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Rethinking resistance under authoritarianism: civil society and
non-contentious forms of contestation in post-uprisings Egypt
Nadim Mirshak

Department of Sociology, The University of Manchester, Manchester, UK

ABSTRACT
In 2018 President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi secured a second presidential
term in a constrained political environment exacerbated by his con-
trol over the media, prosecution of journalists and activists, and his
crackdown on civil society. As a result of such resilient authoritarian-
ism, the optimism that once defined the Egyptian uprisings has
turned into cynicism. This article contributes to the literature sur-
rounding civil society and resistance in authoritarian contexts by
offering an examination of the interplay between authoritarian ten-
dencies and their resistance in post-uprisings Egypt. I argue that we
should view al-Sisi’s regime as representing an authoritarian system
that is not absolute, despite its soft and hard repressive methods, but
one that still offers limited space for civil society organizations (CSOs)
to function. This limited space importantly comprises covert resis-
tance methods which can offer Egyptian CSOs opportunities to resist
the state’s legal and extra-legal restrictions. The resistance methods
considered in this article need to be understood in Gramscian terms
as they encompass the limited means available by which CSOs can
negotiate the terrain of hegemonic contestation under the existing
authoritarian context. Given al-Sisi’s re-election and the sustained
crackdown on Egyptian civil society, the need to analyse such
forms of resistance is pertinent.
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Egypt has been undergoing a complex transformation process triggered by the 2011
uprisings that led to ex-President Mubarak’s fall. This process witnessed the Supreme
Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF) assuming control, followed by the Muslim
Brotherhood’s candidate Mohammed Morsi becoming Egypt’s first elected civilian
president in 2012. However, the military ousted Morsi in July 2013 paving the way
for Field Marshal Abdel Fattah al-Sisi to become president in 2014. In 2018, al-Sisi
secured over ninety percent of the votes to win a second presidential term (Michaelson,
2018) in a severely constrained political environment, leading several candidates to
drop out and others to be detained (Salama, 2018). This was exacerbated by al-Sisi’s
control over local media outlets, his prosecution of critical journalists and activists, and
his crackdown on civil society (Human Rights Watch, 2018).

Moreover, the Egyptian parliament has recently proposed constitutional amendments
that would extend the current presidential terms allowing al-Sisi to run for re-election and
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rule until 2030 (Michaelson, 2019). As a result, the optimism that once defined the Egyptian
uprisings has turned into cynicism (Achcar, 2016; Bayat, 2017) and al-Sisi’s repression has
been placed centre-stage (Hammer, 2017; Hellyer, 2018; Lesch, 2017).

Emphasising authoritarianism risks downplaying changes that have been taking
place since the start of the uprisings and even under al-Sisi’s rule, such as the growth
of civil society organizations (CSOs) and movements that advocate democratic and
social change, defend human rights, challenge economic and social inequalities and
provide legal services for activists. These changes are not always visible but can be
hidden without adhering to overt methods of resistance such as those found under
contentious politics. In short, the lack of visible evidence of change should not infer the
absence of oppositional initiatives (Cavatorta, 2015).

This article therefore aims to highlight covert resistance practices by analysing how
Egyptian CSOs are adapting to the current political context through seeking alternative
avenues of contestation to challenge the state’s legal, bureaucratic and security struc-
tures. Al-Sisi’s authoritarianism, despite its brutal repressive capabilities, should not be
viewed as being absolute but as contestable across multiple fronts. To make sense of
this, I adopt a Gramscian framework that views civil society as a terrain of hegemonic
contestation, in which complex relations between state and society infer the prolifera-
tion of various fronts of politics where social antagonisms could manifest. Accordingly,
this article contributes to the literature on civil society and resistance in authoritarian
contexts by analysing the interplay between modes of authoritarianism and resistance
through covert and alternative forms in post-uprisings Egypt.

Making sense of resistance under authoritarian regimes

To analyse the dynamic interplay between authoritarianism and resistance, a first step is
to consider ‘hybrid regimes’ that are neither fully authoritarian nor consolidated
democracies. Conceptualizing hybrid regimes offers numerous advantages in helping
explain such a dynamic interplay (Bogaards, 2009). Ottaway (2003), who labels such
regimes as ‘semi-authoritarian’, argues that they are ‘ambiguous systems that combine
rhetorical acceptance of liberal democracy, the existence of some formal democratic
institutions, and respect for a limited sphere of civil and political liberties with essen-
tially illiberal or even authoritarian traits’ (ibid., p. 3).

Hybrid regimes allow regular multiparty elections, have parliaments in place, and
recognise, to a limited extent, the rights of citizens to form associations and for an
independent press to function. Importantly, ‘many countries with semi-authoritarian
regimes are beehives of civil society activity’ (ibid., p. 6). CSOs are allowed some space to
operate despite governments imposing many limitations through formal laws and proce-
dures, alongside violent pressures to ‘limit activities to politically safe areas’ (ibid., p. 18).

