

staying out of the conflict for fear of angering the occupying British. Nasser decides to 

circumvent the government and army leadership by volunteering to go to Jerusalem and 

aid the resistance effort. Contrasting Nasser’s decisiveness, Prime Minister Nuqrashi tries 

to hold the nationalist parliament away from a declaration of war. He argues that 

involvement would be disastrous for the poorly equipped Egyptian army, especially in 

light of the fact that the British army stood between Cairo and Palestine. “We can’t give 

the British an excuse to come back from the Sinai.” 

Finally the Egyptian state declares war and mobilizes the army, despite the fact 

that it is generally acknowledged that they are ill equipped to prosecute a war. As Nasser 

gets ready to head off to Palestine he says goodbye to his wife in a flood of music and 

tears. The sentimentalism suffers from the viewer’s ironic awareness that he wasn’t killed 

in the war at all. Abruptly the music shifts into a martial spirit in the next scene as Nasser 

and his cohorts ride a train East across the Sinai.  
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The war in Palestine occupies three episodes. From the beginning it’s clear to 

Nasser and his comrades that something is rotten in Palestine. Nasser wonders out loud to 

his friend Abdel Hakim why each time they come to a British checkpoint the soldiers 

simply wave them through. They agree there is something nefarious happening. This is 

heightened by their suspicions at being given only 1/3 of their weaponry thus far with the 

rest being promised later. The source of the problem, they agree, is the infighting 

between the parliament and the palace.  

As Nasser and Abdel Hakim arrive at their remote outpost behind the front, they 

discover that it has been abandoned. Their suspicion is appeased, however, by radio 

reports that Egyptian forces are routing the Israelis on the front. However, when Nasser 

arrives at the front the next day he finds that the radio has been lying and Egyptian troops 

are in full retreat. Nasser discovers from the commanding officer that Egyptian forces are 

indeed beaten and that “it appears that the Jews had prior knowledge of our troop 

movements.”  

Despite seemingly sharing the sentiment, Nasser berates a young officer for 

publicly discussing the failings of the army and it’s political war in front of the soldiers. 

Nasser insists that it’s bad for morale. In the next scene, a soldier shows up with 1,000 

Egyptian pounds and tells Nasser that he’s to use it “to buy cheese and olives” for his 

soldiers. Nasser is furious at the army’s utter disorganization and shouts, “After a solider 

comes back from fighting hard and he’s tired and hungry, all we have to give him is 

cheese and olives?” 
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Keeping with the familial demands of the Arab serial (musalsal ‘arabi) genre, the 

series intersperses scenes of fighting in Palestine with scenes of Nasser’s wife back home 

with the children. These scenes are usually without dialog and feature heavy music and a 

sad wife clutching her children and crying.  

Back on the front Nasser comes upon an abandoned battlefield littered with the 

bodies of dead Egyptians. As he stands silently, his arms out to his side clutching his cap, 

the show allows us to hear his internal monologue. He vows revenge on a government 

that sent its unprepared army to be destroyed. As the music swells, the camera slowly 

pulls back to reveal all of the death as smoke billows around him and he looks to the 

skies.  

At the end of episode 9, a group of Arab army officers from various countries is 

meeting discussing upcoming battles. While there is nothing particularly remarkable 

about this scene in terms of the narrative, what is striking is that the Sudanese army 

representative is quite obviously presented in blackface. This is striking because, given 

Sudan’s historic cultural and ethnic connection with Egypt, it would have been perfectly 

plausible to have a dark skinned Egyptian play the Sudanese. While blackface portrayal is 

not uncommon in Egyptian cinema and television, especially when representing sub-

Saharan Africans as singing and dancing objects of mirth, they usually appear in comedy. 

There is no apparent reason why Gamal Abdel Nasser decided to employ blackface. To 

an American eye, steeped in a contested history of blackface and minstrel shows, the 

portrayal is instantly coded as racist. In the absence of direct audience survey data, it is 

difficult to say with certainty how Egyptians react to blackface. Anecdotally, many hours 
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spent watching television with Egyptians suggests to me that while Egyptians notice 

blackface and acknowledge that it is potentially demeaning to the objects of portrayal, 

Egyptians don’t have the years of stigma attached to blackface as Americans do.  

In the end the use of blackface is left unexplained. Similar to proximate scenes in 

which one particular character’s voice is repeatedly dubbed in a clearly different sound 

environment than the other characters, I take these as examples of hurried production 

demands resulting in low production values. While the blackface might have been 

intentionally demeaning, it is more likely that in the rush to produce the show, the casting 

director was looking for a visual shortcut in the absence of going back to Cairo or 

Khartoum and finding a real Sudanese actor.  

As the events in Palestine continue through episode 10 and 11, the narrative focus 

is on the way that the Egyptian state has failed and betrayed its army. There are 

conspiratorial accusations made by many characters that the elite in Cairo are in league 

with the Palestinian Jews and the British and that the Egyptian army was deliberately sent 

to fail.  An argument is essentially being made here for how Nasserism came to take root, 

due to the anger of both the people and the younger military officers at being abandoned 

by the government and being made into political footballs.  

Nasser is wounded on the battlefield and comes home to recover. As he meets 

with his entire family he gives them the bad news that the media is lying to them and the 

war is actually going quite poorly. When Nasser finally returns to the front, he leads his 

soldiers into a battle against a much greater enemy force. The scene, which consumes a 
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full ten minutes with battle imagery and martial music, has Nasser personally shooting an 

Israeli soldier and commanding his soldiers towards a glorious victory.  

Nevertheless, the war is a losing proposition from the start and eventually 

Nasser’s battalion is completely surrounded by the Israelis. Israeli officers come to him 

under a white flag and tell him, “We have you surrounded on all sides, we’ve come to as 

for your surrender.” 

Nasser responds in English, “We know the situation, but we will never 

surrender.” Graciously, however, he allows the Israelis to pick up their wounded from the 

battlefield. As Nasser and his troops prepare for battle, he tours the Palestinian village he 

is protecting and is greeted as a hero. The narrative cuts to a scene in which an Egyptian 

army official is meeting with a Palestinian and Israeli general Moshe Dyan making a 

secret, unspecified agreement. The battle goes badly and Nasser is forced to retreat. 

When the Israelis occupy the village, they are portrayed as heartlessly executing the 

Palestinian resistance.  

Losing the war only strengthens the resolve of Nasser and his cohorts to change 

the system. They circulate an anonymous list of demands under the name of “The Free 

Officers” in which they “ask for the freedom of the government from foreign occupation 

(and) we demand attention focused on the people who can’t find food to eat” (episode 

12). The military old guard suspects Nasser’s involvement in the list of demands, but 

can’t prove it. As Nasser meets with the free officers group in scene after scene, the 

dialog is procedural, an almost dry historical reading of specifically how the military 

coup was planned and executed.  
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The series makes an implicit argument for the inevitability of the military coup by 

emphasizing the increasingly deteriorating political and social situation in Egypt and the 

paralysis of the political system. In episode 12, angry peasants burn the wheat stores of 

the local basha (feudal landlord) in anger over rising rent costs. Violence ensues and 

many of the local peasants, including Nasser’s cousin, are arrested. When local peasants 

come to Nasser’s uncle to ask Nasser to intervene on their behalf, his uncle suggests they 

go to the law. “The basha is the judge and he is the government.”  

One of the persistent themes of Nasser’s internal political ideology, and the stated 

reason behind the controversial nationalization of companies and land, was the corruption 

of the Egyptian feudal system. The show highlights the economic injustices, and then 

when the peasants are arrested and tortured, the physical injustices visited upon the 

working classes in Egypt.  

Nasser finds it difficult to intercede for the peasants as the basha whose property 

they burned is Fuad Sirag Ad-Deen, the powerful interior minister. Nasser is furious at 

the injustice of the economic system. “4 million (acres) in the country, 1 million for the 

king, 1 million to foreign businessmen, and 1million to the bashas, and the 15 million 

Egyptians scramble for the last bit” (episode 12).  

Nasser finally comes to the peasants rescue, but only after one of them is tortured 

to death. As Nasser attends the wake in the mud-brick peasant house dressed in his city 

suit while everyone else is in peasant garb, his face displays a mixture of rage and 

sadness.  
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Episode 13 deals, for the first time, with the mixture of politics and religion in the 

modern Egyptian context. Nasser takes his secular, nationalist journalist friend Salah El 

Guindi with him to meet with a representative of the Muslim Brotherhood. Nasser and El 

Guindi talk in the car before the meeting. “Their position is strange,” says Nasser, 

“Everyone else is involved somehow in the nationalist uprising but not the brothers.” 

“They don’t have any desire to be a part of the uprising, and they won’t.” Says the 

journalist. 

“We’ll see what they have to say directly, then we’ll know who is with us. But 

you remain calm, Guindi. Don’t upset them.” 

As they enter to tense music, the members of the Brotherhood are marked by their 

physical difference: they wear coats over traditional Arab gowns. They have closely cut 

hair, long beards and no mustaches. They use classical Arabic as opposed to Egyptian 

dialect.  

There is a drum roll as each character, Nasser, Farghalli, and El Guindi, take their 

seats. Nasser says to the brotherhood representative, Farghalli, “I know that you people 

have lots of weapons, you’re a strong force. It’s not possible that in a time like this you 

stay out of the nationalist uprising.” 

Farghalli, who is sitting in the shadows as he talks and is depicted as cool and 

distant and perhaps a little bit evil, responds “This is not our fight. We’re not going to 

give our children’s blood for the Wafd party. The wafd party made this problem and 

they’re going to have shoulder the burden of fixing it.” 
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“The nationalist uprising,” says Nasser, “Is not a palace thing or a Wafd thing. It 

contains all the people, all the organization. All of them, so far, except one: you.” 

“We’re not going to change our minds. You’re involved in a game with the 

English and they’re never going to let you get your way. We’re not going to play this 

game.” 

El Guindi, unable to contain his anger, bursts out, “It doesn’t matter for you 

people whether it’s the Wafd or the palace, you just want to sit there and criticize until 

the country boils and burns.” 

Back in front of the free officers Gamal, seething with anger, says, “Let’s not talk 

about the Brotherhood anymore, let’s just talk about a plan that will actually help the 

nationalist uprising.”  They read a proclamation from the religious right that religion does 

not support a nationalist uprising because they don’t believe in nations. They all agree 

that they can’t count on the religious people at all. “In fact,” says Gamal, “ no one knows 

what their goals are.” However, one of the members can’t tolerate the rejection of the 

Brotherhood and leaves the group forever.  

At this point in the series, the political situation in Egypt begins to spin out of 

control. Peasants rise up against the British in Ismailiyya (a town near the Suez Canal) 

after the British slaughter 50 mutinous police officers. Nasser meets with an old friend to 

discuss politics. The music swells and the friend encapsulates the entire political 

situation, “the country is upside down. In 1919, the entire country stood as one behind 

Saad Zahgloul, peasants, lords, everyone. Now, though, the Wafd party has become the 

party of only the bashas. And everyone is beating everyone else up. This Nahass, he’s a 
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fellah like Zaghloul and a good man, I don’t know what happened to him. And no one 

knows what they’re doing at the castle. And the English? They’ve got no solution to 

offer. The king must wake up to the truth and realize that the army is not a tool of the 

palace” (Episode 14). 

Back on the home front, Nasser is meeting with colleagues in his home while his 

wife entertains a female visitor. The visitor asks, “Tahiya, who are those people with 

Gamal?” 

“They’re just some colleagues that meet with him about things every now and 

then.” 

“What kinds of things?” asks the friend, looking concerned. 

“Oh, I don’t know. But don’t worry. What I do know is that those are people that 

really love their country and put their country’s needs above their own.” The friend 

accepts her explanation without question.  

The implication, that arrives over and over in the series in multiple scenes, is that 

revolution is men’s work. The role of the women is to support their men and keep the 

home fires burning. This is further heightened as, that night, Nasser wanders around the 

house deeply saddened by the events in Ismailiyya. He wanders from room to room 

touching the heads of his children and his wife, wordlessly. His role is clearly as a 

protector, a fatherly figure that protects the nation as well as his own family while their 

role, to be protected, is defined by him.  

As the political situation in Egypt sinks further into paralysis, so too does the 

narrative of the series as it tries to describe everything. From episode 15, the already 



 201 

“talky” narrative becomes bogged down in a series of uninspiring political discussions. 

There are x groups that the narrative returns to in order to provide the political analysis it 

deems necessary to the narrative: a journalist (Muhammed Heikal) and his editor to talk 

about the intellectual implications; a group of Bashas (feudal elite); the journalist Salah al 

Guindi and his comrades (who provide a street-level interpretation of what’s happening). 

