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Abstract	

In broad terms, this research is inspired by the founding questions of social

movement studies: what triggers the process of recruitment, mobilisation and spread

that leads to the demise or success of collective action? In particular, I was puzzled by

the mobilisation and emergence of Egyptian contentious actors: how and why collective

action evolved in the country from seemingly random and disconnected events and

agents? Using Egypt as a case-study and the first decade of the twenty-first century as

time frame, I set to solve this puzzle and find an answer to the leading research question:

Does the emergence of Collective Action Networks in Egypt explain the increasing levels

of contention and, ultimately, the 25 January uprising?

This question focuses on the topic that gives title to the thesis, which is the relation

between the hypothetical emergence of CANs and 1) a phase of heightened contention

from 2000 to 2011 and 2) the revolutionary situation of 25 January, 2011. It also provides

the basis to assess the manifestation of the two other relational patterns that appear in

the subtitle of the thesis, namely dynamic protest waves and mobilisation spirals. In

addressing the research question, I mixed quantitative and qualitative methods,

combining protest event data collection and analysis, social network analysis with

interviews. This allowed me to test if, how and why Collective Action Networks emerged

and whether the revolutionary situation of 25 January 2011 was an unexpected

spontaneous uprising or the natural outcome of a decade of sustained mobilisation. The

main finding of this thesis is that, indeed, the intensification of contentious action in

Egypt, between 2000 and 2011, was the product an emergent and increasingly complex

Collective Action Network that stirred up protest waves and mobilisation spirals thus

determining the Egyptian 25 January revolution.
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Introduction	

The prelude and the aftermath of the Arab uprisings taught valuable lessons, both

about the practice and the theories of collective action, revolution and regime change.

On the one side, we learned or were reminded that revolutionary processes are always

a  two-way  street  that  does  not  necessarily  lead  to  democracy.  On  the  other  side,

academics can take this example as a cautionary tale and acknowledge that history is

not fate (Kedourie, 1994; Lakoff, 2004). By its very nature, revolutions are unpredictable

phenomena, but we can only be truly surprised (Bayat, 2013; Jeff Goodwin, 2011) by

their emergence if we fail to acknowledge that the most permanent feature of our

society is change. However, over the most contentious decade in Egypt’s recent history,

between 2000 and 2011, scholarly literature remained mostly sceptical about the

possibility of sweeping political transformation in the Middle East and North Africa

(MENA) region, espousing instead “the myth of authoritarian stability” (Gause, 2011, p.

81).  But,  as  this  study will  demonstrate,  people can have a say about their  collective

destiny, even in authoritarian regimes. Contentious action is not limited by culture or

religion, nor delimited by geography.

The underlying motivation for this thesis spawned from a series of challenges that

have been put forth over the years by some leading social scientists, particularly in the

fields of sociology and political science. Emerging from a critical perspective regarding

the current state of the art, they begin by calling our attention to a series of recurrent

biases and drawbacks and end up calling upon the academic communities to address

the challenges along the lines of some innovative solutions. In broad strokes, the

identified biases and corresponding challenges could be subsumed in three general

categories: theories, methods and focus.

1. Theoretical Bias/Challenge. From the assumption of a structural bias (J. Goodwin

& Jasper, 1999; McAdam, 2003, p. 281), arises the necessity to question the foundations

of the agency-structure dichotomy by adopting a dynamic and relational perspective,

which takes into account the actors, their circumstances and the effect of time. In this

sense, we appropriate the classical definition of structure as “a system of patterned



13 | P a g e

relationships of actors” (Parsons, 2010, p. 230) and add an evolutionary dimension

because “structure is dynamic, not static; it is the continually evolving outcome and

matrix of a process of social interaction” (Sewell, 1992, p. 27). As Karl Marx famously

wrote, “Men make their own history but they do not make it just as they please; they

do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves but under circumstances

directly encountered, given and transmitted from the past”(Marx, 2008, p. 15). When it

comes to studying social phenomena, neither the “men” (agents) nor their

circumstances (structures) should be neglected and it is my belief that we should focus

on the co-generative process of agents and structures through patterned interactions.

The “social world”, as Nick Crossley asserts, “cannot be reduced either upwards or

downwards to unified wholes or disconnected parts. It is a network of dynamic

interactions and relationships”. (Crossley, 2012, p. 123).

2. The Methodological Bias/Challenge. Here we face cumulative hindrances: the

qualitative-quantitative divide per se, the apparent predominance of the qualitative side

and the concomitant “indifference to measurement” (McAdam & Tarrow, 2011, p. 5).