It is therefore this limited space provided for CSOs which must be analysed in more
detail. Resistance that can take place under such restrictions can offer CSOs the means
to survive, function, and challenge the state’s repression. Locating these hidden and
alternative practices requires us to broaden our understandings of resistance and the
variety of forms it takes. Hollander and Einwohner (2004, p. 544) argue that the
proliferation of scholarship on resistance has made it difficult to define, nonetheless
there is consensus that it ‘involves oppositional action of some kind’.
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This means that resistance can be visibly oppositional and intended to be recognised
(such as social movements, large-scale protests and revolutions and the occupation of
public space). It can constitute acts of everyday resistance that ‘stop well short of
collective outright defiance . . . foot dragging, dissimulation, false compliance, pilfering,
feigned ignorance, slander, arson, sabotage, and so forth’ (Scott, 1985, p. 29), as well as
the ‘silent encroachment’ of public spaces (Bayat, 2013).

Moreover, resistance could take on symbolic forms where art is explicitly linked to
political resistance and larger movements of protest (Tripp, 2013). For example, the use
of posters, graffiti, visual arts, music, poetry, theatre, and film can transform the
everyday into ‘something strange and disconcerting, jolting people’s acceptance of the
world “the way it is” and possibly causing them to see it, and the power relations that
are interwoven in and sustained by it, in a new and different light’ (ibid., p. 306).

Resistance can also be covert where they are oppositional yet deliberately hidden
from view and therefore go unrecognised. In other words, ‘some resistance is intended
to be recognised, while other resistance is purposefully concealed or obfuscated.
Resisters may try to hide either the act itself . . . or the intent behind it’ (Hollander &
Einwohner, 2004, p. 540). An example would be what Johnston (2012, p. 102) labels
‘free spaces’, denoting areas outside state control and surveillance which can restrict the
state’s ability to infiltrate daily life and repress opposition. These could include neigh-
bourhood associations, labour organizations, study and language groups, feminist and
anarchist collectives. Such spaces may still be monitored by the state, but offer (limited)
opportunities for people to voice oppositional ideas, engage in political debate, and
exert pressures for reform. Johnston (2012, p. 116) also highlights the importance of
‘duplicitous groups’, where civil society organizations utilize their official status to
implicitly voice opposition and take part in activities that challenge the state. These
organizations include social and recreational groups, religious groups, intellectual and
cultural groups. As I argue later, many Egyptian CSOs do perform similar functions to
such groups.

In this article, I focus and expand on those covert and hidden aspects of resistance to
help make sense of how CSOs employ different forms to challenge the state in post-
uprisings Egypt. As Johannson and Vinthagen (2016, p. 421) argue, having a dynamic
and broad repertoire of methods helps link patterns of resistance practices to specific
configurations of power. This perspective is key to understand how contestation can
take place across multiple fronts. Utilizing a Gramscian framework helps build on the
above discussions by explaining how relations between the Egyptian state and civil
society can imply the proliferation of various fronts of politics through which social
antagonisms could manifest.

Hegemonic contestation and rethinking resistance

In order to analyse multiple fronts of politics and antagonism, we need to consider
three different interpretations of hegemony. The first interpretation relates hegemony to
civil society as opposed to the state’s coercive powers where it constricts hegemony to
the private realm (Bruff, 2010). Here, the state’s prevalence is maintained by coercive
means. The second concerns hegemony being operated by the state over both political
and civil society.1 The state therefore becomes equivalent to the whole social formation
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and denies the autonomy of civil society. In short, civil society and the state are ‘one
and the same thing’ (Gramsci, 1971, p. 160). The third interpretation, which influences
the conception I use here, comprises a combination of both coercion and consent that
functions across political and civil society. Under this interpretation, hegemony com-
prises both coercion and consent in which both the state and civil society organizations
are able to exercise, resist and transform hegemony. The prevalence of the state is
maintained through coercion, but also preserved through consent.

Gramsci viewed force (political society) and consent (civil society) as analytically
separable, but organically united (Gramsci, 1971, p. 160). This implies that they
inevitably interact with one another in multifarious ways. On the one hand, hegemony
established within civil society supports the dominant group’s authority over political
society. On the other hand, the juridical apparatuses located within political society help
protect the dominant group’s hegemony. This relies on coercive measures such as the
law courts’ and the police’s ability to discipline those groups that do not consent to the
dominant’s power (ibid., pp. 12–13).

Consequently, it is this relation between political and civil society that leads to the
proliferation of various fronts of politics through which social antagonisms could
manifest (Hall, 1996). Under such considerations, the state becomes something that is
not seized or smashed through violent upheavals, but through a diverse set of strategies
aiming to challenge it (ibid., p. 429). This is made possible by civil society encompass-
ing a variety of social, cultural, political and economic groups such as trade unions,
political parties, educational institutions, mass media, publishing houses and religious
institutions (Gramsci, 1971, p. 12) which Gramsci thought contained the possibilities
for revolutionary action (Murphy, 2001). Considering hegemony as being never abso-
lute carries important implications regarding the potentiality of social change in Egypt.

