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ABSTRACT

On January 27th, 2011 Egyptian authorities 
succeeded in shutting down the country’s inter-
national Internet access points in response to 
growing protests. Over one weekend, a group of 
programmers developed a platform called Speak-
2Tweet that would allow Egyptians to post their 
breaking news on Twitter via voicemail despite 
Internet cuts. The result was thousands of heart-
felt messages from Egyptians recording their 
emotions by phone. 

In the wake of potential shifts, new possibilities 
and challenges to the status quo, Voices from 
the Revolution: A Speak2Tweet Project is a 
research project and a visual investigation that 
attempts to embrace the spirit of contemplation 
and introspection in new formats in relation to 
the new political climate in Egypt. It explores 
experimental methods of relaying narratives by 
turning to the invisible archives of web activ-
ity and addresses the politicization of the Arab 
world through a more intimate lens. It looks to 
the democratization of technology, the psycho-
logical aspect of technology’s inward turn and 
addresses the often-misconstrued voice of the 
Arab world by analyzing data of a new genera-
tion whose opinions and perspectives are cur-
rently heavily expressed online.

PROJECT CONCEPT

In an age where we obsessively document ev-
erything with our mobile devices, we have more 
diverse information than ever before. As citizen 
journalism gains legitimacy, biased narratives 
siphoned through established media outlets have 
become less influential. The obstacle, instead, has 
become about confronting and sifting through 
the immense volume of data to construct col-
lective narratives. With all this data, can we 
preserve an accurate collective reality of the past 
or do our memories remain individualistic and 
self-fulfilling? 

Voices from the Revolution is an experimental 
film that presents selected Speak2Tweet messages 
prior to the fall of the Mubarak regime on Febru-
ary 11, 2011 and juxtaposes them with the aban-
doned structures that represent the long-lasting 
effects of a corrupt dictatorship. It attempts to 
depict the harsh reality of the physical state of 
the city and addresses the role that the urban in-
frastructure plays in instigating unrest amongst 
its inhabitants. The film is not about the revolu-
tion nor does it attempt to document the events 
of the revolution, rather it seeks to relay the 
emotional state of the Egyptian psyche expressed 
at a particular moment in time.

BACKGROUND

As Egyptians closely watched events that trans-
pired in Tunisia in early 2011, they quickly gar-
nered the courage to take to the streets. It did not 
take long before the number of protesters began 
to swell in public demonstrations and Egyptian 
authorities found themselves in a desperate pre-
dicament, struggling to maintain control over an 
agitated population. Authorities feared further 
increase in tensions when the Associated Press 
published a video of an Egyptian protestor being 
shot and, as a result, decided to shut down all on-
line communication in hopes of curbing public 
unrest (see figure 1).

The country’s vital cuts to commerce and com-
munication particularly stunned the technology 
community who anticipated significant conse-
quences to Egypt’s economy. Over night, Egypt 
had been wiped off the world’s online maps and 
had potentially sabotaged its hopes of becom-
ing a regional Internet power. Such drastic mea-
sures raised significant questions about Internet 
democracy not only in Egypt, but worldwide, 
adding to the already heated debate about who 
controls the Internet.1

SPEAK2TWEET

A small team of engineers developed a platform 
called Speak2Tweet to help circumvent Egypt’s 
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fig 1. chart courtesy of Ramy Raoof (http://www.flickr.com/photos/ramyraoof/5814392791/)

fig 2. image courtesy of Andrew Lih 
(http://www.andrewlih.com/blog/2011/02/02/egypt-crowdsourcing-speak2tweet-transcription/)
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Internet blackout and sustain services to Egyp-
tians. Speak2Tweet emerged from a start-up 
called SayNow, an online service that enables fans 
to share voice messages with their celebrity idols. 
Google bought the start-up and announced the 
launch of Speak2Tweet on their blog on January 
31, 2011.2  

They designed Speak2Tweet as an alternative to 
the other compromised modes of communica-
tion, thus maintaining the link between Egyp-
tians and the outside world. The service provided 
Egyptian users with a designated phone number, 
which, without the use of a computer or the 
Internet, would instantaneously upload recorded 
voice messages to Twitter as links. The Tweets 
could be accessed by dialing the same phone 
numbers or by visiting twitter.com/speak2tweet. 
Information about the service spread rapidly 
throughout the country by word of mouth and 
mobile SMS messages. A twitter user by the name 
of @BaghdadBrian initiated a public Google 
Spreadsheet and asked volunteers to catalog and 
transcribe all the audio messages. Other volun-
teers translated select messages and posted them 
on the website http://egypt.alive.in.3  Within a 
matter of two days, the rest of the world had ac-
cess to comprehensible messages from Egypt (see 
figure 2).