To avoid or mitigate the effects, some scholars make a “call for a more ambitious and

strategic mix of qualitative and quantitative research strategies in the study of social

movements and contention” (McAdam, 2003, p. 297).

A subset of this second category results from applying network theories and analysis

to social movement studies. Here, we have three cumulative difficulties: 1) the selective

adoption of network theoretical concepts at the expense of their quantitative content

or measures; 2) the tendency to analyse networks as one static snapshot, as opposite to

a dynamic structure that evolves, adapts and/or decays over time; and 3) the limitation

of the analytical scope to networks with only one type of nodes. In a recent review of

Social Movement Network Theory, Mario Diani observes that “while students of social

movements and collective action are increasingly adopting network concepts and

perspectives in their work, their use of formal network analytical tools is still limited”

(Diani, 2011, p. 223). More than a decade ago he had already prescribed a method to

handle this still pervasive predicament: expanding the analysis to multimode networks

“to include all the events, activities, and actors, which may be meaningful to analyse in

order to capture the complexity of social movements” (Diani, 2003b, p. 313).
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3. The Focal Bias/Challenge. Finally, some researchers voice their concerns about the

“Western  bias”,  “a   critique   of   the   too-narrow   focus   on   western   reformist

movements  in social movement research” (McAdam & Tarrow, 2011, p. 1). The obvious

solution is broadening the scope to the forgotten regions because it seems

unquestionable that, like Joel Beinin writes in a  work on mobilisation in the Middle East

and North Africa, “studying social movements in these regions allows us to expand and

enrich Social Movement Theory (SMT) by considering such cases” (Beinin & Vairel, 2011,

p. 7).

The critique about the theories, methods and focus invites us to propose alternative

directions beyond this problematic triad. This thesis is not an abstract attempt to

debate,  let  alone  overcome,  these  biases  and  challenges.  The  goal  is  rather  to  avoid

them by: 1) studying the interactive dynamics of collective action; 2) applying pluralist

methods and techniques with a solid quantitative component; and 3) focusing on

collective action in the MENA region. In sum, adopting a relational sociology perspective

that “must endeavour to capture and analyse the social world in interaction […] as a

process arising between social actors” (Crossley, 2012, p. 21). While both the actors and

the structures that impel or constrain them are central to the narrative we are about to

tell, the object of this thesis is the relations that were established between the former

with a transformational impact on the latter. And all within the clear boundaries of a

concrete case-study through which we will scrutinise the interaction among collective

actors (agents) in an authoritarian regime (structure). More precisely, we will study the

hypothetical emergence of Collective Action Networks (CANs) in Egypt, between 2000

and 25 January 2011.

I.1 Scientific	Puzzle	and	Literature	Clues	

In broad terms, this research branches out from the founding questions that

stimulate most social movement scholars: Who are they? How are they organised?

“What  are  they  shouting  about?”  (McAdam,  Tarrow,  &  Tilly,  2001,  p.  3)  And,  what

triggers the social movement process of recruitment, mobilisation and spread that leads

to the demise or success of collective action?
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In particular, I am puzzled by the mobilisation and diffusion of Egyptian contentious

actors:  how  and  why  collective  action  evolved  in  Egypt  from  seemingly  random  and

disconnected events and agents? Using Egypt as a case-study and the first decade of the

twenty-first century as time frame, I intend to solve this puzzle and find an answer to

our leading research question:

Does  the  emergence  of  Collective  Action  Networks  in  Egypt  explain  the

increasing levels of contention and, ultimately, the 25 January uprising?

This question focuses on the topic that gives title to the thesis, which is the relation

between the hypothetical emergence of CANs and 1) a phase of heightened contention

from 2000 to 2011 and 2) the revolutionary situation of 25 January, 2011. It also provides

the basis to assess the manifestation of the two other relational patterns that appear in

the subtitle of the thesis, namely protest waves and mobilisation spirals. Eventually, this

will allow us to test if, how and why Collective Action Networks emerged and whether

the revolutionary situation of 25 January 2011 was an unexpected spontaneous uprising

or the natural outcome of a decade of sustained mobilisation. The processes by which

increasingly complex CANs stir up protest waves and mobilisation spirals can be

determinant to understand some of the dynamics driving the evolution of collective

action, i.e., the transformation of disorganised discontents into organised contention, in

Egypt and beyond.

Concerning our case-study and having in mind that Egyptians coexisted with a non-

democratic political system without widespread protests and sustained oppositional

mobilisation for almost fifty years, it is crucial to know the factors that lie behind the

hypothetical emergence of collective action networks during the first decade of the new

century.