Gramsci has been utilized in numerous ways to help make sense of Egypt and the
Middle East. Gramscian frameworks and his concept of hegemony enable researchers to
analyse the complex relationships between dominant and subaltern groups without
reducing them to economic issues (Munif, 2013, p. 206). They have therefore been used
to analyse the Muslim Brotherhood (MB) as one of Egypt’s most organised opposition
(e.g. Butko, 2004; Kandil, 2011; Simms, 2002), to examine the nature of capitalist
development (Ayubi, 1995) and to analyse the Egyptian uprisings and their aftermath.
Examples of the latter include Roccu’s (2013) analysis of the fractured hegemony of
Mubarak’s regime prior to his fall, and De Smet’s Gramsci on Tahrir (2016) which
focuses on the process of revolution and counter-revolution in Egypt and its connec-
tions to the historical development of capitalism (see Tansel and De Smet (2018) special
issue on this book). Additionally, De Smet’s A Dialectical Pedagogy of Revolt (2015)
offers an interesting insight on the Egyptian working-class and their hegemony being
grounded on a ‘dialectical pedagogy’ that is built on collaboration and solidarity.

However, there are limitations to this use of Gramsci to analyse Egyptian politics and
society. A large segment of the literature has focused on the MB at the expense of other
organizations and movements found in Egyptian civil society. Another segment has
focused on the Egyptian labour movement as a crucial player leading to the 2011
uprisings and its outcomes. For example, De Smet (2015, p. 386) argues for the need
to build an alliance of emancipatory forces under proletarian hegemony in Egypt.
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Roccu (2018, p. 107) maintains that more nuance is required when examining this
quest for proletarian hegemony due to the variety of subjects involved in the revolu-
tionary front, such as the pro-democracy movement (De Smet labels this civil-
democratic) and citizen-based protests (Abdelrahman, 2016). This suggests that some
of those subjects may lie beyond the scope of a subaltern bloc under the hegemony of
the working-class. Moreover, the fissures that appeared within the revolutionary front
in post-uprisings Egypt, particularly due to state repression, have appeared to work
against the emergence of working-class hegemony (Roccu, 2018, p. 109). As a result,
I contend that such diversity of subjects involved in the ‘revolutionary front’ can in fact
be a constructive way of making sense of resistance in post-uprisings Egypt.

As Bieler, Bruff, and Morton (2015) argue, ‘Our own conditions may be different from
Gramsci’s . . . but his refusal to be bound by contextual certainties meant that, were he alive
today, he would be interested in the potential of new left political parties, anti-austerity
social movements and centres of everyday struggle for achieving revolutionary goals’ (ibid.,
p. 152). This is important especially when considering the Egyptian context and the growth
of social movements and CSOs taking place outside mainstream politics. Once more, the
multiplication of various fronts of contestation is made possible by civil society encom-
passing a variety of social, cultural, political and economic groups which Gramsci thought
provided the possibilities for revolutionary action. The purpose of utilising a Gramscian
framework in this article is not to seek a continuation of the revolutionary rhetoric and
action of Egypt in 2011–2013, but to recognise the limited set of means available to CSOs to
contest hegemony in an authoritarian regime.

To summarize, a Gramscian framework offers an approach to analyse authoritarian-
ism and its opposition. It widens the scope of analysis to recognise the intricacies of
both state power and civil society resistance. Moreover, it enables consideration of the
heterogeneity of Egyptian civil society – beyond a narrow definition of activism as
overt – to acknowledge the fluid range and roles of CSOs in Egypt.

Methodology

Egypt has a long history of organized civil society (Langohr, 2004), including religious
(predominantly Islamist) organizations, business associations, labour unions, service-
oriented NGOs, advocacy groups (e.g. human rights, women’s movements, corruption
watchdogs), political parties and informal social groups (Abdelrahman, 2004; Altan-
Olcay & Icduygu, 2012; Yom, 2005). To account for the heterogeneity of Egyptian civil
society, I firstly considered political organizations and movements. Instead of limiting
my analysis to established legal political parties, I included informal social movements
and parties that are still under establishment (i.e. awaiting legalisation). Second,
I considered rights-based organizations which include NGOs, non-profit organizations,
legal-support organizations, and advocacy groups that deal with human rights, labour
rights, women’s rights, academic rights and economic and social rights. Finally,
I included educational organizations working on reforming the formal education system
or that offer alternative education. A key reason behind considering such diverse
organizations was to address claims that downplay the influence of advocacy NGOs
and other types of CSOs in challenging authoritarianism. For example, Beinin (2014,
pp. 398–399) argues that NGOs in Egypt do not have the capability to mobilize

706 N. MIRSHAK



opposition, nor substitute for political parties, movements and ideologies and therefore
cannot serve as organizations capable of undertaking a transition to democracy. In
other words, a new political vision that empowers people is ‘first and foremost
a political project – not the remit of NGOs, whether chess clubs or human rights
advocacy groups’ (ibid., p. 405).

However, state repression has made opposition parties in Egypt virtually non-existent;
and where they do exist they have been unable to develop grassroots presence (Masoud,
2008), riven by intra and inter organizational rivalries (Albrecht, 2013) and co-option by
the state (Lust-Okar, 2004). Many advocacy NGOs, associations, and community-based
movements have assumed more oppositional and political roles (Altan-Olcay & Icduygu,
2012; Yom, 2005). As a result, we need to cast a wider net on civil society and consider
different forms of opposition including social movements, advocacy groups, rights-based
organizations, educational NGOs, unregistered initiatives, and political parties. As pre-
viously argued, examination of such a diversity of subjects involved in the ‘revolutionary
front’ that can help analyse and rethink resistance in post-uprisings Egypt.