SOCIAL MEDIA AND THE REVOLUTION

Media coverage of the ‘Arab Spring’ often credited 
social media for inciting the uprisings and help-
ing topple regimes. While many skeptics argued 
the claim, technological tools undoubtedly played 
a significant role not only in spreading informa-
tion at an uncontrollable speed, but also in pro-
viding the Arab youth with a voice they never 
had. As a result, the world had front row seats 
and an opportunity to engage in revolution re-
gardless of nationality and geographic location.

Social networking, however, is not new to the 
region. Middle Eastern youth have been using the 
Internet, and Facebook in particular, as a publish-
ing platform for news and information far before 

the uprising started. Groups like the April 6th 
Youth Movement and the “We Are All Khaled 
Said” Facebook group gained mass media atten-
tion for cultivating a new wave of Egyptian activ-
ists.4  They, however, emerged from an already 
established movement of activists and bloggers 
who have been active online since 2006.

What changed was the sudden absence of fear; 
years of government threats, detainment and tor-
ture became insignificant as the anti-government 
sentiment expressed by a select few grew enor-
mously over night. The political realm suddenly 
became personal, as more youth, confronted by 
a bleak future, were motivated to express their 
anger. In a region where politics has dominated 
media airwaves, a more intimate voice surfaced 
on a much larger scale than ever before. Speak-
2Tweet was created in this spirit of keeping the 
online voice alive even when major obstacles 
were put in place.

VOICE

Interestingly, Speak2Tweet reached beyond the 
expected demographic of young, tech-savvy revo-
lutionaries. Egyptians from all across the country 
called to vent their fears, express hope, recite 
poetry and sing songs. They wanted to be heard, 
to express their repressed feelings to anyone who 
would listen. An accumulation of emotionally 
moving recordings preserved the moments of the 
fragile emotional state of the Egyptian psyche. 

As I listened to Speak2Tweet messages from 
abroad, what I found most striking (beyond the 
content of the messages themselves) was the 
sound of the voices. With the prevalence of social 
media platforms, one has become accustomed to 
written forms of communication; but even with 
the evolution of written expressions, text messag-
es cannot convey emotions in the same way that 
the sound of the voice can. The voice allows the 
listener to discern meaning through intonation, 
timbre, resonance, pitch, and so on, all absent in 
written form. Text is dislocated from its origin, 
lacking in the unspoken meanings that can be 
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inferred through voice. 

Imagine the below messages with shades of 
intonation. The first is from a man professing 
his love to his country. His message is roman-
tic and naïve but, more importantly, he reveals 
his vulnerability towards the beginning of the 
recording when you can hear a crack in his 
voice: he is undeniably holding back tears. His 
message, of course, has a significant emotional 
impact on the listener not only because of the 
content he is relaying and the context in which 
he is relaying it, but also because the sound of his 
voice is touching. We can speculate a lot about 
his state-of-being merely through the variations 
in his voice. The second message, while intended 
for the written format (a poem written while 
the speaker was imprisoned) is also particularly 
poignant coming from the voice of the person 
who wrote it, a victim of the Mubarak regime 
no less. The poem was probably not intended 
for a worldwide audience, which is also why it 
becomes so special; one listens with attentiveness 
in hopes of extracting implicit information about 
the victim’s experience. 

My love for you, Egypt, increases by the day

“My love for you, Egypt increases by the day. And 
you know that Egypt. You know it Egypt. You 
know that I live and die for you.  Every day I love 
you more than the day before.  It ends here my 
dear country, so be happy and proud of your chil-
dren and martyrs. We gave up comfort. I swear 
to you we gave up everything, just so we can hold 
onto you, dear country. So be filled with joy, be-
cause we are freeing you! And in no time you will 
become again the magnificent country you once 
were. Be happy, because the next regime that will 
rule you will be worthy of that responsibility, not 
the lowlife revolting system led by Mubarak and 
his dogs. I swear to God you will be free, and soon! 
Because, we are not leaving. I swear we are not 
leaving. We are not buying all this nonsense talk 
about negotiation. It is a charade played by two 
parts of the corrupt system. And this is not our 
conversation. We are not leaving before we cleanse 

Egypt from this corrupt regime. This regime must 
be wiped out completely.  Completely! Him and his 
followers who robbed this country.  