In a way, we are revisiting the “logics of collective action” (Olson, 1971) and recasting

the “Rebel’s Dilemma” (Mark I. Lichbach, 1998), but focusing at the group level, rather

than on the individuals: why and how do collective actors protest, knowing in advance

they are playing a rigged game? From a purely individual perspective, under an

authoritarian and repressive regime, the theoretical rational choice would be to remain

passive. However, in our case-study, there was a moment when a number of

contentious agents made a relational choice and  may  have  initiated  a  succession  of
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mobilisation spirals leading to a “revolutionary situation” (Tilly, 1978, p. 191). In a

political environment vastly hostile to every kind of dissention, such as Egypt, these

collective actors placed a low odds bet in a high stakes game.

Agency can thus be conceived as an interdependent variable capable of inducing

structural changes that, in turn, also assume an interdependent dimension. The terms

of a long assumed univocal determination are reshuffled and inserted in a relational

process. To their merit, one should recognise that some predominantly structural

theories  of  regime  types  and  stages  were  fairly  accurate  in  describing  the

(pre)conditions subjacent to the democracy-dictatorship spectrum (Dahl, 1972; Lipset,

1959). However, as the outliers increase, it is important to adapt theories to reality and

not the other way around, particularly when studying inherently transient phenomena,

like protests, uprisings or revolutions.

Evolution is made of permanent change and we should try to understand new

relational patterns through a chronological analysis of the processes that might have

caused their emergence. Concerning the Arab Uprisings and specifically Egypt, we put

to the test the idea that some structural underpinnings were shaken, if not levelled. Even

if it is more consensual what those regimes were transitioning from than what they were

transitioning into, it seems important to study what kind of events and mechanisms

presided over the transformation of countries, which had been scientifically sentenced

to authoritarian permanence (Huntington, 1984, p. 216; Lewis, 2002, p. 150ff), into

societies permeated by sustained processes of challenge and change.

Revolutionaries and academics alike have written on revolutionary transitional

situations and the interaction of the historical process with these situated events

(Goldstone, 1993; Jeff Goodwin, 2001; Huntington, 2006; Lenin, 1974, p. 212ff;

Luxemburg, 1961; Marx, 2008; Moore, 1967; Sewell, 2005, p. 271ff; Tilly, 1978, p. 189ff;

Tocqueville, 2007; Trotsky, 2008, p. 149ff). The idea we should stress is the need to dress

concepts with a historically located meaning by inserting events and processes in their

right evolutionary context.

Take the concept of  Revolution.  We can talk,  with equal  property,  of  a  Cambrian

revolution, which took roughly 44 million years, or of the Earth’s axial revolution, which

takes roughly 24 hours. Regarding social and political revolutions, the classical theory
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and praxis make use of the term to describe a rapid change in the power structure.

Focusing solely on the process rather than on its main drivers and even though the

causal explanations may vary, there is a considerable degree of agreement regarding

two fundamental characteristics of revolutions: brevity and power change. Leon Trotsky,

for example, states that “the political mechanism of revolution consists of the transfer

of power from one class to another. The forcible overturn is usually accomplished in a

brief  time”  (Trotsky,  2008,  p.  149).  Along  the  same  lines,  Theda  Skocpol  writes  that

“social revolutions are rapid, basic transformations of a society's state and class

structures” (Skocpol, 1979, p. 4).

Building on Trotsky’s description of dual power resulting from class conflict (Trotsky,

2008, p. 149ff), Charles Tilly balances out the teleological weight of the classical

definitions, which tend to conflate a specific point in time (rapid succession) and an end

state (transference of power). He disentangles the two characteristics as necessarily

sequential but not always occurring processes, respectively qualified as revolutionary

situations and revolutionary outcomes (Tilly, 1978, p. 189ff). Essentially, the former take

place “when a government […] becomes the object of effective, competing, mutually

exclusive claims” (idem p. 191), whereas the latter consists of a “displacement of one

set of members […] by another” (idem, p. 193). As Tilly explains, a revolutionary situation

does not necessarily imply a revolutionary outcome. The defeat of the revolutionary

forces and the return to the previous order of affairs would be an illustration of such a

case. Tilly further enunciates the processes through which a revolutionary situation

emerges and a revolutionary outcome is achieved. A revolutionary situation arises from

the confluence of three pre-conditions: 1) emergence of challengers with alternative

claims to power; 2) popular adherence to the claims; 3) power holders’ inability to

quench the challengers and/or the claims (idem, p. 200). Revolutionary outcomes add

the notion of historical sequence to the analysis of the revolutionary moment. According

to this ideal type, a revolution has “three times”, a short-term revolutionary situation,

an intermediate period with the formation of coalitions of challengers and a final stage

of power change emerging from a new alignment of forces (idem, pp. 193-94).