This research includes sixteen CSOs (five political organizations and movements,
four rights-based organizations and seven educational organizations). The material used
in this article is mainly derived from my analysis of rights-based and educational
organizations. Fieldwork took place in Cairo between June and November 2014
where I utilized three methods of data collection: semi-structured interviews, overt
participant observation and secondary document analysis. The findings included here
are based on thirty interviews conducted with founders, party members, activists,
volunteers and researchers. The majority of the interviews were conducted in Arabic
and translated and transcribed by myself to English. Overt participant observation
included attendance and observation of weekly committee meetings and seminars in
a number of political parties and rights-based organizations, as well as activities and
networking events within educational organizations. Furthermore, I obtained secondary
documents which included CSOs’ policies, manifestos, and research reports. For data
analysis, I used NVivo to code my data where content analysis provided insights (both
theoretical and empirical) that are included in the following sections.2

Authoritarianism in post-uprisings Egypt

Ottaway (2003) considered Egypt under Mubarak as representing the perfect model of
semi-authoritarianism (or, as noted above a hybrid regime). Semi-authoritarian states
contain different mixtures of democratic and authoritarian features. They have a formally
democratic political system and some open political space (i.e. formal democratic institu-
tions, independent press, political parties, and a lively civil society). However, they also have
a political system that deliberately protects the government from real competition through
limiting the freedom of CSOs, making it difficult to transfer power through elections, and
playing on the populace’s fears by portraying itself as a safeguard against chaos (ibid.,
p. 146). Consequently, semi-authoritarian regimes do not maintain power solely through
manipulation and repression, but they often enjoy a degree of fragile popular support.
Mubarak’s fall in 2011 demonstrated that no matter how stable an authoritarian regime is,
it is never absolute and only ‘masks a host of severe problems and unsatisfied demands that
need to be dealt with lest they lead to crises in the future’ (ibid., p. 5).
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The period following Mubarak witnessed a complex transition process that included
the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF) assume control promising political
and economic reforms whilst attempting to safeguard their consolidated privileges
obtained under Mubarak. Moreover, in that same period Egypt had numerous relatively
free elections and referendums that were highly contested. These were dominated by
the MB and other Islamists, culminating in Morsi becoming Egypt’s first elected civilian
president before being ousted in July 2013. After the coup, Egyptian opposition and
civil society faced growing limitations on an already narrow political space.
Unsurprisingly, President al-Sisi’s election in 2014 with over ninety percent of the
votes ushered in a regime that is characterized by repression that exceeds that experi-
enced under Mubarak (Hamzawy, 2017; Lesch, 2017; Salama, 2018).

Given al-Sisi’s recent re-election as well as the proposed constitutional amendments
that could keep him in power till 2030, it comes as no surprise that his regime appears
to some to be edging closer towards totalitarianism as opposed to Mubarak’s semi-
authoritarianism (Hawthorne & Miller, 2019; Hellyer, 2018; Mandour, 2017). However,
I am reluctant to consider al-Sisi’s regime as totalitarian or fully authoritarian as it still,
for the meantime, allows for multiparty elections, has a formal political system and
parliament in place, and allows limited space for civil society to function (as explored
later), albeit on a much narrower scale than previously allowed. While such regime
categorizations may appear static, I maintain that considering al-Sisi’s regime as lying
on a continuum (certainly close to being fully authoritarian) does not in any way hinder
a dynamic analysis. Instead, it enables us to analyse the constant contestations and
shifts that could occur throughout al-Sisi’s tenure. Moreover, such considerations are in
line with the Gramscian understanding that hegemony is never complete.

Nonetheless, it is important to acknowledge that the already limited political space
provided for CSOs to function is being further constrained under al-Sisi through
a combination of repressive methods that range from soft (e.g. legal and bureaucratic
restrictions) to hard (e.g. arrests and violent crackdowns).3 This distinction is heuristic and
does not suggest that the methods of repression are mutually exclusive; instead, they
become blurred due to the state security’s involvement in the CSOs’ day-to-day activities.
Soft repression mostly utilizes non-violent methods to control CSOs through legal, bureau-
cratic and funding restrictions. This approach can be highly effective as it depends on a legal
façade which is often vaguely worded and highly constraining. It is less confrontational
because it justifies shutting down CSOs on the premise of them breaking the law, which is
then used to counter criticisms from foreign governments and human rights organizations.
Moreover, it limits the acceptable public space available for CSOs to function and interact.

Until recently, law 84/2002 regulated Egyptian civil society and has been criticized
for its ambiguous language that enabled the state to selectively and arbitrarily imple-
ment its provisions (Kausch, 2009). Additionally, it allowed the state to control an
organization’s funding, prohibit political activities, block individuals from competing in
board elections, and shut down and freeze CSOs’ assets without judicial order (ibid.).
Law 70/2017, or the law for ‘Regulating the Work of Associations and Other
Institutions Working in the Field of Civil Work’, was approved by al-Sisi which in
effect replaced law 84/2002. This law similarly imposes ‘unprecedented’ harsh restric-
tions on CSOs which Amnesty International (2017) argues represents a ‘catastrophic
blow’ for human rights groups in Egypt.

708 N. MIRSHAK



As Buyse (2018) maintains, formal laws and procedures have been consistently used
to regulate and suppress CSOs through: imposing barriers on the creation and registra-
tion of CSOs, constraining their activities and advocacy, and limiting their access to
resources. Table 1 highlights some of the barriers imposed by Law 70/2017 and the key
clauses associated with each.