However, in trying to analyze and describe all of the political events through 

political conversations, the narrative is torn between serving as a pure historical 

document and serving as a dramatic, narrative reenactment of historical events. While the 

series attempts to hew close to its generic roots by continually intermixing the political 

scenes with family scenes, the overall effect becomes narratively uninteresting. Instead of 

showing the action, the series tells the action through words.  

By episode 15, so many characters have been introduced, often unnamed, that the 

narrative becomes confusing. It is in this episode that Nasser is made aware, through 

Mohammed Naguib (the figurehead of the Free Officers Movement) that the government 

has discovered the identities of the Free Officers and is about to have them all arrested. 

The Free Officers move quickly and overthrow the army with little bloodshed. They 

install Mohammed Naguib as the figurehead of the movement, but insist that they have 

no interest in anything but the army. 

Interspersed with the scenes of the revolution taking place are scenes focusing on 

Nasser’s uncle Khalil. Khalil is unhappy because his wife is unable to give birth and he 

finally succumbs to the desire to have a child by secretly marrying a second wife. Oddly 
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and unrelatedly, the narrative comes back and forth from the revolution to Khalil’s 

marriage problems.  

As Nasser comes back after a night of revolution, his mother appears again in 

ghostly white form in the mirror again. As he sleeps, she says to him, “I support you, son, 

I support you. You love the people. Because of this, they love you. You love the people, 

because of this the people love you. You’ve made the people happy” (episode 16).   

Nasser’s journalist friend Salah El Guindi expresses joy that the old regime has 

been overthrown, but in his narrative role as representing the people, points out that but 

these guys are soldiers, they don’t have experience in politics. Yes, the people in the 

streets are happy, but that’s not what’s important. What’s important is that they give 

something real to the people” (episode 17). When Salah comes to meet Nasser 

personally, he’s about tell him what he thinks, I was not happy when I first saw what 

happened in the papers and saw your picture there with Naguib.. but then.. wait, can I 

speak openly with you like before?” 

Nasser laughs, “Of course you can. What are you so scared of?” 

Salah tells him of his abuse at the hands of the secret police under the prior 

regime. Nasser insists, “Our rule won’t be like that. We started off by shaking things up 

with military power. But now here we are are in power and we realize that we don’t have 

political experience. We have to have an election and let the people decide what’s going 

to come next.” 
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Nasser’s friend Abdel Rouf agrees: “Yes, elections! But I see the situation as too 

difficult for that right now, the political parties are too split. Politics are big mess right 

now.” 

This occupation with democracy will take up the rest of the series as characters 

debate whether Egypt is in a condition that can accept democracy or whether democracy 

will have to wait until things stabilize.  

As the political situation remains unstable, however, the Revolutionary Council 

decides to take control of the state as well as the army. They debate, and finally decide to 

have Naguib continue to represent their public face. However, there is dissension within 

the ranks of the free officers as many want Nasser to take a direct leadership role. After a 

brief flirtation with civilian rule, in the form of Prime Minister Ali Maher, the Council 

appoints Naguib president and prime minister.  

The council begins undertaking the reforms that it is famous for in history, 

including comprehensive land reform, taking lands from the feudal elite and distributing 

them to the peasants, and army reform. As the council declares that the time of peasants 

living like animals is over, the series brings out archival black and white footage of 

peasants and the urban poor celebrating in the streets.  

To highlight Nasser’s resistance to corruption, the narrative brings Nasser’s father 

(Abdel Abdel) to talk to Nasser about a ‘job offer’ he has received. An unnamed wealthy 

businessman has offered Abdel Nasser a job running a factory, despite his only work 

experience being in a post office. Nasser is angry that someone is trying to buy him and 

refuses to let his father take the position.  
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As the Revolutionary Command Council bickers over how fast (or whether) to 

institute democratic reforms and whether to ban the traditional political parties from 

participating in government (episode 18), Nasser’s uncle lays sick in the bed of his new 

wife. His first wife (Tawhid) goes to Tahia, Nasser’s wife, wearing black and bemoaning 

the unexplained absence of her husband.  

The Council bans political parties and, eventually, removes Naguib from power 

replacing him with the true leader, Nasser. Meanwhile, Nasser’s uncle Khalil walks 

around his apartment confused and missing his first wife Tawhid. His new wife gets 

angry at him, accusing him of using her just to get a child but still being in love with his 

other wife. Khalil realizes the truth of this and vows to divorce her (episode 19). After 

neglecting her through her sickness, he visits his second wife’s apartment and is about to 

tell her father that he’s divorcing her when he finds out she is pregnant with his child. He 

is overjoyed and decides not to divorce her (episode 19).Khalil meets in a café with his 

friend Mohi who starts talking politics. The Americans, Mohi says, are trying to get King 

Farouq back to Egypt.  

Khalil: “Listen, those people are gone. That regime is gone. A decendent of 

Mohammed Ali will not sit on the throne ever again. It’s what the Egyptian people in 

their millions want. This is what they want.”  

Mursi: “yeah, well, the millions in Iran wanted the same thing, but they got their 

king back thanks to the US” (episode 19). 
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The Muslim Brotherhood make a reappearance and come to meet Nasser in his 

home. “We came to talk to you because we’ve been talking to you since before the 

revolution” 

Nasser is impatient with them from the start. “Just get straight to the point” 

The Brotherhood tell him that they are splitting apart into different factions and 

they want Nasser and his army to enter into the fray and save them, “before our problems 

might bring violence to the whole country.  

Nasser gets angry and tells them that they weren’t with him before the revolution 

and he feels no obligation to help them now. “Your whole movement has been against 

everything we’ve done. Even against the land reform law, which helped the very peasants 

and poor people whose name you claim to work in. I’m not going to help you solve your 

problems when I have to worry about the whole country.” He storms off. 

In episode 21, after Naguib is deposed, the Brotherhood is shown inciting 

violence against the regime in their sermons and supporting Naguib. Throughout the 

series, the Brotherhood are presented as obstacles to the national movement, obstacles to 

proper governance, and obstacles to a moral society. They are presented, in accordance 

with accepted nationalist principles, in the worst light possible.  

Episode 21 recounts the famous assassination attempt against Nasser. As he is 

giving a speech in Alexandria someone from the crowd attempts to shoot him. Instead of 

allowing himself to be ushered off the stage, Nasser uses the moment to cement his 

power. He begins shouting into the microphone, as the audience scuffles to bring down 

the shooter, “Let them kill Nasser.  What is Nasser but one among many?  My fellow 
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countrymen, stay where you are. I am not dead, I am alive, and even if I die all of you is 

Gamal Abd al-Nasser.” When being questioned later the shooter is presented as a country 

bumpkin, unsure exactly of what he was doing. He has been brain-washed. Someone asks 

him, “does the Quran condone killing innocent people because you disagree with them?” 

He meekly acknowledges that it does not. 

In many ways the show overtly works to create and reference an Egyptian nation. 

In episode 23 Nasser rolls out the beginnings of his Non Aligned Movement philosophy. 

Using the the occasion of an art opening to talk about the nation and the non aligned 

movement, he announces to the gathered press: “I think you’re about to see some 

beautiful art, art that’s made in the spirit of loving the nation, in a gathering of Egyptians 

who love this art and love their nation. The kind of Egyptians that want to defend its land 

and its honor. Forgive me for speaking frankly, you all know that the heavy weapons are 

controlled by the big countries. And these big countries never want to share these 

technologies with smaller countries except with conditions and participation in their 

political system. We’ve sent so many letters to the bigger countries asking to buy 

weapons, and each one of them replied we’ll help you but with conditions, and with 

participation. You all know that I’ve rejected these conditions. And we’ve waited for a 

long time, until we got a letter from Czechoslovakia that said it’s ready to help us with all 

the weapons we need. And this offer is without conditions. And I want to tell you that it 

will always be like this. Egypt will never live under the conditions of foreign countries. 

No one will be in charge of Egypt except Egyptians, the happiness of Egyptians will be in 

the hands of its own sons.” 
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Episode 23 also marks the beginning of the topic of nationalizing the Suez canal, 

the centerpiece of the Nasser legacy. In addition to allowing the program to celebrate the 

nationalist impulses involved in the nationalization (Nasser talks about how many 

Egyptians died building the canal) it also affords the show a chance to discuss the 

manipulations of the West in Egyptian affairs. In a discussion with the journalist (and 

chronicler of Nasser’s political legacy) Muhammed Husayn Heikal, Nasser says:  

“The nationalization of the Suez canal will provide the funds for the High dam. 

And I believe that the people will rise up behind me.” 

“It’ll be dangerous to nationalize the canal,” says Heiekal. 

“Yes, but not impossible. This request has been inside every Egyptian from a long 

time ago. Even in the people who are buried in the ground. I’ve thought long and hard 

about this… Full Egyptian independence only comes with the independence to exert her 

own political will.” 

“I agree,” says Heikal, “Of course. But the problem is the point of view of 

others…” 

“We will gather all of the Egyptian people and all of the Arab people behind this 

decision.” 

“But the problem is with the West” says Heikal 

“The west won’t remain silent. They will challenge us politically and even 

militarily.” 

“So it might be a real war, Mr. President?” 

“Of course it might.”  
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Old newsreel footage is then employed to provide historical authenticity and 

Nasser gives a speech in which he says, “120 thousand Egyptians died building it, this 

canal is Egyptian… the canal generates 100 million dollars, we get 3 million dollars. You 

know the English and the Americans are going to help us by giving us $20 million over 

the next five years? When they’re getting $300 million a year from the canal? Is it 

beyond acceptance that I have to borrow money because I’m a son of my country? It is 

when there’s this source available. We are taking back our past! This money is our 

money! This canal is owned by Egypt! We’ll build the High dam! And we’ll build good 

things for Egypt with this dam, we’ll build freedom and honor and dignity. All of Egypt 

is ready to die for this, now and in the future! We’ll build a good Egypt, a strong Egypt! 

In the name of the nation, the leadership of the country officially nationalizes the Suez 

Canal” (Episode 23). 

In these kinds of dialogs, which happen often throughout the latter part of the 

series, the West is presented as an obstacle to Egyptian independence, democracy, and 

economic achievement. Even though the point of view of the show can be described as 

wholly secular nationalist and modern, the West is not associated with democracy and 

modernity but with thwarting them.  

As the show begins to delve at length into Nasser’s most well known actions, the 

interesting part of the narrative becomes the side story involving Nasser’s uncle and his 

secret wife and baby. This part of the Nasser story (if it can truly be called a part of 

Nasser’s story) is not known to people and the basic human drama of a person torn 

between two partners brings its own inherent interest.  



 209 

In episode 23 the family of Khalil’s second wife shows up at his apartment with 

the new baby in tow. Scrambling to keep his first wife Tawhida from knowing the truth, 

Khalil insists that the baby belongs to his friend. Tawhida asks him later, “where have 

you been? Hanging out with that baby? Is it really Mursi’s?” 

“Tawhida… I” 

“What? What is it? Don’t tell me that he secretly married another woman and had 

a kid with her? Shame on him! When his wife finds out, she’s going to be livid.”  

“Tawhida, I…” 

“What? It’s not the baby’s fault that he betrayed his wife like that, she’s still 

special.”  

But he prolongs the audience’s interest when he realizes that he can’t tell her. 

The problem comes to a head when in episode 25 Nasser’s father’s wife goes to 

see Tawhida, who still doesn’t know, and tells her “congratulations! To finally give birth 

after all these years, I’m so happy for you!” 

“Give birth?” 

“Congratulations! Now, why don’t I hear a loud voice crying? Sleeping?” 

“Who would be sleeping?” 

“Come on, why are you hiding him from me?” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“I heard! I heard that your husband had a child!” 

Loud dramatic music. “You mean my husband married secretly? And had a 

child?” 



 210 

She’s calm when her husband comes home. And just asks him, “Is it a boy or a 

girl?” Still calm, she reminds him of the time he courted her. He doesn’t know how to 

respond. The music swells with sadness. These end up being the only interesting scenes 

in the series. Khalil starts crying and says how much he wanted to have a kid. She gets up 

and walks slowly to him. “I’m sorry I made you so miserable, she says.” 

“You didn’t, the opposite.” 

She packs her bags and walks out the door, silently. He begs her to stay to no 

avail.  