The telling conclusion here is the need to avoid confusion between the timing of a

revolutionary situation, a set of extraordinary events in a short time span, and the time
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of revolutionary outcomes, the usually long cycles of social and political transformation

that may follow (or precede) revolutionary situations. Using a geographic analogy, one

could say that a comprehensive notion of revolution should include the dimensions of

place, networks and scale within a defined territory. Place coincides with concrete

revolutionary episodes, networks with the relational character of its actors and scale

with  our  analytical  scope  or  time-frame.  This  thesis  will  analyse  the  networks  that

contributed to the revolutionary situation of 25 January 2011, concentrating on the

intermediate period that coincided with the emergence of Collective Action Networks,

between 2000 and 2011, in the territory of Egypt. The consideration of the ultimate

revolutionary outcome, a political and social transformation of the regime structure, is

not part of my puzzle and analysis, for it is my belief that we haven’t yet reach a final

stage. Egypt’s eventual transition of power will have to be scrutinised by the future

generations of political scientists and sociologists.

 Taking phase transitions and not static states as its main object, the sub-field of

transitology brought important insights to this discussion. O’Donnell and Schmitter

(1986) drew the general lines and main tenets of regime transitions and tried to fill the

gaps of structural persistence theories with the new variables of change and agency.

Their theories rest on a systematic, pattern setting, and cross-comparative analysis of

time-delimited transformation. Although innovative, this work adopts a top-down

perspective and anoints elites as the privileged bearers of successful democratisation

(idem). This inspired other authors to invert the perspective and appraise the

importance of bottom-up processes, identifying mass mobilisation (Ulfelder, 2005;

Welzel,  2007)  and  social  movements  (della  Porta,  2014)  as  determinants  of  political

transformation.

This thesis adopts the perspective that the Egyptian revolutionary situation of 2011

happened at the intersection of gradual networking processes and precipitating events.

Its configuration will be explored and explained throughout this study, but we intend to

contribute to the debate on the precursors and paths to regime breakdown from below.

Without intending to settle the debate on whether it is capitalism (Lipset, 1959) or its

contradictions (Moore, 1967) that summons the democratic spirit , I want to understand

if and which interacting actors are at the base of the evolutionary or revolutionary
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processes that lead to revolutionary situations and, possibly, full-blown revolutionary

outcomes. Moreover, this thesis will try to establish whether, within the limits of our

and comparable case-studies, this emergent behaviour is rooted in political aspirations

(Welzel  and Inglehardt,  2008),  economic grievances (Boix,  2008)  or  a  combination of

both.

In the context of this study, 25 January is not analysed as a moment, but as a decade-

long process marked by a succession of contentious happenings and events (Sewell,

2005, p. 100), which originated a “revolutionary situation”, scientifically separable from

its (counter-)“revolutionary outcome”. The situation is relevant insofar as it validates

the instantiation of interconnectivity practices, at the bottom, and the emergence of

new patterns and structures that moved against and, at some point, removed the

existing order from the top. The current outcome does not invalidate the processes and

the historical revolutionary situation.

I situate the beginning of the possible emergence of networking challengers roughly

at the turn of the century, more than ten years before the downfall of the incumbent by

a popular uprising. In this context, I will use the term “pre-revolution” for the decade

that preceded the revolutionary situation of 25 January and “post-revolution”, resorting

to Asef Bayat’s unambiguous definition, “is the day after the dictators abdicate”(2013,

p. 594).

The  founding  hunch  of  this  thesis  rests  on  “the  power  of  networks”  as  a  strong

explanatory factor when it comes to understanding power dynamics from bellow. As we

will see further ahead, network complexification is presented as the driving force that

empowered Collective Action Networks to challenge the authoritarian regime.
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I.2 Case	Selection	Rationale	

The “épistémè” (Foucault, 2002)1, paradigm (Kuhn, 1996)2 or research programme

(Lakatos, 1980)3 are vital to establish processes of stability and change, for science has

a cultural and instrumental role of interpreting and manipulating reality, ushering in new

narratives that have a decisive influence on the construction of knowledge and exercise

of power. With a scientific order linked to the preservation of the ruling political order,

power structures are increasingly dependent on knowledge constructs: “it is not

possible for power to be exercised without knowledge, it is impossible for knowledge

not to engender power” (Foucault, 1980, p. 52). The resulting power-knowledge is a

network linked and diffused through text and context that we need to quantify and

qualify in order to translate a world where hegemonic narratives dictate our perception

of reality. In normal times, the “general state of reason” (Foucault, 2002, p. 211) is an

important currency of power.