The implications of the above clauses are numerous. In terms of registration barriers,
penalties for non-compliance range from one to five years in prison, and fines ranging from
50,000 to one million Egyptian Pounds (55,850 USD), with five-year sentences handed out
to organizations cooperating with foreign organizations and working in civil society with-
out prior approval (Mamdouh, 2017). Defining ‘civil work’ as performing non-profit
societal development activities limits the types of organizations that could be registered
legally under this law. Moreover, the extensive documentation required adds further
bureaucratic barriers and enables the government to reject certain CSOs under the premise
of incomplete or incorrect documentation, or security concerns.

Restricting activities to the fields of development and social welfare that aligns with
the state’s priorities aims to constrain politically-motivated advocacy groups by limiting
them to uncontroversial activities (Lesch, 2017). This is highly dependent on how terms
such as ‘harming national security, law and order, public morals, or public health’ can
be used to invite undue government interference to constrain legitimate activity. In
other words, this law paves the way for the security apparatus’s extra-legal involvement.
Additionally, allegations that CSOs are performing forbidden political activity can also
serve to delegitimise them in the public eye (Buyse, 2018).

Access to funding is a major area of soft repression of CSOs in Egypt. As mentioned
earlier, organizations are heavily restricted in this area. The approvals granted by theMinistry

Table 1. Key clauses of Law 70/2017 (International Center for Not-for-Profit Law, 2019).
Barrier
types Key clauses

Entry ● Registration is mandatory to practice ‘civil work’ which is defined as non-profit activities that aim to
achieve societal development.

● Informal and unregistered associations and foundations are prohibited.
● Registration requires submitting extensive documentation such as personal information about

founders including their criminal records.
● Ministry of Social Solidarity (MoSS) has discretion to reject registration during a 60-day waiting

period.
Activities ● Associations are limited to activities in the fields of development and social welfare, and the

activities must align with the Egyptian state’s development plan and priorities.
● Conducting field research and opinion polls require prior government permission.
● Broad prohibitions on activities that ‘may harm national security, law and order, public morals, or

public health’.
● Authority is provided to government officials to inspect an association’s premises at any time and

interfere in the association’s internal affairs, including the ability to review and reject decisions made
by the board.

● Sanctions for legal violations include imprisonment of individuals and dissolution of an organization.
Advocacy ● The law prohibits engagement in ‘any work of political nature’.
Resources ● The law prohibits any association from receiving foreign funds, donations, and grants whether from

outside Egypt or from foreigners inside Egypt without the approval of the National Agency to
Regulate the work of Foreign NGOs.

● MoSS must issue a special letter to a bank affiliated with the Central Bank of Egypt before an
organization may open a bank account.

● Associations must obtain prior consent from MoSS before they may fundraise or receive donations.
They must also notify the Ministry of all cash funds and donations received from inside Egypt.
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of Social Solidarity (MoSS) tend to be selective and highly dependent on the backgrounds of
CSO founders and their perceived threat to national security. These approvals can also come
under the prerogatives of the Ministries of Interior and Foreign Affairs

Lots of people from civil society are always scared that they will be closed down [. . .] There
is the problem of foreign funding and all that stuff: if you were an Egyptian living abroad
and wanted to donate, there is the state security in the way, it is not straightforward [. . .]
foreign funding has become an accusation, if people want to accuse you of something, they
would just say that you are foreign funded (Interview with a senior member of an
educational organization, July 2014).

In addition to being exploited to condemn oppositional organizations by equating
foreign funding with harming national interests, restricting funding also seeks to
financially suffocate CSOs and cultivate competition between them, leading to frag-
mentation and difficulties in building alliances. As a result, many CSOs have rejected
foreign funding in order to survive. In short, funding restrictions comprise a key
challenge persistently facing Egyptian CSOs under law 84/2002 and continues under
law 70/2017. This has pushed some CSOs to utilize innovative methods of accessing
alternative funding as I explore later.

Under hard repression, the security apparatus’s or al-amn’s4 degree of involvement
in civil society is more apparent which at times leads CSO members to reject collabor-
ating with oppositional CSOs, quit civil society, or avoid politics altogether. The
anticipation of getting arrested and having CSOs shutdown constituted a major concern
for many interviewees and their organizations. During my fieldwork, the Egyptian
Centre for Economic and Social Rights (ECESR) was targeted by the security forces,
their offices raided and a number of their members detained (Egyptian Initiative for
Personal Rights [EIPR], 2014). The Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies (CIHRS)
was also targeted where it was forced to relocate its international programs outside of
Egypt (Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies [CIHRS], 2014), and cancel its annual
human rights summer camp for the first time in twenty-two years (CIHRS, 2016).
Furthermore, their head was banned from travelling abroad (Masr, 2016a), and his
assets frozen alongside those of the founders of the Egyptian Initiative for Personal
Rights (EIPR), the Hisham Mubarak Law Centre and the Egyptian Centre for Rights to
Education (Masr, 2016b).