 

PUBLIC DISCOURSE AND THE PRODUCTION OF MEANING OF ARABIC SERIALS 
Meaning in Arabic serials, as it is in language generally, is contingent and 

relational. Although each of the series draws upon historical events that are presumed 

fixed, if contentious, how those events function in the contemporary symbolic universe of 

Arabic television and Arabic popular culture is by no means predetermined. As Bakhtin’s 

work suggests, there are centripetal and centrifugal forces at work pushing and pulling on 

the apparent meaning of both works in the context of contemporary Egyptian and Arab 

society. Put roughly, supporters of traditional Egyptian state-centered nationalism interact 

with the shows to create and support meanings supporting one version of history while 

antagonists of traditional Egyptian nationalism push for another. What is not present in 

these discussions, at least as found in traditional newspaper outlets and internet sites, are 

those who shun discussions of contemporary popular culture altogether: i.e. 

fundamentalist Muslims.    
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Public discourse about Arabic serials serves a vital role in garnering viewers and 

measuring the success of a particular show. With upwards of 70 Arabic serials released 

during the single month of Ramadan, attracting notice to particular shows makes the 

difference between success and failure, especially when it comes to profit-generating 

ancillary markets like reruns, foreign rebroadcast, and even DVD sales. This public 

discourse can take the form of conversation between viewers, which is difficult to 

measure, newspapers, magazines, television talk shows, online newspapers, magazines, 

and blogs. Even in a situation where programming is presold for immediate broadcast as 

well as for later redistribution, the ‘buzz’ generated by a particular show has 

ramifications for the sale of the next year’s productions. Having a hit series that generates 

public discussion can make it easier for a star to secure a bigger salary in the next round 

of Ramadan serials, it can make it easier for a director to presell her/his next show, and it 

can make gathering initial financing easier.  

Of the two programs discussed in this research project, Malek Farouq generated 

much more positive public attention concerned with establishing its quality as a television 

production than did Gamal Abdel Nasser. Both shows, however, served as the focus for 

public political discussion as to the historical merits of their main characters and the era 

in which they lived. Both shows also generated a significant number of newspaper 

articles before they were broadcast centering on the contentious effort to produce, sell, 

and broadcast them in spite of their controversial nature. In addition to this, a number of 

public discussions on both shows focused on the problematic nature of Syrian 

participation in Egyptian stories.  
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An example of the rhetoric about the quality of the show can be found even in 

discourse that criticizes its stance on history. Riyad Hassan Muharram, writing for the 

respected Arabic newspaper Al Hewar spends much of his article criticizing the show’s 

retelling of the Farouq story. However,  “The desire of the viewer to identify with a 

significant and influential era of his country's history, and the nostalgia inherent to 

(thinking) about the past, does not diminish the fascination with this beautiful work… 

(the show) drew out precise (acting) performances and the characters were brilliant. The 

decorations were wonderful as was the make up, clothing, sound effects and lighting, 

especially at a cost of more than LE5.5 million Egyptian pounds. All of this conveys the 

value of this work and their success in producing it” (Muharram, 2007). 

One of the triggers behind the focus on the quality of Malek Farouq had to do 

with the series’ ability to reproduce the era of the 1930’s and 1940’s. With 7,000 years of 

history to choose from, Egyptian culture has never been short on nostalgia for the past. 

However, in the dismal economic and environmental situation in which Egyptians (and 

other Arabs) currently find themselves, a nostalgic gaze at a better time in Egyptian 

history. Farouq’s era represents a time when Egypt was much less populated, cleaner, and 

supposedly much more prosperous than the current moment. So the extent to which the 

show could replicate or create images that matched viewers’ vague feelings of nostalgia 

was the extent to which the show could be seen as successful.  

Adel Darwish, writing in the international Arab daily Al Sharq Al Awasat is an 

example. “As the director told me in person, despite his best efforts he was unable to 

obtain permission to film on the historical sites of Ras al-teen and Abdeen palaces, so he 
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had to build his own sets and décor. Building sets from scratch avoids the visual errors 

that may be encountered by the camera in (contemporary iterations of) architecture. In the 

days of King Farouq, the streets of Egypt were part of the beautiful environment of 

comprehensive architectural and technical and cultural achievement” (Darwish, 2007). 

Discussions over the quality of Gamal Abdel Nasser as a televisual production 

and its success in reproducing the visual style of its era are not evident in online 

newspaper articles or online discussion boards. While it is difficult to account for the 

absence of discourse, the dearth of discussions on the quality of the series might suggest 

that the series lacked quality in the eyes of its viewers. With its smaller budget than 

Farouq and its lack of attention to period detail, the producers of the show seem to have 

chosen to focus on political, narrative elements over the series’ and time period’s other 

aspects. A cursory look at any given episode of Nasser highlights the lack of attention to 

costume and period. Other than the addition of a Tarbouche (Fez) in the pre-

revolutionary time period of the show, the clothing that the characters wore was no 

different than contemporary Egyptian clothing. The set design does not appear to have 

been the result of extensive efforts to replicate the 1940s through the 1960’s but instead is 

clearly contemporary. Even the cigarettes that the characters are constantly smoking 

through the show are clearly contemporary, filtered cigarettes.  

What the dearth of public discussion over the technical merits (or demerits) of the 

show might also suggest is that the state of Egypt achieved its (unstated) goals regarding 

Gamal Abdel Nasser. By initially refusing to broadcast the program and then relenting 

but shunting it off to a minor national satellite channel, the state-run television service 
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kept the program away from the much greater potential exposure it could have had on 

one of the two major terrestrial channels. Millions of potential viewers who are 

accustomed to watching the year’s most touted serials on Egyptian Terrestrial Channels 

one and two would have struggled to find the series amidst a swarm of other serials. 

Those without satellite couldn’t have watched it at all.  

It was this controversial decision by the Egyptian state-run television service that 

generated the vast majority of public discourse around Gamal Abdel Nasser.  Many 

believed the success of Malek Farouq in the previous Ramadan had caused the Egyptian 

state to be suspicious of new shows that featured glorious Egyptian leaders of the near 

past.  

One newspaper feature on Gamal Abdel Nasser writer Yousri Al Guindi begins 

with the playwright’s denial that his series was a response to Malek Farouq. The article, 

published before the Nasser series was completed and broadcast, describes the earlier 

series as “meeting with considerable success amongst the public, political and analysts 

and historians all of whom call it an important document in the reconsideration of the last 

king of the family of Muhammad Ali, who ruled Egypt (when) its political system was 

characterized by liberalism and democracy” (Shams, 2007). According to the article, Al 

Guindi, while not writing a direct response to Farouq, was influenced by the show which 

“made him reconsider some of what he had already written about Nasser, especially since 

the two series are subject to the same historical period” (Shams, 2007).  

This article in which Al Guindi explains his work on the show can be seen as an 

example of Bourdieu’s ideas on cultural fields discussed earlier. Bourdieu describes a 
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cultural field as being composed of a position and a position-taking. In this case, the 

position of the Al Guindi, as a successful writer of television shows, helps to place his 

position-taking, or the text of the series Gamal Abdel Nasser, in context. However, the 

author, and others involved in the production, also take positions on their position-taking, 

trying to reposition the text for a ‘proper’ public consumption.  

Al Guindi, in this case, attempts to position the Nasser series in relation to the 

series Farouq, though he says he “doesn’t comment publicly on other people’s work” 

(Shams, 2007) while also setting it apart from the earlier series. Al Guindi also takes 

pains to create a value for his work by arguing for its political relevance. “The historical 

period addressed by the series of King Farouk, which coincided with the life Gamal 

Abdel Nasser, needs further discussion.  In this period the Arab world and Egypt were in 

the throes of violent political upheavals. This requires us to shed light on that period, 

more attention and precision that will allow us to focus on the role of the people of the 

time. This calls for the writer of historical drama to account for the forces that govern the 

drama of history" (Shams, 2007).  

Another article spells out perceived links between the two series and the political 

threat in the minds of the Egyptian state. “Press analysts accused the Egyptian Ministry 

of Information of making a politically motivated decision to withhold the television series 

Gamal Abdel Nasser from broadcast in light of the heat generated by last year’s King 

Farouq series and the (accompanying) sympathy (it brought about) in the people” 

(Madkour, 2008). 
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In the same article, Egyptian Minister of Information Anas Fiqqi described the 

idea that the state feared the potential public opinion in the wake of the show as “naïve” 

pointing out that the state had sponsored the successful film on the former leader, Nasser 

’56. The minister instead attributed the show’s rejection to the fact that it was 

inappropriate for broadcast arguing that, “Ramadan serials are for entertainment only,” 

(Madkour, 2008) with the implication that show was purely political. He added that a 

television series should "not put a leader of the (significance) of Nasser in the same 

(screen) with tragedies, comic serials, and game shows. (Potrayaing) such an historical 

leader as Nasser should not be taken lightly or viewed in a hurry" (Madkour, 2008). 

The state’s fear at changing public opinion was not completely unfounded. As the 

article points out, the Farouq series “left behind a severe case of political and social 

controversy in the Egyptian street, in the press, and in articles by leading writers and 

researchers, after the personal and human dimensions of the king, which were unknown 

to current generations, became known” (Madkour, 2008). 

Continuing his intrusion into the potential public reception of the show, writer 

Yousri Al Guindi gave a number of interviews to Egyptian and Arab newspapers 

decrying the government’s rejection of the show as senseless. The show does not discuss 

any of the people currently in power, Al Guindi argued, and was rejected by state 

television without even reading the script (Times, 2008). Al Guindi further complained 

that “television is no longer producing quality works and is instead now in collusion with 

advertising agencies run after famous stars without regard to the quality of the work. 

They are allowed to buy junk at high prices just because of the star” (Times, 2008). 
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Ultimately, it is more difficult to describe what makes a work bad television than 

what makes it good television. This dissertation is less concerned with the formalistic, 

aesthetic qualities of Egyptian and Arab television than with the creation of social and 

cultural meaning in television. However, it is not possible to completely separate 

aesthetic quality from the production of meaning in that shows that are perceived as low 

quality will not attract large audiences and will not therefore generate public discourse 

and ultimately will have a lesser impact on contemporary culture. Whether as a result of 

low quality or through its unfortunate placement on a minor satellite television station or 

a combination of the two, Gamal Abdel Nasser did not generate the same level of public 

discussion as Malek Farouq. 

What it did do, though, is serve as a catalyst for discussions of the historical 

figure of Gamal Abdel Nasser, his relationship to the present-day political system, and 

the relationship of history to the Egyptian present generally. An example can be found in 

the Muslim Brotherhood’s reaction to the series. The Brotherhood, who feature 

periodically (and unflatteringly) in the series criticized the political motivations of the 

show and “accused the author of tarnishing the image of the group and its symbols and 

the omission of their contributions to national and Arab movements in this era of Egypt's 

history” (Goma, 2008). 

The Brotherhood waded into the popular cultural intervention of the Nasser series 

by releasing a press release that attacked the series “distorting the political positions of 

the Muslim Brotherhood and defining them as lackeys of the palace and assistants to the 

king in the conspiracies against the national movement,” as well as leaving out the groups 
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participations in the Palestine war and the Suez Canal war (Goma, 2008). The show’s 

writer, Yousri al Guindi responded to the accusations by emphasizing his respect for the 

Muslim Brotherhood and reaffirming his objectivity but pointed out “it’s difficult to 

present accurate versions of history because we have a problem in Egypt respecting 

different points of view” (Goma, 2008). 

Given the controversial place of Gamal Abdel Nasser in contemporary Egyptian 

history, it is not surprising that reviews of the show would be conceptually mixed with 

views of the historical figure of Nasser. As an example, an article entitled “Nasser… the 

story of Gamal Abdel Nasser is for kids only,” disparages the show for not taking risks 

(Albaaz, 2008). “I don’t know what made Yousri al Guindi so frightened when he was 

writing this series. I don’t know what chained his hands and his creativity when he had 

the ability to produce a great show and to be the star of this year’s Ramadan serial 

season” (Albaaz, 2008). 

He accuses Guindi of being an unapologetic Nasserite, incapable of really dealing 

with the legacy of the great leader. “Does Gamal Abdel Nasser still maintain watch over 

his own legend? Does he still have the ability to topple anyone who contributes even one 

sentence to this legend” (Albaaz, 2008)? The author views Al Guindi as treating Nasser 

like an “infallible prophet” and being unduly influenced by the participation in the project 

of Hoda Abdel Nasser, the late leader’s academic daughter.  

As a result of focusing on a similarly contentious figure, Malek Farouq also 

serves as a hook upon which to hang arguments about the past. These discussions of the 

Egyptian past also serve as a catalyst for discussions of the contemporary Egyptian nation 
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and the meanings of nationalism. For example, lightly criticizing the program for its 

historical lapses writer O makes a case for Egyptian specificity when it comes to 

discussions of the nation. “The director, despite his diligent efforts and talent, is a 

foreigner to Egypt-being a Syrian. He and the writer acted as if they had no doubt as to 

the interactions between the people and the royal palace. What they should have done is 

hire a team of historians and specialists to review the script as well as the costumes and 

period” (Darwish, 2007). By emphasizing (dubiously) that in BBC productions, for 

example, a team of experts is brought on to review every detail of the show Darwish is 

also lamenting the quality of Arab cultural output.  