For decades, the normalised knowledge about the MENA region precluded political

change, even more when the movement is, presumably, from the bottom-up. The

Middle East research programme reflects the epistemic or paradigmatic consensus

around the idea of authoritarian permanence (Bellin, 2004; Hinnebusch, 2006;

Schlumberger, 2007) or even cultural backwardness (Kedourie, 1994). This research

programme was momentarily challenged by the Arab uprisings of 2011, but when it

became clear that we were not witnessing the fourth democratisation wave (Howard &

Hussain, 2013), the lasting core conjectures of the dominant programme digested the

short-lived anomalies (Lakatos, 1980, p. 4).

1 “épistémè” or “general stage of reason” is defined by Michel Foucault defined as “a certain
structure of thought that men of a particular period cannot escape [...] the total set of relations that
unite, at a given period, the discursive practices that give rise to epistemological figures, sciences,
and possibly formalised systems [...] a great body of legislation written once and for all by some
anonymous hand” (Foucault, 2002, p. 211).

2 By Paradigm Kuhn means “to suggest that some accepted examples of actual scientific
practice provide models from which spring particular coherent traditions of scientific
research”(Kuhn, 1996, p. 10).

3 Introduced by Lakatos, the notion of “research programme” is akin to the idea Kuhnian idea
of paradigm. He envisages the research programme as a robust body of knowledge underpinned
by a core set of conjectures, auxiliary hypotheses and a powerful problem-solving machinery,
which […] digests anomalies” (Lakatos, 1980, p. 4).
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In this context, a decade long, as opposite to spontaneous, emergence of Collective

Action Networks in a MENA country exposes a “scientific anomaly” in the traditional

research programme and poses a serious challenge to its bearing as dominant model of

explanation for the political dynamics in the region and country. This brings to the fore

the importance of the revolutionary situation of 2011 and how critical it is to understand

how it came about. The lead up to the 25 January revolutionary situation can be

identified as a “crucial case-study” (Harry Eckstein, 2000). Even being a single one, the

empirical evidence of the emergence of networked agents with the capacity to defy and

transform existing power structures in Egypt can be replicated and validated beyond the

limits of our boundary specification. As John Gerring writes, “there is a variety of ways

in which single unit studies can credibly claim to provide evidence for causal

propositions of broad reach […] by choosing cases that are especially representative of

the phenomenon under study or by choosing "crucial" cases” (2004, p. 347). I contend

that the case under analysis is both representative of a broader reality that transcends

the country and, more importantly, assumes the shape of a crucial case that points to a

series of anomalies in the core conjectures of the mainstream research programme,

namely the ones sentencing the region and country to an eternal present of

authoritarian rule and popular apathy. The case of the emergence of CANs in Egypt

might confirm that “crucial [single case] observations in the social sciences, including

observations of complex collective individuals, can be found – and would almost

certainly be found more often if deliberately sought more often” (Harry Eckstein, 2000,

p. 30).

Even considering that collective action networks transcend the traditional

geographical boundaries, the legal or constructed notions of state and nation-states

continue to be an essential platform and locus of action. Under this assumption, Egypt

as a polity seems to be also a good reference base for this research: at the macro-level,

for its economic, political and cultural influence, it can be conceived as representative

of a broader reality in the MENA region, while, at the meso and micro levels, it has the

potential to become a paradigmatic case of bottom-up networked mobilisation,

challenge and change, regardless of its geographic position. Hence, Egypt and the units

of analysis that will be drawn upon satisfy some of the most relevant and generally
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accepted  criteria  for  a  mixed  strategy  case  selection  (della  Porta  &  Keating,  2008,  p.

213).

A popular and ancient saying in Egypt names Cairo and by extension the country as

the “mother of the world”, but a more accurate, if less pretentious, idea would be “as

Egypt goes,  so does the Middle East”.  Indeed,  history proves that  the country is  as  a

bellwether state for the region as a whole and as recently as 2011 was, probably, the

ground zero for a wave of political protests at a global scale (Castells, 2012; Gerbaudo,

2012; Harvey, 2012; Mason, 2012; Zizek, 2012). Whether this was an ephemeral

outburst or the beginning of a lasting political transformation remains to be seen, but it

seems unquestionable that 1) during the first decade of the new century many protest

events occurred and 2) collective action networks may have played a decisive role in the

build-up to the Arab uprisings. This is the reason why Egypt and Egypt-related collective

actors can prove to be a paradigmatic case of contentious emergent networking: the

mobilisation and spread of CANs.