Mubarak alone stole 70 billion dollars!  The rest of 
the thieves have robbed the country of more than 3 
trillion dollars! And those statistics were obtained 
by international organizations. You see this Egypt? 
This is your money! They say you are poor, but this 
is your money. And we promise that the national 
treasures of your land will return to its rightful 
owners, and all those corrupt people will be pros-
ecuted.  We will be able to give you that, because 
none of us are backing down. Either we free you, 
or die trying to, so the next generation won’t have 
to wonder why gave up on their futures.  God for-
bid we break down, because if that happens Egypt 
will cease to exist for a long time.  But this hope-
fully won’t happen…over our dead bodies. There 
is no backing down, there is no turning back. We 
have sold our lives for you Egypt. Every single one 
of us.  From teachers to doctors to engineers, to 
technician and farmers. We will sacrifice every-
thing for you, and we are not turning back until 
we finally give you the gift of freedom.  The fallen 
regime is our gift for you. So you will be able to 
prosecute the traitors in it as you see fit. No turn-
ing back, not without your freedom”.5

I am the son of the Nile 

“I dedicate this poem to the hero’s of Tahrir, I was 
chanting it years ago when I was at the Natrun 
prison camp where I was imprisoned in 1994. I 
was the youngest ideological prisoner in Egypt. I 
experienced the injustice and humiliation that no 
child has ever seen. I was resident in ten different 
prison camps, the ugliest jailers, the ugliest prison 
cells, the worst sorts of torture I’ve ever seen. But 
now, my wound is healing when I see the hero’s of 
liberation – Tahrir -, the healers of my wound, the 
wound that’s been bleeding all my life, the bleeding 
wound that I’ll take to my grave with it still bleed-
ing.

Abu Naseer El Sohaji
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I’m the son of the Nile – 
listen to my reciting & hymns
Crying the ruins of our glory – 
with bitter tears deeply saddening me
what deep sorrow I have for our past times, 
I cry the wasted ages
I wonder if the past will come back for my singing 
and music
I’m the son of the Nile – 
longing for a sunrise to brighten me
Longing for a revolution by my brave people  
like a sweeping volcano
An altar calling upon me liberating our Egypt 
the holiest of holy
An altar stoning the followers of evil 
with burning fires
I’m the flood that is watching them, 
giving them a chance for a little while longer
I watch the tears of children, 
with overwhelming deep pain
And I count the bleeding drops into the vein 
of my veins
I’m the history that will not be merciful, 
sharpening my knife
The fires of injustice are scorching me, 
thus, will harvest them without remorse”.6

DATA STORIES

With technology constantly at our fingertips, data 
mining and mapping have become prominent in 
relaying a visual analysis of the collective con-
science. New media artists, in particular, explore 
the emotional realm in invisible data, revealing 
the inherent need to express emotion through 
technology. They attempt to expose the accumu-
lation of user’s transient thoughts whose personal 
expressions are digitally archived and indexed by 
corporations but often buried in the depths of the 
Internet.

Christopher Baker’s Murmur Study examines the 
emotional utterances of Twitter and Facebook 
status updates through a live installation that 
prints messages containing expressive words such 
as “argh, meh, grrrr, oooo, ewww, and hmph”. An 

installation of live thermal printers and cascad-
ing paper trails of messages demonstrates people’s 
behavioral methods and ephemeral thoughts in 
physical space. Murmur Study takes a spatio-
temporal approach to relay the physical volume 
of emotional sentiments expressed in real-time 
online; it attests to user’s needs to expose the 
personal realm to an abstract collective.7 Simi-
larly, Jonathan Harris’ We Feel Fine gathers live 
data containing the phrase “I feel” or “I am feel-
ing” from the blogosphere. The project collects 
around 15,000 new feelings per day then displays 
them in an interactive Java applet which runs in a 
web browser. Since 2005 over 13 million feelings 
have been saved relaying an expansive picture of 
emotional activity on the Internet.8

These projects visualize data that is invisible; they 
paint a portrait of human emotion that is oth-
erwise too large to grasp. Today, computing and 
graphical user interface methods have allowed for 
dynamic data visualization. Yet to what extent are 
they, in and of themselves, expressive works of art 
offering the viewer rich visual experiences be-
yond the visual representation of data? Will they 
remain relevant as works of art as our data min-
ing abilities and programming skills are becom-
ing more commonplace? Creating successful data 
narratives extends beyond the ability to compute; 
good data stories rely on techniques borrowed 
from traditional methods of story telling. 