Among Darwish’s complaints about the errors in the serial were the use of the 

wrong wrist-watches and costumes for the time period. However, a more serious error 

occurred in the anachronistic use of political terminology. “The term “Arab nation” has 

not appeared yet in the lexicon of journalism or political expression. It was not (unlike in 

the series) yet used by any Egyptian politician in the parliament or in public speeches. It 

only came about after years of the expression appearing in the literature of Michel Aflaq 

and the Baathists in Syria, and the countries of the Fertile Crescent. Egypt was outside 

this area geographically and ideologically… The trend of cooperation between the 

Arabic-speaking countries did not materialize until the war in Palestine, years after (the 

time the series took place)” (Darwish, 2007). 

Darwish recognizes that the program sparked an important nostalgia amongst 

Egyptian viewers for a ‘better time.’ “Despite the mistakes, I am thankful to 

(broadcasters) MBC for reminding Egyptians (of their past), including those 
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counterfeiters who have tried to obscure history. It appears that people yearn to know the 

facts and details of the era of good times of the modern Egyptian nation” (Darwish, 

2007). 

The theme of undue influence by Syrians was a common one in the discourse on 

Malek Farouq like it is in discourse on contemporary “Egyptian” television generally. 

One article, entitled “Syrian invasion into Egyptian Drama… Even if the Egyptians hate 

it,” described a coming influx of Syrian talent in the next round of Ramadan serials (Al 

Gazar, 2007). The article blames the success of Syrians in the previous Ramadan with the 

implication that the coming ‘invasion’ is based purely on television’s usual crowd 

mentality and not necessarily on any inherent Syrian talent for television production.  

In a Masri Al Youm (Egypt Today) article written before the series’ debut, this 

theme was made explicit. In an article entitled “Differences, Beatings and Insults on the 

Set of King Farouq,” the article goes on to highlight the difficulties of Syrian 

involvement in Egyptian television. “It all seems calm and harmonious on the set of King 

Farouq, but when we talked to Egyptian technicians involved in the production we 

discovered sharp differences between them and the Syrian director, Hatem Ali, as well as 

his assistants. In a previous interview, cinematographer Muhammed Suleiman… told us 

that the most difficult thing about working with Syrians was that they were overly 

excitable (rageful) in their dealings, and this was confirmed by Egyptians working on the 

set of King Farouq” (Salama, 2007) 

The article goes on to detail a series of petty accusations against the Syrian 

director, centering around his lack of desire or ability to communicate with the Egyptians 



 221 

on the set. “After four months of filming, there has still been no friendships developed 

between the Egyptians and the Syrians” (Salama, 2007). The article details how a Syrian 

assistant director “beat up” an assistant make-up technician for getting in the shot. It 

concludes with the frustrated director, Hatim Ali, denying all the accusations and asking, 

“why do all Egyptians keep assuming these bad things about me” (Salama, 2007). While 

the article is poorly written and seems purposefully inflammatory against the Syrians, it is 

indicative of the tension that lies beneath the surface of transnational Arabic television 

and the anxiety that Egyptians face in the contemporary space of regional cultural 

production.  

Most of the discourse around Farouq, however, did not focus on the Syrian 

participation as much on how Farouq impacted on accepted perceptions of history. One 

article, entitled “King Farouq: The beginning of a New Phase in Television” comments 

on the sheer amount of attention given to the show. “Never before has any television 

program in the Arab world seen the publication of this quantity of articles and 

commentaries, special issues, and expanded coverage in newspapers and magazines” 

(Farid, 2007). The author laments the fact that such an important serial with its 

unparalleled commercial and critical success “was the production of a Saudi company, 

not Egyptian. It is truly regrettable that the initial broadcast was not on an Egyptian 

(terrestrial) television station” (Farid, 2007). 

What was remarkable, according to this author, “wasn’t the hundreds of 

thousands of works written about the serial” but “but the content of the articles and 

comments posted, which marks the beginning of a new phase of the relationship between 
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TV and its viewers (where) watching Arab television becomes the source of awareness 

and knowledge, not just for fun and empty excitement” (Farid, 2007).  

The show managed to raise the level of television while also raising the awareness 

of history in the public. “It raised issues of contemporary Egyptian history in the street 

after (these issues) had been (locked) inside the halls of universities and partisan 

newspapers with limited circulation. (This is important because) most young people 

including university graduates do not know much about the history of contemporary 

Egypt.  He that does not know of his past lives a confused present confused and has no 

future” (Farid, 2007).  

Another author concurs that Farouq the series has stirred and muddied the pool of 

Egyptian history. “Perhaps the high viewership of the series can be explained by a desire 

among Egyptians to see that entire era of history which has been excluded from the 

consciousness of more than half a century, a history full of cover-ups and an aborogation 

of all all that preceded it. It has been as if the history of Egypt did not begin until after 

(the revolution of 1952)… Just as the pharaohs erased their predecessors from the 

obelisks so to did these victors tarnish the image of King Farouk in black and white 

movies that were produced before the revolution. So the form of this series shocked the 

mind of the younger generations that found a king different the one in textbooks” 

(Muharram, 2007). 

Television writer, historian and social critic Mahmoud Sabit argues that the show 

succeeded because it brought up issues of democracy in a country sorely lacking it. 
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“What caught the (public) imagination, is that they realized that the 

monarchy was a constitutional  monarchy, that (Farouq) was the head of 

state and not the head of government. The head of government was a 

prime minister who was brought in through a democratic process, that 

Egypt had had 25 years of a representational system. When you take that 

and compare it to 50 years of benign military dictatorship, people are 

surprised. There is a whole generation of Egyptians who are getting a 

rapid education through the internet and that’s telling them different things 

than Nasser told them as far as history and the background of Egypt is 

concerned. There is a search for the truth that compromises Nasserist 

revisionism. If you’ve always been told that you’re not sufficiently 

educated to participate in a democratic process, but now (using the show) 

you can point to a democratic process that existed… that changes things” 

(Sabit, 2008). 

The notion of using the series as a tool with which to browbeat the current regime 

for its anti-democratic nature was quite popular in the discursive environment 

surrounding Malek Farouq. However, it’s not just that previous Egyptians had a better 

democracy, some argued, this system allowed them to have a better economy. 

 An article in Egyptian opposition daily “Masry Al Youm” argued that the series 

did indeed have excellent writing, acting, lighting, and set decoration but what should be 

noticed is the deeper story (Baghdadi, 2007). According to the article, all that has been 

known about Farouq to the generations born after the 1952 revolution is the political and 
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economic corruption of the time and the collusion of Farouq with the British. Restrictions 

on publishing in the wake of the revolution kept the younger generations from 

understanding their history. With Malek Farouq, however, people were finally able to see 

the difficult and complicated life that Farouq led and this, according to the author, is the 

crux of the problem that the contemporary government had with the show. 

“What upset the Egyptian regime was the nature of political governance in the 

period: a liberal political system under a parliamentary monarchy... The king did not have 

the final say… All public utilities were owned by the State Government but the state 

couldn’t spend a single penny from the state budget without the approval of Parliament. 

This lead people to begin to compare between that system and the one prevailing since 

1952. The King was not that corrupt thief (portrayed by the revolution), the accounts and 

funds of the country were not at his disposal (unlike now)” (Baghdadi, 2007). 

The writer concludes, “what kind of political system do we have that can be so 

shaken by a tv series? Has the government caught “Farouq phobia”? Has the system 

become so frightened of the imagination” (Baghdadi, 2007). 

The theme of a nostalgic view of a better political time dominated much of the 

writing on the series and was used as a platform to discuss a host of other contemporary 

issues. “When watching the series “King Farouq” we all stopped for a moment and 

longed for the good times… not only for the democratic space made available in Egypt at 

that time, not just because of political awareness of clear constitutional rights and 

freedom of conscience but also (the freedom of movement) like the image of Queen 

Nazli, who traveled to Jerusalem to entertain herself. And El-Nahhas Pasha, who went to 
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visit and pray in the Aqsa Mosque (in Jerusalem), who went and returned by train linking 

Egypt and Palestine, Lebanon and the Levant” (Gaber, 2007). The article uses the 

nostalgia generated by the series as a call to end violence and warfare over Palestine and 

to call for peace so that people can travel back and forth across the Middle East.  

Of course, not all evaluations were positive. With such a controversial and 

polarizing figure at the heart of the show, controversy raged from its earliest moments. 

Osama Anwar Okasha, the most famous Egyptian television writer and a staunch 

intellectual of the nationalist bent, accused the show of slavishly promoting monarchy at 

the behest of the Saudi financiers of the show (Journal, 2007).  

In an article entitled, “Historians: Desperation Makes Egyptians Sing the Praises 

of the Monarchy” author Ibrahim Moawad claims that the serial has transformed 

Egyptian public opinion in favor of the monarchy. The article quotes a professor of 

modern history from one of Egypt’s top universities arguing that combining Saudi 

Arabian financing (a society that supports kingship) with the underlying anxiety in 

contemporary Egyptian society, results in the series serving as “propaganda for a 

monarchical system” (Moawad, 2007). 

The article quotes another Egyptian historian, Asim Desouki, as criticizing the 

monarchy as “a corrupt authoritarian regime, an Albanian family that sapped the 

Egyptian people of their strength through poverty and hunger before being shot down by 

the Free Officers’ Revolution” (Moawad, 2007). Also accusing the series’ author Lamis 

Al Gaber of being a lackey of the Saudis, he attributes Farouq’s popularity to 

dissatisfaction with the contemporary Republican regime and contemporary economic 
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malaise much in the same way that poor people are drawn to the nostalgic myth of a 

perfect Islamic past. But this nostalgia for the past “is felt by people who have never 

experienced this period. The average worker would refuse to return to this capitalist 

system that had no social security and did not preserve the dignity of the worker” 

(Moawad, 2007). 

The article concludes that there has been progress in Egypt from the removal of 

foreign troops to the nationalization of the Suez canal and quotes another academic in 

order to take a stand. “Everyone has to serve his country to further democratic progress in 

the political, social and economic (realms), because the dream of the future must not be 

the dream of the past” (Moawad, 2007). 

Regardless of the conclusions drawn by individual viewers, the fact remains that 

Malek Farouq stirred up nostalgia for and questions about the Egyptian past. One letter to 

the editor, entitled “Farouq was neither an angel nor a demon” notes that the show served 

as the catalyst for important discussions about the monarchy. “People are asking: is this 

the real Farouq? The real Nahass Pascha? And if this was really them, how have we been 

so deceived these past 50 years? The revolution has distorted everything that came before 

it and tainted the ex-king with accusations of corruption and licentious behavior” 

(Okasha, 2007). The writer, a retired air force general concludes that history is more 

complicated than commonly presented. “It took more than 50 years for people to discover 

the lies promoted by the media about the monarchy and his men. We’ll spend another 50 

discovering the facts of the 1952 revolution. What we hope is to wake up from a coma in 
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which we can open the pages of history and put events and people in proper balance” 

(Okasha, 2007). 

Chapter 5: Reading Television in a Transnational Context 

 
 
“The past is now not a land to return to in a simple politics of memory. It has become a 
synchronic warehouse of cultural scenarios, a kind of temporal central casting, to which 
recourse can be taken as appropriate, depending on the movie to be made, the scene to be 
enacted, the hostages to be rescued.” (Appadurai, 1996, p. 30) 
 

Transnational television production, as represented in this case by the series 

Malek Farouq and by Gamal Abdel Nasser, represents a change in how the nation is 

narrated. Because the nation is a shared narrative (Anderson, 1991), a change in its 

narration represents a change in how the nation- as an imagined entity increasingly 

separated from the state- exists in the contemporary world. Instead of being within 

control of the Egyptian state, televisual (and other electronic) articulations of the nation 

and other forms of once-localized cultural identity have become transnational. They have 

become subject to other-than-nationalist demands, including the capitalist demands of 

pan-Arab television production as well as the narrative and aesthetic demands of 

Egyptians and Arabs that live far beyond the borders of Egypt and have increased access 

to American, European, Turkish and other transnational narrative structures. In our 

contemporary moment, the potential members of a given imagined community have 

increased exponentially. Articulations of Egyptian Pan-Arab and Egyptian national 

cultural identities are shared simultaneously by groups of people that extend far beyond 
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the borders of the Egyptian state and yet still have a stake in the modern history of Egypt. 

Due to Egyptian centrality in 20th century Arab history, its role as central producer of 

cultural works including television, film and song, and its leading political role, what 

happens in Egypt remains relevant to the Arabic speaking world. Due to increasing 

amount of emigration from Egypt since the 1960’s, an increasing number of second 

generation Christian and Muslim Egyptian-British, Egyptian-Australians, and Egyptian-

Americans (including myself) also have a stake in the definition of the Egyptian nation. 

But what kind of nation is being imagined into being in this case? A pan-Arab nation? A 

modern Egyptian nation? Any nation at all? Simultaneous shared experience is important 

in setting the conditions for communal identities, but can not alone explain the 

contemporary situation.  