Despite being an avowedly and “solidly established” (della Porta & Diani, 2006, p. 1)

field of inquiry, social movement theory has tended to overlook the Middle East: “SMT

and the broader study of contentious politics have become internationalised [….]  but

the  Middle East has  largely  been  on  the  sidelines  of  this  intellectual  trend” (Beinin

& Vairel, 2011, p. 2). Nonetheless, during the last years prior to the uprisings, the region

became an increasingly trending issue among the social movement research

community. We have some examples of remarkable academic research on private

associations and guilds (Chalcraft, 2004) and on the labour movement (Beinin, 2001)

throughout the MENA. Likewise, the two volumes edited by A.R. Norton (2001; 1995)

were a welcomed effort to study “Civil Society in the Middle East and, within the context

of my research, Mustapha Al-Sayyid’s chapter on the evolution of “civil society” in Egypt

stands out (Al-Sayyid, 1995).

Even before the “Arab Spring” captured the imagination of the people, media

attention and academics, some scholars had already been tracing the developments on

the ground. Important to my case-study, is a series of valuable contributions attempting

to understand either the activity of specific groups or the relevance of certain

phenomena. For instance, Maha Abdelrahman’s in-depth study of “The Politics of NGOs
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in Egypt” is a rare and insightful critical analysis of a sector whose growth and relevance

is not matched by scholarly attention (2005). It is also important to mention the research

on workers (Beinin, 2001, 2009; Beinin & Lockman, 1998; Posusney, 1993), peasants

(Bush, 2009), judges (Bernard-Maugiron, 2009), new islamism (Ismail, 2006b; Naguib,

2009),  and opposition movements, in particular Kefaya (Clarke, 2011; El-Mahdi, 2009a;

Mansour, 2009; Oweidat, 2008; Shorbagy, 2007). Likewise, the analysis of the crucial

process of cross-ideological cooperation (M. Abdelrahman, 2009; El-Hamalawy, 2007;

Shehata, 2009) provides a good framework to understand the dynamics of political

interaction in Egypt. These are, however, partial accounts that do not present 1) a

comprehensive perspective over the entire Egyptian protest landscape and 2) a

relational approach to the dynamics of collective action. They give us fundamental

empirical clues, but do not provide definitive answers to our research questions. The

exception, at least in terms of scope and evolutionary perspective, would be Rabab El-

Mahdi’s seminal chapter “The democracy movement: cycles of protest” (2009b). The

analysis is based on limited data sources and, for obvious reasons, only covers part of

the decade, but the author goes as far as to predict “an unprecedented field for

expansion of the pro-democracy movement” (El-Mahdi, 2009b, p. 102) and “further

cycles of popular opposition” (idem). This work, mostly for its compelling argument and

daring forecast, was one of the sources of inspiration for this thesis.

Finding a solution to the puzzle is the guiding principle of this study, but I do not

subscribe to the idea that “anything goes”(Feyerabend, 1993, p. 5). Hence, theoretical

quick fixes and simple explanations for complex phenomena will be avoided. One of the

most common pitfalls regarding the MENA region, in general, and the Arab uprisings, in

particular, is to make agency dependant on a single determining factor. This assumes

the form of two kinds of determinism: religious and technological.

The first is the “Islamlocentrist” perspective, which reduces all things Middle East to

the culturalist, read religious, dimension. This implies a tendency to treat religion, in this

case Islam, as a single, one-dimensional and linear cause-effect phenomenon, guided

from above. By this account, the religious cultural trait would be either the only or, at

least, the main driving force of the historical process, legitimising the authority of the

rulers and restraining the autonomy of the ruled. Some interpretations of the Arab
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uprisings, for example, are much influenced by this idea of religious determinism

(Bradley, 2012; Stepan, 2012). Considering religious mobilisation from below (Clark,

2003; Wickham, 2002; Wiktorowicz, 2003) was one of the ways by which the traditional

“Islamocentric” perspectives have been mitigated and agency vindicated. Moreover,

there is a growing body of literature that contemplates other dimensions of political,

cultural or collective action phenomena, either religious or secular. These range from

the flocking of online communities (Bunt, 2009), to anti-globalisation, feminism

(Moghadam, 2008), hip-hop movements (Alim, 2005) or “post-Islamism” (Bayat, 2007;

O. Roy, 1998). The idea to retain is that, apparently, bottom-up agency broke through

as a progressively accepted working hypothesis (Bayat, 2009; Beinin & Vairel, 2011;

Ibrahim, 2002; Ismail, 2006b; Mahdi & Marfleet, 2009).