Leading to the 2018 elections and as an aftermath of al-Sisi overwhelmingly winning
a second presidential term, the crackdown on civil society further intensified with the
arrests of activists, bloggers, journalists and human rights defenders (Masr, 2018a,
2018b; Youssef, 2018). Al-Sisi’s regime suspiciously views independent or critical
initiatives, thus further narrowing the space available for them to function

The security discourse is very prevalent in Egypt to the point that however creative you are,
or, however innovative you are, you will always be facing accusations that you want to rebel
and go against the state’s authority, even if you say no, I do not want to do that, I want to
work within the state’s institutions. (Interview with a researcher, November 2014)

Accordingly, people’s concerns regarding their safety comprised a dominant theme. On
one hand, many CSOs decided to continue with their activities unchanged, whilst on
the other hand, some superficially depoliticized their rhetoric and activities to evade al-
amn. The aforementioned crackdown has resulted in many Egyptians becoming afraid
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of working in civil society, with some interviewees indicating that they ‘had to stop
working in order to protect ourselves and each other’ (interview with an activist,
November 2014). Crucially, these concerns do not solely affect CSOs which are expli-
citly political and oppositional, but those that are not

I always feel that I am doing something wrong [. . .] I have to think about how I have to
manipulate the system and how I will be able to protect myself. If they shut us down, how
will I be able to continue? I know this could happen without me being in the wrong,
because if you want to accuse someone of anything, you could easily do that. (Interview
with a senior member of an educational organization, July 2014).

Considering the Egyptian state’s methods of repression is important to demonstrate the
amplified challenges facing Egyptian CSOs under al-Sisi’s regime. To link this to my
Gramscian framework, hegemony comprises both coercion and consent, where the
state’s prevalence is protected by the armour of coercion and is preserved through
consent. Al-Sisi’s regime cannot fully depend on hard repression and coercion to stifle
CSOs. It also importantly requires formal laws and procedures to discipline CSOs and
activists that go against the accepted discourses and activities imposed.

Consequently, under this understanding, the state can be challenged through
a variety of methods made possible by civil society encompassing a variety of groups
aiming to tackle the barriers imposed on their registration, activities and resources. To
reiterate, the political space available under al-Sisi has become more constrained,
nonetheless, it still encompasses means through which CSOs can negotiate hegemonic
contestation across multiple fronts.

Resistance practices and challenging authoritarianism

Resistance in Egypt has taken numerous forms both prior and post-uprisings whereby
contentious action such as large-scale protests and occupation of public spaces com-
prised key methods between 2011 and 2013 (Abdelrahman, 2016; Korany & El-Mahdi,
2012), alongside labour strikes prior and leading to 2011 (Alexander & Bassiouny, 2014;
Beinin, 2015), as well as the historically rich activism of the Muslim Brotherhood
(Kandil, 2011; Milton-Edwards, 2015), and how the MB-affiliated ‘anti-coup movement’
has been adapting its protest mechanisms under al-Sisi’s crackdown (Grimm &
Harders, 2018). Moreover, resistance took more symbolic forms culminating in the
spread of posters, graffiti, music, poetry, and film (Tripp, 2013), as well as through more
unrecognised ‘silent encroachment’ of public spaces (Bayat, 2013). This is complemen-
ted by research that analysed the expansion of formal and informal activism post-2011
(Khatib & Lust, 2014).

My aim is to build on the above by focusing on covert and hidden aspects of
resistance to analyse how Egyptian CSOs are adapting to the repressive context through
legal resistance through formation, financial resistance, and building alliances. I argue
that these practices enable CSOs to resist and potentially overcome the state’s restric-
tions across multiple fronts pertaining to the establishment, funding and functioning of
CSOs. These practices must be understood as part of a wider movement of resistance
capable of challenging the status quo, albeit in ways that do not adhere to conventional
methods of resistance.
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Legal resistance through formation

Since the Ministry of Social Solidarity (MoSS) imposes strict restrictions on establishing
organizations, efforts exerted to establish CSOs become viable acts of resistance in their
own right. I concentrate on two examples: registering as non-profit organizations or legal
firms, and functioning as unregistered initiatives. Being established as an association or
foundation, under law 84/2002 and later under law 70/2017, entails many restrictions that
can be crippling for an organization’s registration. During my interviews, many founders
and activists indicated that they preferred to register and function as non-profits or law
firms. For example, the ECESR and EIPR are registered as law firms, and a number of
educational organizations are registered as non-profit organizations.

Registering as non-profit organizations means that they can be established by virtue
of provisions in the Civil Code or Corporate Code, as well as through the Ministry of
Industry and Trade (Lesch, 2017). This implies that such organizations do not have to
register with MoSS and thus do not have to face its restrictions. Furthermore, it offers
opportunities to engage in political activity which is otherwise banned. Registering as
a law firm enables organizations to offer legal services, and to engage in other activities,
such as research, publications and media work. It also provides more flexibility to
engage in advocacy activities similarly to Johnston’s (2012) duplicitous groups that use
their official status to voice opposition.

However, this does not imply that non-profit organizations and law firms can be
completely free from state scrutiny. As argued previously, many rights-based organizations
(registered as law firms) faced numerous crackdowns from state security. Furthermore,
under law 70/2017, there is a heightened requirement that organizations register ‘correctly’
with the MoSS. This highlights the extent to which the state is currently attempting to
further shut down the limited opportunities to bypass its restrictions.