Benedict Anderson argues that the nation arose to fill a gap created by changing 

social conditions that in turn transformed the expectations of the European social 

imagination. Now a new kind of nation is rising to fill a new kind of gap. While 

Anderson’s ideas refer to the genesis of the concept of nation in a time much different 

than our own and in a place much different than Egypt, they can help us to contextualize 

changes in our own historical conditions. With the underlying idea that shared narratives 

help to create and solidify communal identities, we can see similar scales of fundamental 

change in the social imagination in the contemporary moment. Instead of a linguistic shift 

away from Latin, a crisis in confidence regarding a naturally hierarchically arranged 

society, and a shift in the perception of time itself we can see a shift away from national 

cultural production, a crisis in confidence regarding contemporary states’ ability to 
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protect their citizens, and new perceptions of time and place brought about by new 

communications technologies (see Anthony Giddens (1991,1997) for more discussion on 

changing perceptions of space and time in the context of high modernity). In this light, it 

becomes necessary to start imagining the nation in a transnational age. This becomes 

crucially important if we are, as this dissertation does, accept Arjun Appadurai’s 

proposition that imagination is central to all forms of agency and is a key component of 

the new global economic and political order (1996, p. 31). 

 This final chapter will make a theoretical argument for reading television, and its 

intersection with nationalism, differently in the transnational age. By looking at the 

Malek Farouq and Gamal Abdel Nasser in light of Arjun Appadurai, I will argue that a 

shift in the role of imagination has taken place on a global scale that necessitates for a 

reevaluation of what the imagination does in creating cultural constructs, especially 

where the nation is concerned. I will describe transnational Arabic-language satellite 

television as a cultural field, using the ideas of Pierre Bourdieu, to argue that the nation, 

amongst other significant cultural constructions, is the contested center of the cultural 

field of Arabic television. Lastly I will reference Mikhail Bakhtin to make arguments 

about the complex and over-determined nature of cultural identity in the transnational 

televisual age.  

  

IMAGINATION AND THE TRANS-/POST-NATION 
 Anderson’s conceptualization of the nation’s historical origins was initially 

composed in the 1970’s when the world was still bipolar. Firmly grounded in modern 
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thought, Anderson used the Enlightenment as the philosophical underpinning for changes 

in communal imagination, changes which created a model that would eventually spread 

throughout the entire world. His ideas, though helpful in conceptualizing the nation, are 

more appropriate to describing the bygone era of nationally-bounded television and other 

cultural production.  

With satellite television and computer networking technology causing a shift in 

the way cultural texts are produced, distributed and consumed we need to reformulate our 

theories of cultural transmission. How, for example, to account for the fact that an Arab-

American scholar interested in Egyptian television watched Malek Farouq online and 

recorded episodes of Gamal Abdel Nasser on satellite television in Austin, Texas? How 

to account for transnational Arabic language newspapers based in London publishing 

online articles about Malek Farouq while readers from across the globe use the response 

section to comment on the show in Arabic and English, and to comment on commentary 

about the show? 

Grand narratives, like that of the Enlightenment or that of Egyptian state 

nationalism, no longer have the power to create unadulterated cultural realties for citizens 

or consumers of media. Grand narratives also have lost their power in explaining 

processes of cultural transmission. Arjun Appadurai discounts the “master narratives” of 

Enlightenment-based thought (1996, p. 52) and seeks a new approach to cultural 

transmission in an age when the very way we interact with the world seems to have been 

transformed by new media. Instead of trying to explain the apparent similarities of 

nations as Benedict Adnerson does, Appadurai is more interested in the disjunctures and 
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differences that inform contemporary imaginings of nations. For him, the nation and the 

state have conflictually become one another’s projects and often seek to cannibalize each 

other (1996, p. 39). This kind of theorizing is much more appropriate to our splintered, 

atomized age of transnational and global television, Internet, and general cultural 

production. While still very much interested in probing the role of imagination in 

constructing social identities, Appadurai eschews the unity of the imaginings of the 

nation as his starting point, instead seeing discontinuities as the most common element of 

the contemporary social imaginary. 

 Appadurai identifies a sea change in the role of work of “the imagination” in the 

contemporary world. In the (near) past, the bounds of a locality or tradition limited 

possible lives and “imagination and fantasy were antidotes to the finitude of social 

experience” (1996, p. 52). Now, however, cinema, television and video technology have 

moved imagination from the margins to a more central place in social life.  

“In the past two decades, as the deterritorialization of persons, images, and ideas 

has taken on new force, this weight has imperceptibly shifted. More persons 

throughout the world see their lives through the prisms of the possible lives 

offered by mass media in all their forms. That is, fantasy is now a social practice; 

it enters, in a host of ways, into the fabrication of social lives for many people in 

many societies” (1996, pp. 53-54). 

 Recognizing this change in the role of imagination and fantasy pushes us to view 

television productions such as Malek Farouq, Gamal Abdel Nasser –and their place in a 

constellation of globalized satellite broadcasting- in a different light.  It would be easy to 
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dismiss Gamal Abdel Nasser, for example, as another hagiographic fantasy that works by 

referencing a happier, simpler past. The show’s simplistic deification of Nasser and his 

revolutionary Free Officers was the stuff from which hero narratives have always been 

made.  However, if we see the show as not a diversion or a temporary escape from reality 

but instead a part of the social practice of imagining a different kind of political, social, 

or even personal life the terms change. The Egyptian state, with its record of allergic 

reactions to criticism, recognized this on some level when it hemmed and hawed about 

broadcasting the narrative of one of its national heroes on national television. Instead of 

deflecting viewers from the reality of contemporary life, then, a show like Nasser can 

offer alternative bases upon which to construct new kinds of realities. Even if the show is 

reflecting the same old stories of traditional 20th century Egyptian nationalism, its 

portrayal of an infallible heroic leader in the temporal context of an ever-weakening 

Egypt led by a fallible, less-than-heroic president creates the potential for a dangerous 

kind of social imagination.  

 Thus, instead of dismissing the imaginary as a diversion from the reality of life, or 

as a substitute for real or material work, we might understand contemporary social 

formations better if we recognize that imagination, as an “organized field of social 

practices,” has become work. And this kind of work, which everyone engages in, is 

potentially powerful in that it has become a “form of negotiation between sites of agency 

(individuals) and globally defined fields of possibility” (1996, p. 31).   

 Imagination, Appadurai argues, is central to all forms of agency and is thus a key 

component of the new global order (1996, p. 31). This leads him to argue for imagined 
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worlds as opposed to Anderson’s communities (1996, p. 53). Unlike Anderson’s 

historical “imagined communities,” which by definition limited the imaginary to 

territorialized nations, this new imaginary, distributed by new forms of media that aren’t 

necessarily mass, comes from many places simultaneously and is unbound from the 

traditional legal, economic, or political structures of nation. Instead of the always (if 

unevenly) limited boundaries of “imagined communities” we can simultaneously inhabit 

multiple imagined worlds that are born out of “historically situated imaginations” of 

people across the globe (1996, p. 33). The fact that people are living in multiple imagined 

worlds, and not solitary communities, allows for something that Anderson didn’t address, 

the ability to “contest and sometimes even subvert the imagined worlds of the official 

mind and of the entrepreneurial mentality that surround them” (1996, p. 33). 

This new understanding of imagination as a social practice informed by 

deterritorialized inputs is of immense significance. If we accept this view we are 

compelled to recognize a shift in the way humans reproduce culture. No longer 

intrinsically tied to the specificity (and social, legal, and political restraints) of a locale, 

new forms of cultural reproduction necessitate new ways of understanding the 

relationship between power and place. As Appadurai points out, “standard cultural 

reproduction (like standard English) is now an endangered activity that succeeds only by 

conscious design and political will” (1996, p. 54). 

Understanding imagination as a deterritorialized social practice also helps us to 

place the objects of our analysis, the two series Farouq and Nasser. It allows us to accept 

that these shows are helping to construct national identity but doing so outside of a 
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national space. Which in turn suggests that although contemporary cultural constructions 

like national identity might appear to share their form with older constructions, they are 

qualitatively different.  

Thus older forms of understanding human society have to be reformulated to 

recognize the very real shifts in the way people live their lives in the contemporary 

moment.  To this end, Appadurai proposes that we look at the disjunctive interactions of 

what he calls “scapes” in our imagined worlds. He identifies these landscapes as the 

building blocks of our imagined world. They are comprised of ethnoscapes, mediascapes, 

technoscapes, financescapes, and ideoscapes. (1996, p. 33). It is important to note that 

these broad areas are called scapes because, like a landscape, they appear different from 

different perspectives. Further, it is the disjointed spaces between these scapes, or 

disjunctures that is the element of interest. No neat, modern social science model, it is the 

dissonance of the different foundations for the social practice of imagination that is a key 

site for investigation.  

This transformation of cultural reproduction ruptures the assumption that in the 

present, as in the past, social transmission is necessarily based on locale and tradition. It 

is in this context that the nation and the state find themselves at odds. The state is no 

longer as capable of fully harnessing and controlling the resources of the imagination. 

This is because mediascapes, by which Appadurai means both the distribution of the 

technological capabilities to produce and disseminate information and to the images that 

are created, now offer more material for imagination than states could ever produce. 

Contemporary mediascapes provide “large and complex repertoires of images, narratives, 
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and ethnoscapes to viewers throughout the world, in which the world of commodities and 

the world of news and politics are profoundly mixed” (1996, p. 33).  In this context, in 

shaping their personal narratives middle class Egyptians have as much access to 

transnational cultural production produced in China, the US, Mexico or Europe, as a 

history lesson at public school or a Quran lesson at the corner mosque.   

In such a world, default cultural positions can no longer be taken for granted. In 

order to be taken up, amidst all of the competition, cultural expressions need not simply 

exist in a closed national milieu but to make themselves appealing (or coercive) to a 

viewer. This sets up a situation in which states and groups with ideas about nation, even 

if those ideas arise primarily from a motivation for profit, engage in a battle over the 

imagination. In one sense, this gives a show like Malek Farouq a distinct advantage: with 

high production values, an interesting story, and a wide base of potential financing this 

reformulation of historic Egyptian nationalism is beyond what the state has the capacity 

to produce at the moment. Viewers are given the choice between the tired anti-Farouq 

rhetoric of post-Revolutionary Egyptian nationalism and this visually appealing, well-

acted transnational costume drama that hearkens back to a better time for Egypt and 

Egyptians. 

And yet, the state has not ceded all control by any means. They have the power of 

“exercising taxonomic control over difference, by creating various kinds of international 

spectacle to domesticate difference, and by seducing small groups with the fantasy of 

self-display on some sort of global or cosmopolitan stage” (Appadurai, 1996, p. 39). An 

example of this is the attempt by the Egyptian state elite to coopt and harness the 
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nationalist anger against Algeria after the world cup qualifying riots in 2009 (BBC, 

2009).  But, as its utter failure to successfully coopt the anger to enhance its own status 

suggests, the state is no longer the only game in town.  

Of course, it’s not just media that are changing the terms of cultural expression. 

Appadurai describes a situation in which anti-state movements are strengthened by the 

same factors that make the state vulnerable: the dispersion of labor, finance and 

technology.  

“States find themselves pressed to stay open by the forces of media, 

technology, and travel that have fueled consumerism throughout the world 

and have increased the craving, even in the non-Western world, for new 

commodities and spectacles. On the other hand, these very cravings can 

become caught up in new ethnoscapes, mediascapes, and eventually, 

ideoscapes, such as democracy in China, that the state cannot tolerate as 

threats to its own control over ideas of nationhood and peoplehood” (1996, 

p. 40). 

 

 This was indeed the case with Gamal Abdel Nasser in which the decision to keep 

the show from one of the major terrestrial channels drew much more media attention than 

the show itself did. As discussed in the previous chapter, Malek Farouq generated a 

substantial amount of public discourse revolving around the question of the ‘real’ 

Egyptian history. It served as an excuse with which to define different conceptions of 

what constituted Egyptian nationalism. But it also generated anxiety about who got to tell 
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Egyptian stories. Much of this hand-wringing was associated with the increasing entry of 

Syrians into the field of Egyptian television. One writer, for example, complained that 

Farouq’s director was “talented, but as a Syrian, a foreigner to Egypt”. Other complaints, 

such as that by famed Egyptian television writer Osama Anwar Okasha, accused the 

show of celebrating monarchy at the behest of the Saudi financiers of the show (Journal, 

2007). 

This kind of discourse is symptomatic of an increasing anxiety in Egypt and other 

places that the expression of native cultural identity is being undermined by outside 

forces. Already subject to a flood of cultural products from the West, the fact that Arab 

cultural products are increasingly coming from outside Egypt can only exacerbate the 

anxiety felt by Egyptian cultural producers and state-oriented nationalists.  