The second is technological determinism, the idea that tools have agency

(Heilbroner, 1967, 1994). When the influence of the internet as such is framed as an

explanatory factor for social interaction, we are, basically, transferring the locus of

agency from humans to machines (in the sense of available technologies). This is an old

but increasingly pertinent problem. Robert Heilbroner examined the question in a classic

essay,  titled  “Do  machines  make  history?”  (1967).  In  a  posterior  re-examination,  he

highlights that “machines make history by changing the material conditions of human

existence. It is largely machines….that define what it means to live in a certain epoch”

(Heilbroner, 1994, p. 69). However, there is a considerable “margin of behavioural

indeterminacy” (idem, p. 74) that limits the influence of technology to one of “soft

determinism” (idem). Running the risk of oversimplification, the argument is that

technology, providing that it becomes central for the economic base of society, is bound

to produce social effects. But these are limited by human agency, our individual and

collective degrees of freedom. In the age of the internet, humans will, naturally, make

use and sense of it as a tool in the course of their social interactivities. There is nothing

unnatural or supernatural about technology and the question about whom determines

what has an obvious answer. The technological revolution is man-made history.

Societies produce technologies that retroact upon them, but technologies do not

produce societies. By the same token, collective actors use technology to organise,
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protest and, eventually, incite revolutionary situations. But technology does not

engender revolutions.

This is a general research assumption and Egypt is no exception. It is known that

traditional media, communication technologies and internet platforms played an

important role at different stages of the eventful decade, particularly during the 2011

revolutionary situation (Aday et al.,  2013). For example, mobile technology and SMSs

were extensively used in the mobilisation efforts at the beginning of the century

(“Nawal”, university professor, personal communication, Cairo, 2015), blogs were

fundamental to circumvent a state-controlled and censored media ecosystem towards

the middle of the decade (“Seif”, Socialist activist, personal communication, Cairo, 2014;

Jansen, 2010), while social network websites assumed some organisational relevance at

the end of the decade (“Wael”, youth movement activist, personal communication,

Cairo, 2015; Tufekci & Wilson, 2012). This only demonstrates that collective actors resort

to technological tools to get and spread information. That is neither new nor ground-

breaking and, certainly, does not justify naming popular uprisings after corporate

websites (Iskander, 2011; Vargas, 2012). In summary, we must acknowledge both the

“sense and nonsense [of the idea] of the internet revolution” (Alexander & Aouragh,

2014), particularly in the context of the Egyptian revolutionary situation.

Following the Arab uprisings of 2011, more social scientists eventually started

looking at the whole region without being constrained by the ideas of religious

exceptionalism, technological determinism and authoritarian persistence. Bottom-up

agency was contemplated as a phenomenon worth studying also in the MENA countries

and scholars tried to make sense of the popular movements that swept the region by

examining them, for example, in the context of a global escalation of collective action

(e.g. della Porta, 2014; Gerbaudo, 2012). To explain both the revolutionary situation and

its outcomes, scholarly literature has advanced explanations based on several factors,

from the role of civil society (Duboc, 2014; Salamey, 2015; Sika, 2014) and the military

(Bellin, 2012; Larémont, 2014; Selim, 2013) to the effects of regime types (Brynen,

Moore, Salloukh, & Zahar, 2012; Carey & Reynolds, 2014; Daadaoui, 2014), other

international state actors (Brownlee, Masoud, & Reynolds, 2014; Dalacoura, 2012;

Hinnebusch, 2015; Kamrava, 2012), the economic base  (Achcar, 2013; Ansani & Daniele,
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2012) and, in particular, the rentier economy (Lucas, 2012; Yom & Gause, 2012). Some

of these studies address, either directly or indirectly, the Egyptian case, but some other

works focus explicitly on precise aspects of the origins and aftermath of the “25 January

revolution”, namely the international environment (M. Abdelrahman, 2011; Blaydes,

2010; Brownlee, 2012), influence of technology and social media (Alexander & Aouragh,

2014; Ghonim, 2013; Iskander, 2011; Tufekci & Wilson, 2012), political economy (M.