Functioning as an unregistered initiative comprises another method of resistance
through formation. These forms are labelled mobadarat.5 These mobadarat are unre-
gistered and can either work underground or are incubated by larger organizations.
According to a member of an educational initiative, such mobadarat are more difficult
for the state to control as they have the flexibility to move around places without
attracting attention

Our power lies in being a mobadra. This enables us to move around without being
hindered, or them [the state] being able to hold anything against us. This means that we
will have more flexibility [. . .] people are creating and developing strategies all the time
[. . .] Try and catch us then. They will not catch us of course. (Interview, July 2014)

To move around without hindrances offers opportunities to function under the current
political context. Having no registered headquarters makes it more difficult for the state
and its security to intimidate mobadarat by raiding their headquarters, confiscating
their possessions and arresting their members. As they can be seemingly invisible, ‘the
government does not feel all these initiatives and all this movement happening now. It
thinks they are invisible, that you are doing something that is invisible [. . .] can you
imagine? It is like they are blind, and of course this is resistance’ (interview with
a member of an educational initiative, July 2014).
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Although mobadarat offer a space for CSOs to function under the state’s radar, their
invisibility is not and cannot be absolute. If activists and CSOs want to instigate radical
changes, they will have to collaborate with other organizations, movements and com-
munities which will arguably make their invisibility less tenable. Regardless of its initial
individualized success, a mobadara’s influence is bound to be limited unless it estab-
lishes or joins a wider social movement.

Financial resistance

CSOs face strict financial restrictions which make it difficult to obtain funding without the
prior approval of numerous ministries, therefore limiting an organization’s activities and
outreach. Crucially, the state utilizes funding to crackdown on oppositional CSOs and
fragment civil society through encouraging competition for funding. Notwithstanding
these restrictions, some CSOs have utilized crowdfunding as a potential solution.

Crowdfunding has been gaining attention as an alternative method that can bypass the
state’s restrictions and that relies on the general public and stakeholders (as opposed to
funding bodies) to obtain financial resources. For example, crowdfunding enabled
a prominent educational organization to successfully develop a board game that teaches
young adults about Egypt’s history, geography and culture. This method enabled the
organization to raise more than what was required, enabling its developers to donate free
games to community centres and schools (interview with a developer, August, 2014).

Crowdfunding usually takes place through dedicated organizations that facilitate this
process by providing (mostly) online platforms for CSOs to showcase their projects, and for
interested parties to fund them, such as Madad, Shekra, and Zoomaal. Additionally, crowd-
funding enables less-established organizations to reach out to the wider community therefore
reducing the gap existing between them and other established CSOs. It also decreases the
possibilities of funding bodies dictating how their money is spent. According to a senior
member of a crowdfunding platform, crowdfunding opens up avenues for funding CSOs as it
‘offers a way to expound the power of the people to support each other’ (interview,
November 2014). He also maintained that crowdfunding can weaken the state’s overarching
control through empowering organizations to bypass the state and depend on their collective
power instead.

Despite these advantages, crowdfunding contains limitations. The aforementioned
platforms mainly depend on the internet. This risks excluding communities that do not
have internet access and afflicts organizations that work in rural contexts. Moreover,
not all funders can pay online. Nevertheless, an educational organization has crowd-
funded by distributing donation boxes, along with leaflets that explained their activities,
throughout bookstores and cafes in Cairo. Accordingly, organizations need to consider
more traditional and ‘offline’ means to crowdfund to make this method more effective.

Crowdfunding platforms mostly focus on small businesses (‘social entrepreneurs’) and
development-oriented NGOs. With the exception of Madad, it can be challenging for
explicitly political organizations to feature on such platforms. Moreover, the state can
restrict crowdfunding as organizations are still legally required to gain permission to collect
money from the public. However, despite these limitations, crowdfunding offers CSOs an
alternative and innovative way to mobilize resources and also enables them to develop ties
with communities by ensuring the community’s involvement in the projects they fund.
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Building alliances

The third aspect of resistance concerns CSOs building alliances to make their presence
stronger, more sustainable and help overcome their financial and organizational limita-
tions. Some CSOs find it difficult to cooperate or build alliances due to egoism,
competition, the presence of state security informants which could lead to the break-
down in trust between organizations, as well as the interference in and replication of
each other’s work.

To address this, a number of CSOs and activists have worked on establishing
alliances through networking and sharing knowledge. Networking enables CSOs to
collaborate and exchange ideas in order to avoid interfering in each other’s work.
A prominent educational initiative works on gathering people to build networks
comprising educators, activists and CSOs interested in education. The initiative’s
ultimate aim is to build an overarching educational movement that combines people
belonging to different social backgrounds who manifestly share an interest in education
and social change (interview with a member of the initiative, July 2014).

These networking events help reduce the possibilities that organizations replicate
each other’s work by encouraging them to know more about one another, their
activities, objectives and the communities they target. Furthermore, organizations and
initiatives are able to exchange knowledge, mobilize resources, and share each other’s
own set of networks. Such activities can enable CSOs and activists to build a movement
that is coherent, focused and relevant to the struggle for social change. Additionally, it
can empower this movement through developing a sense of ‘collective understanding
and intelligence that creates partnerships, by diversifying the inputs to create something
that all people could relate to’ (interview with an activist, August 2014). These platforms
can help translate such dialogues, collaborations and shared collective intelligence into
a movement that can have numerous political and social implications, whereby CSOs
can view each other as allies instead of competitors.