Lernert Engelberts and Sander Plug take a differ-
ent approach to data narratives with their project 
I Love Alaska. Their episodic experimental docu-
mentary takes the search keywords of an uniden-
tified AOL user whose online activity, along with 
650,000 other users, was accidentally published 
and accessible to the public over a three-month 
period in 2006. The artists use the private search 
queries of user #711391 and juxtapose them 
with visuals of the barren landscape of Alaska.9 
Through her bizarre queries the viewer gains 
insight to the private dilemmas she faces in her 
personal life, dilemmas never meant for public 
viewing. The combination of the fragmented 
sentences, the computer-generated voice, and the 
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desolate landscapes place the viewer in a carefully 
considered emotional space. This project takes 
what would otherwise be forgotten archived data 
and turns it into a very intimate narrative.

NARRATIVES IN PHYSICAL SPACE

My own work explores narrative through struc-
tures in physical space. It addresses the paradox 
of monuments and memorials as spaces of com-
memoration that dictate how people remember. 
Cairo, with its clichés of a romanticized Ancient 
Egypt, is banking on fantasy through its tourism 
industry. Today, while its ancient monuments still 
define the city, Cairo’s contemporary infrastruc-
ture is in a declining state. The city’s inhabitants 
clash with its structures and, rather than coexist-
ing, are competing for space. Much of the city’s 
surface area is populated with haphazard struc-
tures outnumbering the monuments that repre-
sent the city. 

People look to the past with nostalgia alternat-
ing between pleasure and pain of urban memory. 
They dwell on a romanticized past and exhibit 
a gap between memory and the reality of what 
once was. Our selective memories make reality of 
the unreal and, in turn, shape identity on false-
hoods. As identity is linked to physical landscape, 
memories are rewritten when landscapes change. 
This is particularly evident in Egypt where the 
contemporary identity is confused as Egyptians 
are constantly defined by their country’s romanti-
cized history rather than the present moment.

I have spent many years wandering, exploring, 
and documenting abandoned architecture in 
Cairo. My fascination with these structures lies 
not necessarily in their particular history but in 
the reality they represent in the present time. The 
deterioration and, in some cases, the complete 
collapse of the urban environment attests to the 
failure of the political system. I have been espe-
cially interested in the concrete skeleton struc-
tures that occupy much of the urban landscape. 
Failed investment projects that remain standing 
due to economic and legal complications further 

deprive an already struggling society of its limited 
space and resources. The visual presence of these 
structures exudes an honesty that is unavoidable; 
their confrontation flaunts a sense of desperation 
that has plagued the city.

Since recent developments, however, Egyptians 
are, for the first time, reclaiming their identity by 
reclaiming their built environment. The sudden 
change in attitude prompted, for me, an interest 
in investigating the connection between the col-
lective emotional state and its urban surround-
ings. While listening to the Speak2Tweet voice 
recordings in real-time, it was instantly clear to 
me that these voices belong with the structures 
that I had spent so much time getting to know. 
Egyptians were finally verbalizing sentiments 
that reflected their deteriorating city. Combining 
the voice messages with the architectural visuals 
prompted more layers of meaning and emotion 
than either on their own.
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CONCLUSION

The data narrative has become a storytelling 
genre in its own right. While it borrows from tra-
ditional storytelling techniques, it also possesses 
its own unique qualities that further diversify the 
ways in which we relay our experiences. This is 
particularly significant in the Arab world, where 
more and more users are overcoming govern-
ment pressures and expressing their perspectives 
online. Social networking platforms have allowed 
accessibility to a more human voice in an other-
wise very politicized region.

Speak2Tweet played a very special role that was 
particular to the time it was launched. While it 
didn’t necessarily serve the practical functions 
that Facebook and Twitter fulfilled, it neverthe-
less composed a unique archive of the collective 
psyche. As the voices disappear in the depths of 
cyberspace, Voices from the Revolution brings 
forth the unique narratives and, in turn, connects 
them once again to the physical realm.
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