But the anxiety over Syrian and Saudi involvement in Egyptian television is a 

relatively new topic in Egyptian public culture. Invoking Marx’s concept, Appadurai 

argues that the fetishism of the commodity has been replaced by fetishism of the 

production process and by the fetishism of the consumer. By production fetishism he 

means that an illusion of local/national production loci masks the translocal capital, 

transnational earning, global management. “The locality (both in the sense of the local 

factory or site of production and in the extended sense of the nation-state) becomes a 

fetish that disguises the globally dispersed forces that actually drive the production 

process. This generates alienation (in Marx’s sense) twice intensified for its social sense 

is now compounded by a complicated spatial dynamic that is increasingly global” (1996, 

p. 42). 
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This applies to television production as well. There is nothing apparently foreign 

in the language or narrative broadcasts of Malek Farouq or Gamal Abdel Nasser. Both of 

the shows feature Egyptian characters speaking in Egyptian dialect and focusing on 

actions that take place in Egypt. In this way the shows fetishize the local/national aspects 

of their stories and in the process disguise the transnational bases of their productions.  

In addition to the fetishism of the production, Appadurai also argues for a 

fetishism of the consumer by which he means that the consumer has been transformed 

through commodity flows into a sign that approaches the form of a real social agent. This 

masks the real social agency, which belongs not to the consumer but to the producer and 

the many forces that constitute production.  “These images of agency are increasingly 

distortions of a world of merchandising so subtle that the consumer is consistently helped 

to believe that he or she is an actor, where in fact he or she is at best a chooser” (1996, p. 

42). 

 To summarize, if we are to take Appadurai’s ideas on a changed global imaginary 

seriously, we have to look purposefully at Malek Farouq as representative of a new kind 

of cultural expression not simply because of the way it was produced but also because of 

the new ways in which it can be consumed. The show is a product of new economic 

linkages, or finanscapes, that couldn’t have existed two decades ago. These linkages, 

which have a relationship to new forms of economic and population flow across hitherto 

stricter borders, have created relationships among Saudi and other Gulf Arab financiers 

and broadcasters, Egyptian writers, Syrian producers and directors, and actors of all 

nationalities, and finally media consumers across the region. Malek Farouq is 
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symptomatic of new kinds of ideoscapes in which unofficial articulations of the national 

imaginary can take place on a scale much wider than previously imagined. The 

technology of satellite broadcasting, as well as new technologies of television production 

that have brought down the cost of creating quality programming, represent new 

technoscapes that allow for a much, much wider distribution of cultural products and, 

along with the internet, allow for the creation of cultural products by people previously 

unable to participate.  

 

READING CULTURAL PRODUCTION 
 Thus far in our quest to describe relationships between contemporary media and 

expressions of communal identity we have taken from Anderson the crucial idea that 

shared identities are interpellated by simultaneously shared texts. From there we moved 

to Appadurai to provide us with a more nuanced view of the contemporary planet-wide 

landscapes that these shared texts inhabit, invoke, and wreak changes upon.  

The question now becomes how to account for the way that cultural texts generate 

meaning in the contemporary mediated environment. This media environment is different 

than those that came before it in its complexity and geographical dispersion. Instead of 

simply looking at the textual productions themselves, how do we also account for text 

about the text as television, the internet, and newspapers allow a greater umber of people 

space for discursive position taking about cultural issues.  

How, for example, are we to describe the different levels of meaning being called 

into play when Basil Khateeb, the Syrian director of a program about Egypt’s greatest 
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modern hero, Gamal Abdel Nasser, not only directs the series, in the process making 

choices about which aspects of Egyptian history and nationalism to highlight and which 

to ignore, also wades into the discursive environment caused by his series? For example, 

Khateeb gave an interview to the transnational Arab daily Al Sharq Al Awsat (The 

Middle East) about his upcoming production. 

“We will do our best to be close to reality in everything, to be close to how people 

really were, especially the personality of Abdel Nasser… Regardless of all the 

different views about the personality of Abdel Nasser, he remains an Arab 

leader…and I can say that some Gulf Arab television stations ordered the series to 

be presented exclusively during the holy month of Ramadan because Nasser is 

such an important figure in the Arab world and thus millions in the Arab world 

will find a way to watch the show and make it successful. Rest assured we will try 

to take the most important points in the life of Abdel Nasser and we will present 

them in an impartial way, and without prejudice to him” (Taha, 2008). 

 

With his description of ‘cultural fields’ (Bourdieu & Johnson, 1993),  Bourdieu 

offers a framework for contextualizing cultural work in the contentious spaces of its 

production, distribution and consumption. Fields of cultural production, according to 

Bourdieu, are the results of permanent conflict between their participants over the 

definition of the field.  

According to Bourdieu, literary cultural production is composed of positions and 

position-takings. The economic and social relationships that an author has with other 
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authors, publishers, etc within the system of literary production is her position, the works 

themselves constitute position-takings. By invoking position-takings, Bourdieu is 

opposing himself to Foucault (Foucault, 1982) who pointedly allowed no space for 

individual agency in cultural production. This allows Bourdieu to argue that what we (at 

least provisionally) call a ‘system’ for the sake of analysis is not the end product of 

conscious consensus among its participants. Instead, the various and contradictory 

position-takings within a field demonstrate that its unifying factor is in fact the struggle to 

define its object (‘literature’, ‘novel’, ‘quality’ film, etc.) and its borders (‘not-literature’, 

‘not-novel’, ‘bad’ film.) It is within the context of this permanent conflict that the fact of 

participation in the struggle in itself  “can be used as the criterion establishing that a work 

belongs to the field of position-takings and its author to the field of positions” (1993, p. 

34). 

To put that in terms specific to this dissertation, Gamal Abdel Nasser the series is 

the position-taking. The field, generally speaking, is that of Arabic television production, 

or more specifically Arabic serial production. Although Malek Farouq is often identified, 

through its director, as a Hatem Ali production, television production is more a group 

effort than literary or fine art production. In this case, the positions are occupied by the 

various writers, directors, producers, distributors, critics, and even viewers of the show. 

Conflict between the various positions, expressed in the position-taking of the show and 

discourse about the show, attempts to define the field of Arabic television production, 

Arabic serial production, or even the cultural field of the Egyptian nation. This is because 

in addition to struggling over the economic and technical borders of the field of Arabic 
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television production, these conflicts around these two shows (and others) center around 

defining what it means to be Arab, Egyptian, Muslim, Christian, etc.  

Locating the field of position-takings within the field of positions is of crucial 

importance to Bourdieu’s theory in that when analyzing a work, talk/praise/criticism of 

that work are “part of the reality we seek to understand” (1993, p. 35). That ‘reality’ is 

that the work/text is a fetish that disguises its discursive environment, disguises the 

conflicts over the ‘fact of belief in the work of art’ as such, and disguises the social 

conditions which produce that belief. In short, a meaningful analysis of a text must “take 

into account everything which helps to constitute the work as such, not least the 

discourses of direct or disguised celebration which are among the social conditions of 

production of the work of art qua object of belief” (1993, p. 35). 

 By including position-takings in the same constructive milieu, Bourdieu is 

arguing that it is the discursive structure of the field itself that gives meaning to the work. 

Critical affirmations of a work, or oppositions, perform a tacit recognition of the value of 

the work as a legitimate object of discourse while simultaneously affirming the critic’s 

own authority to judge the work (1993, p. 35).  

 Although Bourdieu’s body of thought was composed in another time and in an era 

of national mass media, it remains highly relevant to the contemporary media 

environment. We live in a context in which ideas can move across the globe in seconds, 

interact with media systems and the ideological conflicts therein, and then be sent again 

across the globe. A video clip of Osama Bin Laden, for example, taking credit for a 

violent attack on the United States works in one discursive field of meaning when it is 
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initially broadcast on Al Jazeera, races around the globe and enters a thoroughly different 

discursive environment when it’s broadcast on CNN, now with subtitles. Individuals can 

then use these images on YouTube, in English or in Arabic, in the Middle East or in the 

West, to reconstruct other levels of meaning depending on how close or far they are to 

Bin Laden’s ideology. At no point does the simple image of Bin Laden making a speech 

have its own formal meaning separate from the discursive environment in which it bobs. 

Bourdieu’s thoughts allow us to contextualize Malek Farouq and Gamal Abdel 

Nasser at the nexus of a series of positions and position-takings. Some are concerned 

with defining quality television, some are interested in generating revenue, others are 

concerned with defining the contemporary Egyptian nation. In order to grasp their 

contribution to and function in the contemporary media environment, we need to read the 

texts around them. 

Let’s take a specific example related to this dissertation. The director of Malek 

Farouq is Hatem Ali. Within the field of Arabic serial production, Ali occupies a certain, 

privileged position. He has directed a number of hit serials including the acclaimed Al 

Fasoul al Arba’a (The Four Seasons, 1997) and Salah Al Din (Saladin, 2001). As a Syrian 

he occupies a conflicted place within the spaces of Egyptian television in that Egyptians 

increasingly lament the decline of quality in ‘their own’ serials and the corresponding rise 

of Syrian actors and directors (Abu Darwich, 2009; Amer, 2007). Ali’s objective 

position, then, is conflictually defined by other positions and position-takings in the field 

of Arabic and Egyptian television production. Ali’s position-taking is represented by the 

series itself. In this, he is taking positions on multiple levels of the cultural field (Arabic 
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television production) into which he steps: his place as a talented director of historical 

dramas and quality television, the accurate history of the Arab world and 20th century 

Egypt, the proper way to produce and distribute Arabic serials in the contemporary media 

environment, etc.  

In addition to the position-taking of the serial itself, though, Ali enters into the 

discourse around the series and tries to further define not only his objective position but 

also his position-taking. “I’m trying to come back to the personality of King Farouq, who 

so many of us in the Arab world and Egypt already know, but without so many of the 

historical inaccuracies that were told about this personality, especially those historical 

inaccuracies found in the history books we studied (about him)” (Al Turki, 2007). In this 

way, Ali is not only participating in the field of Arabic television production, but also 

entering the conflicted field that is concerned with defining Egyptian history and by 

extension Egyptian national identity.  By criticizing traditional history and historians, he 

is also implicitly criticizing the nationalist status quo which supports the anti-Farouq 

reading of history.  

However, Ali’s position and position-takings are not defined in a vacuum but in 

relation to other positions and position-takings. Newspaper columnist Adel Darwish, for 

example, takes his own position in relation to Ali, whom he calls “talented, but as a 

Syrian, a foreigner to Egypt” (Darwish, 2007). Simultaneously criticizing Ali’s position 

as a first rate director and his position-taking, Darwish accuses Malek Farouq of 

historical inaccuracies. “I shall assume that it was the production team’s laziness and 

disrespect to intelligent viewers, and not ideology… (but whereas on the BBC) a 
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committee of historians, academics and museum curators review the finer details of each 

scene to ensure its credibility and audio-visual logic, this is absent from Malek Farouq” 

(my translation) (Darwish, 2007). 

The contemporary media environment is distinguished by the ability of viewers to 

interact with media in a way that wasn’t possible in the era of mass media. Thus, instead 

of only sketching the positions and position-takings of people who wield power in the 

field of Arabic cultural production, we must also take into account the positions and 

position-takings of viewers. In reply to Darwish’s newspaper article, for example, a 

number of readers use the comment box of the online Arabic newspaper Al Sharq al 

Awsat to register their opinions of both Ali’s and Darwish’s position-takings. One writer, 

who in identifying himself as an Egyptian writing from America, demonstrates the global 

reach of media messages, criticizes Darwish’s criticism of the show’s historical portrayal. 

“Adel Darwish, we will remain standing at the door of hope without ever maturing as 

long as we don’t acknowledge the injustice that occurred to the king of Egypt, the Sudan 

and his family, the worst injustice suffered by a royal family in the history of the modern 

era” (Darwish, 2007). 

 As these contentious arguments about the historical positions Malek Farouq has 

taken suggest, a focus on the discursive environment that surrounds a work is as 

important as a detailed focus on the work itself. These discursive conditions, taking place 

in fields related to but not directly in the specific field of Arabic television production, 

help to produce the symbolic value of the work. Bourdieu equates this with the 

production of belief in the work (1993, p. 37). Producers of this meaning and value 
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include, “critics, publishers, gallery directors, and the whole set of agents whose 

combined efforts produce consumers capable of knowing and recognizing the work of art 

as such in particular teachers (but also families, etc.)” (1993, p. 37). 

Thus, for Bourdieu, and for this dissertation, a critical analysis of a textual object 

has to delve not only into the cultural context and conditions of its production but also 

into the production of the “field of social agents” that help to create its value. In this way 

a work of art serves as a “manifestation of the field as a whole, in which all the powers of 

the field, and all the determinisms inherent in its structure and functioning, are 

concentrated” (1993, p. 37).     