Building alliances also takes place through collaborations developed between political
parties and rights-based organizations. This enables political parties to utilize the rights-
based organizations’ research and knowledge-resources and their legal services. This
encourages diverse CSOs to collaborate and share resources, and allows them to view
each other as potential allies. Nevertheless, difficulties arise in the process. Political
parties and rights-based organizations do not always share similar agendas or priorities
and may disagree on fundamental issues.

Furthermore, members of rights-based organizations can mistrust parties and refuse
to work in collaboration, insisting that parties are more concerned with attaining power
than addressing societal issues (interview with a researcher, August 2014). Crucially, we
should not downplay how CSOs self-police by refusing to collaborate with other
organizations deemed to be too oppositional, thus hindering alliance building and
leading to a breakdown in trust. Despite these concerns, through building alliances
CSOs can still become capable of making their presence stronger and more sustainable
and with better resource mobilization.

To draw the threads back together, a Gramscian understanding indicates that
authoritarianism is never complete and can be challenged through means that are not
always explicitly visible. As demonstrated above, the state can be challenged through
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numerous methods made possible by CSOs’ activities aiming to tackle the barriers
imposed on their registration, activities and access to resources. This suggests that no
matter how repressed or constrained political space can be, as it certainly is under al-
Sisi, it still encompasses the means through which CSOs can negotiate hegemonic
contestation across multiple fronts. Crucially, these resistance methods are dependent
on CSOs and movements being able to establish alliances between themselves and wider
society since this is key to instigating social change and challenging the hegemonic
order (Gramsci, 1978, p. 448).

Conclusion

This article contributes to the literature on civil society and resistance in authoritarian
contexts by offering an examination of the interplay between authoritarian tendencies
and their resistance in post-uprisings Egypt. Conceptually, al-Sisi’s regime can be
understood as an authoritarian system that is not yet fully closed (despite the extent
of its repression), but rather one that offers space for civil society to function, albeit on
a limited scale. This space comprises covert and hidden aspects of resistance which offer
Egyptian CSOs opportunities to resist the state’s legal and extra-legal restrictions.

A Gramscian framework encourages consideration of the Egyptian state and civil
society (and the oppositional forces within it) as engaging in hegemonic contestation.
This infers that hegemony is never absolute and is always challenged through multiple
resistance practices. Practices such as resistance through formation, crowdfunding, and
building alliances with other CSOs and communities, must be understood as part of
a wider movement of resistance capable of challenging the status quo. The practices
outlined here suggest the need to further explore how CSOs are adapting their strategies
to survive and function under extremely repressive conditions. The arguments devel-
oped here are pertinent given al-Sisi’s re-election, the proposed constitutional amend-
ments, and the sustained crackdown on civil society.

What implications can we draw from this research? First, my focus, above, on
activities that are less overt does not disregard the importance of ‘contentious
politics’ as a means of resistance. Instead, a deeper engagement with such
approaches is key in order to capture the other hidden and less obvious forms of
activity. Second, formation, crowdfunding, and building alliances as resistance
methods do, of course, have some limitations. CSOs need to appreciate these
limitations so as to further enhance their effectiveness in challenging the Egyptian
state. These resistance methods do not clearly point to achievement of the revolu-
tionary goals of 2011 in the present; but they do offer some means by which CSOs
can negotiate the terrain of hegemonic contestation under the existing repressive
context. Third, CSOs are sometimes viewed as being elitist organizations with
limited connections to the rest of Egypt, and as charity providers that create an
unequal and dependent relationship between them and the communities they serve.
Expanding alliances to include marginalized communities and society at large would
surely help instigate social change, if CSOs can understand the communities they
claim to represent, and develop grassroots ties that are built on mutual respect. The
task therefore is to provide services (e.g. legal, education, health) that can empower
people and make CSOs intimately linked to a community’s struggle. The resistance
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methods outlined here are necessarily contingent on how CSOs can translate those
into such ties, as well as into a wider collaborative movement that is inclusive of the
people affected.

Analytically, I hope that the framework and arguments developed in this article may be
fruitfully employed in similar contexts beyond Egypt: contexts that combine a ruthless
authoritarian regime, with limited political space and a democratic façade. It is crucial
that the concepts developed here are not straightforwardly implemented to other con-
texts, but instead further developed. As Edward Said (1983) argues, theories must be able
to maintain their analytical rigour by always taking into account and adapting to local
political, economic and social contexts to which they are being applied to.

Notes

1. Gramsci’s conception of the integral state comprises both political society and civil society,
where the former is associated with ruling through force and the latter with ruling through
consent, or ‘State = dictatorship + hegemony’ (Gramsci, 1971, p. 239).

2. Details of my fieldwork including the ethical and political considerations arising during
the process are found in Mirshak (2018).

3. See Tansel (2017) for a discussion on how authoritarian states utilize a spectrum of
‘disciplinary strategies’ to repress oppositional forces.

4. I use ‘security apparatus’ to denote the interferences conducted by the Ministry of Interior
and the State Security Investigations Services, later renamed Homeland Security after 2011.
Many interviewees simply referred to such entities as al-amn or security.

5. Mobadarat translates to ‘initiatives’ in Arabic (singular: mobadra).
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