Again while Bourdieu’s work is meant as an analysis of the field of artistic or 

literary production, his framework for understanding the relationship between conflict, 

definition, and value in a cultural field applies to contemporary Arab television 

production. Television, while certainly capable of artistry in its creative impulses, 

functions differently than the art market. Where the art market is structured to attach 

value to one-of-a-kind objects, television is geared towards gathering the largest audience 

possible. And yet both fields are interested in producing, distributing and consuming (as 

well as defining) symbolic work.  

Gamal Abdel Nasser or Malek Farouq are more productively seen, in this light, as 

manifestations of the tensions in Arabic television production as a whole than as wholly 

independent narratives about Egyptian history. And because of its importance in valuing 

and devaluing particular cultural perspectives, we must also see the field of Arabic 

television production as acting on and being acted upon by the field cultural production 
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of identity in the Arabic Middle East. The field of social agents that exert influence to 

provide meaning and value to the symbolic production of television include newspaper 

and television critics, programmers, advertisers, government officials, teachers, parents, 

and satellite channel executives, among others. The ‘inherent determinisms’ (as a 

category discussed by Bourdieu) in the field of Arabic television production include the 

costs and technical aspects of television production and distribution, the globally general 

but region-specific accepted ways of narrating televisual stories (i.e. formats, narrative 

focus, musical aspect, etc.), and especially the various widely-held ideologies that define 

what is and isn’t culturally acceptable to be shown on television in the Arabic-speaking 

Middle East (such as overt displays of sexuality, criticism of religion, direct criticism of 

Arab leaders, etc.),   

To apply these ideas specifically, let’s take Malek Farouq as a manifestation of 

the tensions and determinisms inherent in Arabic television production. Farouq is, for 

starters, a manifestation of the new regime of satellite broadcasting that has taken hold in 

the Arabic-speaking MENA region where economies of scale have forced national 

production into a subordinate position. Programs produced for just one market can not 

hope for the same financing that transnational programming can secure, which means that 

for the most part transnational shows will have higher production values and attract larger 

audiences and more critical acclaim. Written by Lamis Gaaber, an Egyptian 

pediatrician/writer who is married to famous Egyptian actor, Yahia Fakhrani, directed by 

Syrian Haatim Ali and starring Syrian Tayyim Hassan in the leading role, financed in part 

by MBC, an Arabic satellite broadcaster,  Malek Farouq was broadcast throughout the 
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MENA region. Further, it was (illegally) posted to the internet, sold in DVD form, and 

distributed for rebroadcast on satellite stations throughout the world (including North 

America.)  

Narratively, the show is a manifestation of the tensions involved in defining 

quality television in the contemporary satellite era. It hews to the only economically 

viable narrative strategy available to Arabic television serials: 30 consecutive episodes to 

be initially broadcast during the fasting month of Ramadan. As most such shows are 

produced within three months (Attalah, 2008), the limits of budget and time are 

particularly key in restricting the narrative output. And yet a show like Farouq lives on 

transnational satellite broadcast channels alongside shows like House, Friends, Heroes, 

Lost and a host of other hit American television programs. In order to succeed, Farouq 

has to place itself in relation to the (foreign) production values that viewers have come to 

expect. In contrast to historically popular Egyptian serials from the 80’s and 90’s  like 

Layal al Hilmiyya (L. Abu-Lughod, 2005), Farouq has relatively high production values. 

In terms of visual quality, sound, and costume the show places itself within the universe 

of international television production. 

 In terms of its symbolic production, the show takes a particular historical position 

in a field fraught with the tensions of contemporary Arab politics. This position, that the 

Egyptian king Farouq was a complicated subject enmeshed in his historical-political 

moment (and not a purely licentious or malicious figure,) has more resonance with the 

historical moment in which it was created than in with the historical moment it depicts. 

This contemporary historical moment in Arabic and Egyptian society is one in which all 
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of the MENA countries are ruled by authoritarian leaders. Democracy has not taken hold 

and power is transferred by decree or by birth, the promises of pan-Arabism are 

unfulfilled, and Egypt’s nationalist aspirations of dignity and independence lie in tatters.  

This brings up the question of the relationship of contemporary Arabic televisual 

production to the traditional seats of power in the MENA region. Bourdieu argues that 

the struggles within a specific field over the legitimate mode of cultural production are 

inseparable from the struggles within the dominant class to instill “the dominant principle 

of domination (that is to say- ultimately- the definition of human accomplishment)” 

(1993, p. 41). In the past this struggle was not as significant as in the current moment as 

most televisual production in the MENA region was controlled directly or indirectly by 

the state. However, with television production decentered from national production, 

conflicts arise “between the field of cultural production and the field of power” 

(Bourdieu, 1993, p. 43).   

However, the fact that satellite television is denationalized should not lead to the 

assumption that the relationships between power and television have shifted radically 

away from traditional wielders of political power in the MENA region. A small number 

of wealthy individuals with ties to state power still control most of Arabic television 

production (Sakr, 2007). Additionally, creative workers in the field of Arabic television 

production still have to rely upon sources of funding that are dominated by the political 

and cultural elite of the Arab world. By functioning within the logic of objective 

competition between different positions, all seeking funding and recognition within this 

cultural field, different categories of producers end up creating cultural products that are 
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adjusted to the assumptions of the participants in the field of economic and political 

power, “but without any conscious striving for such adjustment” (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 45). 

So, while the celebration of an Egyptian monarch in a contemporary Egyptian 

political situation that officially reviles monarchy and celebrates nationalism might seem 

politically oppositional in Egypt, it might be much less oppositional to a broadcaster and 

funding source with family ties to Gulf state monarchies. In this case, one cannot assume 

that the Egyptian writer Gaaber or Syrian director Ali consciously strove to fulfil the 

ideological wishes of Gulf monarchies. Instead, that is where the funding is in 

contemporary Arabic television. 

 Having outlined cultural fields, the question as to their applicability in the 

contemporary moment arises. The first problem we encounter is that while we are here 

trying to analyze expressions of the nation in a transnational (as opposed to international) 

context, Bourdieu seems to place his fields squarely within national bounds (1993, p. 40). 

Would the analytical tools that he outlines be useful in a transnational context? Or would 

transnational texts have to be broken and analyzed in individual, though not mutually 

exclusive, national fields of cultural production? This matters because in relating the 

field of cultural production to the larger field of power within which it operates, and that 

operates on it, we have to consider multiple fields of power wielding economic capital 

and tied to the different political capitals of different states in a transnational context. 

Alternately, we could simply raise the stakes and talk about fields of power that operate 

globally. Doing this, however, runs the risk of dismissing specific social, cultural, and 

political contexts within which a work is given value.   
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 And so the construct of the nation as an analytical frame once again rears its 

limiting head. Or rather, what arises is Appadurai’s observation that it’s difficult to talk in 

other than national frames because we don’t have a vocabulary to do so (Appadurai, 

1996). However, Bourdieu’s acceptance of the nation as the guiding framework for fields 

of cultural production only makes sense in that he was historically grounded. Writing the 

bulk of his theoretical work in the 1960’s when the nation was in its ascendant phase and 

was as likely to be seen as a guarantor of citizens’ rights as it was to be seen limiting 

them, Bourdieu was a person of his time. For the majority of people there was less 

impetus to think beyond the nation then there is now.  

 Homi Bhaba’s injunction to look for the nation in its narration (1990, p. 2) helps 

us to understand Bourdieu’s theories in the contemporary post-national context. This is 

because arresting a nation in its narration shows it to be as ambivalent and contradictory 

as Bourdieu’s cultural field. In fact, the distinction between a nation and cultural 

production is a misleading one. What is a nation if not the temporal result of cultural 

production? What, then, if we do away with the false barrier of the nation as a border of a 

field of cultural production? If we choose to see the nation not as a given construct 

containing a field of cultural production but instead as a field of cultural production itself 

Bourdieu’s ideas can help us to focus on our object of study. Instead of conflictual 

discourse centering around defining a writer, we can see the discourse centered around 

defining a citizen and erecting (and fighting over) the symbolic frontiers of the nation. 

This cultural field centered around producing the nation and its citizens can then be put in 

the context of other proximate cultural fields that also struggle to define their object as a 



 252 

Muslim or as a post-national consumer or as an ethnic Tamil or as a (transnational) 

worker, etc.  

In this light, we can read the text of Malek Farouq as discursively constructing a 

kind of Egyptian citizenship that is concerned with history, political independence, and a 

semi-democratic form of government. Farouq hearkens to the past in creating a biopic 

spectacle of an Egypt that was still functioning, that was well dressed, that was 

uncrowded. An Egypt, and by extension its citizens, is postulated that holds Egyptian 

dignity to be a the core of national aspirations. It invokes a sense of nostalgia about 

“ayam al muluuk” (the days of the kings) that resonates with contemporary Egyptians . 

Gamal Abdel Nasser, on the other hand, also hearkens back, but in this case to the heady 

days of Pan Arab nationalism and Arab socialism. In this case, Egyptianness is invoked 

by a martial recollection of the country’s leadership of the Arab world and its attempts to 

make pan Arabism a reality through its union with Syria. The ideal Egyptian citizen, in 

this case embodied by Nasser, is one who will give up everything, including his life, for 

the cause of a social justice we can all share. At the same time, the texts are fetishized 

products that conceal their transnational origin and the transnational impulses to power 

that they give voice to.   

Heteroglossia 

 Having looked towards Anderson and Appadurai for a discussion of media and 

imagination and Bourdieu for a framing of the kinds of battles that position cultural texts, 

the question remains how do we frame a discussion about discursive constructions of the 

nation in Egyptian television programming in an age where multiple publics/audiences 
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with multiple allegiances are being created and reconfigured at an increasingly rapid rate? 

What are we to make of the cultural, narrative, political and linguistic contributions of 

other Arabs and ‘foreigners’ in “Egyptian” television production?  

Taking the contemporary, transnational cultural production environment into 

account, it becomes clear that essentialist views of publics or audiences don’t accurately 

describe the fluid realities of the contemporary communication landscape and the kinds 

of cultural identities that are created and reflected in it. Nationalists (both within and 

against the state) and Islamicists produce discourse that functions only in essentialist 

terms with a seeming blindness to how their interactions create new kinds of discourses. 

In fact, both of them have unique and dependent relationships on globalist or 

transnational discourse. 

We can find a non-essentialist way of talking about these contemporary 

complexities by using Mikhail Bakhtin’s descriptions of heteroglossia and dialogism in 

the relationship between language and power (Bakhtin & Holquist, 1981). Though taking 

as his starting point a critical evaluation of the form of the novel, Bakhtin’s ideas on the 

relationship between language, difference, and meaning are highly relevant to patterns of 

communication in the contemporary mediated world. Above all, Bakhtin allows us to see 

all communication from a non-essentialized perspective that takes conflict and power into 

account. 

Bakhtin sees languages, broadly defined, as in constant competition with each 

other and only able to see themselves in light of the other. What is intended by languages 

are not just English, for example, but literary English, Black English, academic English, 
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medical English, etc. He rejects the existence of a simple, unmediated relationship 

between the speaker and ‘his own’ singular language and the equally simple realization 

of this language in the ‘monologic utterance’ of the individual. Put another way, Bakhtin 

is unsatisfied with an essentialist view of language which presumes two poles, unitary 

language and the individual speaking this language. 

For Bakhtin, “unitary language” is the theoretical expression of the historical 

processes of linguistic unification and centralization, an expression of what he calls “the 

centripetal forces of language” (1981, p. 271). It is important to note that this unitary 

language has no material existence but can only be assumed or imagined. Though 

imagined, ‘unitary language’ is always “opposed to the realities of heteroglossia” (1981, 

p. 271), and exerts its “real presence” against this heteroglossia by imposing specific 

limits to it. The setting of limits allows for a necessary amount of mutual understanding 

and crystallizes into the relative unity of everyday and literary language.  

The limit-setting linguistic norms aren’t simply an abstract grammar; instead they 

function positively as a “generative force” to unite and “centralize verbal-ideological 

thought,” creating a nucleus of officially recognized literary language. As Bakhtin sees 

all language as ideologically saturated, normalizing standards are not simply an attempt 

to maintain abstract grammatical categories for the purpose of practical comprehension. 

Instead, he argues, language and its grammatical norms represent a world view that 

“ensures a maximum of mutual understanding in all spheres of ideological life” (1981, p. 

271). Put differently, the power of language to unify thought is not that restrictive power 

of denial, but an affirmative power so that unitary language “gives expression to forces 
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working toward concrete verbal and ideological unification and centralization, which 

develop in vital connection with the processes of sociopolitical and cultural 

centralization” (1981, pp. 270-271). Bakhtin calls this a result of the ‘centripetal forces’ 

that are at work in attempting to unify language. 

But lest we give too much power to these “centripetal forces,” Bakhtin points out 

that this process is taking place in the midst of heteroglossia in which competing forces 

are constantly stratifying and making language distinct. At any given moment of its 

evolution, language is stratified not only into linguistic dialects but is also stratified into 

“socio-ideological” languages: the languages of social groups, professional and generic 

languages, generational languages, etc. Literary language, seen this way, is only one of 

these heteroglot languages and is in turn stratified into languages (generic, period-bound 

etc.).  So, simultaneous with the centripetal forces, there are also centrifugal forces at 

work in language. In fact, “Every concrete utterance of a speaking subject serves as a 

point where centrifugal as well as centripetal forces are brought to bear” (1981, p. 272). 

By which Bakhtin means that the utterance is the intersection of centralization and 

decentralization, of unification and disunification. The utterance meets the requirements 

of its own language as an individualized embodiment of a speech act, but meets the 

requirements of heteroglossia as well.  

Before going to detail Bakhtin’s discussions of language and power, it might be 

helpful to briefly specify how these ideas might apply to a discussion of the Egyptian 

nation in contemporary Arab media. Arabic might be unique amongst the major 

languages of the world in the geographical breadth and number of nation-states that share 
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it as an official language. As anyone who has studied the language frustratedly knows, 

there are multiple registers of the language that often take place simultaneously. The 

highly rigid forms of Quranic Arabic, seen as the ideal form of the language as vocalized 

by the prophet Muhammed, are as much a part of every day language and self-expression 

as the dialect of the smallest village in the Egyptian delta with its slang words, 

borrowings from European languages for such things as car parts and machinery, and its 

use of ancient Egyptian vocabulary. Between these two poles there exist a standardized 

form of literary Arabic (called foos-ha or fasiyeh) used in literature, newscasts, and 

official documents and national dialects.  

Over 1,500 years of official use in various geographical and cultural locations 

have given ample opportunity to both centripetal and centrifugal forces in the language. 

The limit-setting linguistic norms that function positively as a “generative force” to unite 

and “centralize verbal-ideological thought,” are represented by a 1,500 years of 

madressas which teach a rote version of the Quran and the Arabic grammar necessary to 

understand it. Through strict repetition (and often corporal punishment) the importance of 

the precise grammatical forms competes only with the ideological importance of Arabic 

and Islam as the prime force in social life. For some rural Arab Muslims, this is the only 

form of education they will ever receive.  

In contemporary times, arguments between those who support institutionalizing of 

colloquial dialects in Egypt and Lebanon and those who support the use of foosha or 

standard Arabic have created nationalist fault-lines. In general, the attempt to centralize 

verbal-ideological thought in a particular form of accepted standard Arabic have trumped 
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attempts to encourage particular nationalisms by emphasizing colloquial dialects 

(Suleiman, 2003, p. 12).  

At the same time, the various political, social, and material needs of the 

geographically and culturally dispersed populations that speak Arabic have worked their 

centripetal effects on Arabic, splitting into diverse national dialects, religious dialects (as 

in Christian and Jewish communities), professional stratifications, etc. At various times 

throughout history, different countries have considered abandoning Arabic as an official 

language in favor of national dialects. This would have the effect of re-centering power 

within the state and national context and out of the religious one.  

According to Bakhtin, our inherited way of thinking about language, which 

presumes monological thought, was itself born and shaped by the centralizing tendencies 

in the life of language. This makes it extremely difficult for us to see the “dialogized 

heteroglossia, in which is embodied the centrifugal forces in the life of language” (p. 

271). This monological characteristic of thought on language is particularly potent to 

Bakhtin because it makes it difficult for us to see the dialogic nature of language, or the 

“struggle among socio-linguistic points of view, not an intra-language struggle between 

individual wills or logical contradictions”(1981, p. 273). 

A monologic view of language is, for Bakhtin, simply incapable of theorizing the 

multiplicity of meaning involved in contextualized language. It “locks every stylistic 

phenomenon into the monologic context of a given self-sufficient and hermetic utterance, 

imprisoning it, as it were, in the dungeon of a single context; it is not able to exchange 

messages with other utterances; it is not able to realize its own stylistic implications in a 
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relationship with them; it is obliged to exhaust itself in its own single hermetic context” 

(1981,p. 274) 

Bakhtin furthers his argument by moving beyond the problematics of language in 

general to words in specific. He does this by problematizing the relationship between 

words and their objects. “No living word relates to its object in a singular way: because 

between the word and its object, between the word and the speaking subject, there exists 

an elastic environment of other, alien words about the same object, the same theme, and 

this is an environment that is often difficult to penetrate. It is precisely in the process of 

living interaction with this specific environment that the word may be individualized and 

given stylistic shape” (1981,p. 276)  

He sees this as a problem of overdetermination in that “any concrete discourse 

(utterance) finds the object at which it was directed already as it were overlain with 

qualifications, open to dispute, charged with value, already enveloped in an obscuring 

mist – or, on the contrary, by the ‘light’ of alien words that have already been spoken 

about it” (1981,p. 276). This means that the word trying to apprehend its object enters a 

space that is already the “dialogically agitated and tension-filled environment of alien 

words, value judgments and accents” (1981, p. 276). 

Bakhtin marks a difference between the word and the user of the word when he 

argues that “The word forgets that its object has its own history of contradictory acts of 

verbal recognition, as well as that heteroglossia that is always present in such acts of 

recognition” (1981, p. 278). 
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Lastly, for our purposes, the importance of language for Bakhtin is the way it 

helps negotiate the self/other binary. “As a living, socio-ideological concrete thing, as 

heteroglot opinion, language, for the individual consciousness, lies on the borderline 

between oneself and the other. The word in language is half someone else’s. It becomes 

‘one’s own’ only when the speaker populates it with his own intention, his own accent, 

when he appropriates the word, adapting it to his own semantic and expressive intention” 

(1981, p. 293). 

What Bakhtin’s linguistic theories allow us to do is describe the relationship 

between language, power, and meaning in a world filled with the heteroglossia of 

transnational electronic communication. If we shift our object of analysis from the novel 

to the television program, we can see the linguistic and ideological struggles embodied in 

both the overall language of television production and the specific language of specific 

programs. Televisual discourses are being created by forces ranging from national 

governments to Islamic movements to profit-oriented transnational corporations. These 

discourses, verbally, textually, visually, and ideologically infused, are in competition 

with each other to define their objects, i.e. their publics for whatever ideological or 

economic purposes. These televisual discourses do not function as “unitary languages” 

but instead are part of a wider environment in which the meanings they generate are in 

play with the meanings that other discourses (both televisual and otherwise) generate. 

To be specific to the context this dissertation is concerned with, Malek Farouq 

and Gamal Abdel Nasser enter a televisual environment that’s laden with meaning and 

riven by centrifugal and centripetal forces. Malek Farouq does not enter into this world 
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with its own monologic utterance on the life of the deposed king. In humanizing the king, 

the program is not a hermetic expression of a singular viewpoint. It is in fact exchanging 

meanings with and drawing meanings from other utterances about similar subjects. As a 

transnational production, Gamal Abdel Nasser tugs at centralized Egyptian thought on its 

own nationalist history, working centrifugally to express the regional economic and 

political forces at play in the Arabic world. At the same time, though, it works 

centripetally to centralize ideological thought on the subject of ideal Egyptian 

nationalism. It gives expression to those forces that would use Egyptian nationalism for 

their own economic or political benefit, or for the benefit of the state or of the people. 

What is at stake in this always provisional struggle between into which Nasser inserts 

itself is the ideological meaning of Egypt.  

By participating in the linguistic (and thus cultural) arena of Arabic, Gamal Abdel 

Nasser the program is simultaneously decentralizing and centralizing, unifying and 

splitting the meaning of the figure of Gamal Abdel Nasser and the ideological positions 

that surround him. If a language can only see itself in relation to other languages, what 

are the various languages that are competing here? 

 Until recently, the pattern of electronic broadcasting throughout the Arabic world 

(with the exception of Lebanon) was one of state control and strict censorship. Within 

these strictures, the “linguistic norms” of broadcast television functioned as a “generative 

force” to centralize definitions of the nation in a way that ensured “a maximum of mutual 

understanding in all spheres of ideological life” (1981, p. 271). In this past era of 

Egyptian broadcasting, any topic as laden with significance as Gamal Abdel Nasser 
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would have been overseen by the state. The state, after all, controls the generative forces 

that unify ideological thought by controlling the education system, the vast bureaucracy 

of state employment, the national borders, etc. However, in the contemporary Arabic 

media environment, the state has lost much of its power over media messages. 

 In this case, then, we can see Gamal Abdel Nasser’s portrayal of the nationalist 

hero as a force of heteroglossia, working to decentralize or dislocate the ideological 

definition of Nasser from the state. Although the program presents a hagiographic portrait 

of the leader that no nationalist would find disturbing, the fact that Nasser’s nationalist 

promises have not been fulfilled by the contemporary regime is enough to make the 

program problematic to the state. In this way, the language of state power- expressed in 

various educational and bureaucratic contexts- is being challenged by the language of 

television production. This language of television is an outcome of various other 

languages involved in its production: the literary language of the script, the economic 

language of its financiers, the technical language of its visual, sound, and costume 

designers, and the technological language of its satellite distributors. While it can’t be 

argued that any of these languages have specific aims to disrupt the language of the 

Egyptian state, the fact that they enter into the discussion each with their own separate 

motivations means that they enter into a contentious space in relation to the ideological 

centralization/decentralization of thought on the subject of Gamal Abdel Nasser.  

 If we look at the particular words that each show use, we begin to get a picture of 

the fraught, over-determined process of articulating the nation. For, in discussing the 

often debated historical events of the Nasser era we can see that Malek Farouq and 
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Gamal Abdel Nasser approach an historical object which is already “overlain with 

qualifications, open to dispute, charged with value, already enveloped in an obscuring 

mist – or, on the contrary, by the ‘light’ of alien words that have already been spoken 

about it” (1981, p. 276). Such words include malek (king), masr (Egypt), umma (nation), 

dowla (state), and even Farouq and Nasser. Each of these words are overdetermined. 

Used for different purposes by different actors. When the contemporary president appears 

on television to deliver a speech and uses the words “the Egyptian nation,” he is doing so 

on precisely the same televisual space that a fictionalized King Farouq (played by 

Tayyim Hassan) has just used the same phrase. The ideological (as well as spatial and 

temporal) contexts of each utterance is different from the other and “finds the object at 

which it was directed already as it were overlain with qualifications, open to dispute, 

charged with value” (1981, p. 276). 

Specifically, Bakhtin’s theories allow us to get a glimpse of a quite complicated 

situation of transnational difference and change while foregrounding these specific series. 

Malek Farouq can be seen as the expression of a kind of centrifugal language that is in 

competition with the traditional, centripetal forces of expression in Egypt. This 

centrifugal expression is not necessarily the oppositional language of the lower classes or 

political opposition, but instead the language of transnational capital, in all its 

complexity. The official Egyptian state version of Farouq’s life, like other examples of 

the official version of history, is always opposed to the realities of heteroglossia in 

Egyptian culture. This reality contains various versions of history that are seeking to 

describe an historical object already overlain with words and meanings. But the 
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heteroglossic expression of history in Malek Farouq is itself fractured. The show is, 

afterall, a transnational television production and is thus the sum of multiple parts. 

Writers, financiers, producers, actors, and critics all bring their perspective to this 

expression. All are products of various cultural histories and trends and ideas, both 

centripetal and centrifugal, that influence these perspectives.  

 In the case of Malek Farouq and Gamal Abdel Nasser there other kinds of 

centrifugal, linguistic pressures that are involved in the production and distribution of 

these cultural productions. There are the multiple languages and cultural differences of 

the different players, Egyptians, Syrians, Saudis, etc. There are multiple narrative and 

technical perspectives on what constitutes a proper televisual story. At the heart of this 

idea is the fact that transnational productions have different narrative and financial 

motivations than national productions and this can only work to ultimately add another 

layer of centrifugal pressure to ‘monological’ ideological thought.  

In conclusion, bringing these three theorists together, each of whom comes from a 

very different time and describes a very different world, helps us to shed light on our 

contemporary moment. In particular, viewing Malek Farouq and Gamal Abdel Nasser in 

light of these three different theorists helps us to tease out some of the more salient 

changes in Arab and Middle Eastern broadcasting. Appadurai helps us to tune-in to the 

heightened role of the imagination beyond only the realm of cultural production but also 

into political production and, importantly, the economic life of the contemporary global 

moment.  In the context of the fluid global scapes that Appadurai describes, Bourdieu 

helps us to get a grip on how to describe the functioning of textual meaning in a shifting 
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cultural context. This line of thought allows us to see the nation itself as a text that is 

subject to shifting meaning as its political, cultural and even physical contexts shift. This 

helps us to bring into better focus the contested circumstances around defining nations in 

the transnational era. Lastly in the context of the transnational landscapes that Appadurai 

discusses and the contested definition of the nation we can see in light of Bourdieu, 

Mikhail Bakhtin helps us to understand arguments about the complex and over-

determined nature of cultural identity in the transnational televisual age.  
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