Abdelrahman, 2012; Dahi, 2012; Soliman, 2011), labour movement (Alexander &

Bassiouny, 2014; Beinin, 2012; El-Mahdi, 2011), peasants (Bush, 2011), the youth and

civil society movements and organisations (Abd el Wahab, 2012; Ezbawy, 2012; Naggar

& Hussein, 2012), Muslim Brotherhood (Wickham, 2011), governing elites (Blaydes,

2010; Tadros, 2012; Tarouty, 2016) and a variety of urban realities (Peterson, 2011;

Singerman, 2011), from subalterns’ action (Antoun, 2012; Ismail, 2013) to culture and

street art (Mehrez, 2012; Sanders, 2012). In this context, Abdelrahman’s book “Egypt’s

Long Revolution”, to a certain extent, picked up the storyline of the “pro-democracy

movement”(M. Abdelrahman, 2014), complementing El-Mahdi’s work (2009b) and also

serving as a major reference for this thesis.

The Arab uprisings of 2011 were a turning point both to the actors on the ground

and, often times, perplexed scholars. Indeed, opening the social sciences’ world to the

regional realities of collective action in the Middle East and North Africa was a fruitful

outcome of the “Arab Spring”. Some important contributions shed new light on this

scientific blind spot, but it was a fleeting glare. While in the wake of the revolutionary

situations many scholars were focusing on democratisation, the revolutionary outcomes

led the field back to the exploration of authoritarian persistence. This is an inevitable

caveat of choosing unravelling events as academic subjects and should make us ponder

upon the necessary distinction between the time for scholarly analysis and the time for

informed commentary. Adjusting the academic rhythm to the developments on the

ground can lead to rushed judgments. This thesis is also an attempt to set the clock back

to a period, which can now be analysed with some degree of historical detachment, the

“eventful decade” leading to the 2011 Egyptian revolutionary situation.

In terms of theoretical approach, there are no examples of relational sociology-

based research on the MENA region and the few that make reference to the networked
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dimension (Cooke & Lawrence, 2005; Denoeux, 1993; Singerman, 1996), do not resort

to  the  relational  theories,  methods  and  techniques.  For  this  reason,  another  stated

objective  of  this  research  is  the  attempt  to  fill  this  gap  in  the  literature.   We  aim  at

providing a relational interpretation of the evolution of contentious politics in Egypt, the

linkage between interacting agents, emerging networked structures and systemic

outcomes. My objective is to build on the existing partial snapshots and produce a

dynamic overview of the Egyptian contentious politics, concentrating on the actions and

interactions of collective actors in protest events.

I.3 Structure	of	the	Thesis	

This thesis proceeds as follows. The opening chapter “The Quest for a New Paradigm:

the relational turn” is an introduction to the overarching theories guiding my

investigation. It questions some of the mainstream epistemological views and proposes

relational sociology as an alternative research programme that could address the

theoretical bias/challenge put forward in the initial paragraphs. In this regard, I stress

the importance of developing a web of knowledge which can understand and act

critically upon our inherently networked world. This study is a practical example of it,

resorting to network theories and methods to unveil the micro-interconnections among

agents that can give rise to macro connected patterns capable of changing existing

structures. After setting the epistemological ground, I depart to the theoretical

foundations of the investigation, with a special emphasis on relational sociology and its

impact  on  social  movement  studies.  On  this  topic,  I  borrow  the  concepts  of  protest

waves and mobilisation spirals and introduce a model of emergent networking of

collective action. The following section of the chapter is dedicated to a conceptual

mapping of social movement networks, elucidating the typologies and measures that

will be employed across the thesis. Along the chapter, I  also advance the preliminary

hypotheses that are going to be tested in this study, together with the respective

theoretical framework.

This sets the stage for the methodological chapter, “Giving Meaning to Data Mining”,

in which I start by confronting some of the methodological biases plaguing the social
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sciences, including social movement studies, and end up proposing an approach that

bridges the quantitative-qualitative divide. Pervasive along the chapter are the ethical

concerns and technical solutions to deal with sensitive information in non-democratic

environments. The declared intention here is to lay out a standard for the collection,

coding and analysis of protest data in authoritarian environments. My data information

pool is explored in detail, from human sources to machine interpreters, so that the

whole research can be retraced, replicated and validated. Additionally, the concrete

methodology is explained and the case study converted in the units of analysis that will

be subject to the concurrent methods of Protest Event and Social Network Analysis.

“Dissenting Paths to Authoritarianism” deals with the most important historical

aspects within the context of my study, namely: the dissenting paths that set the scene

to five decades of authoritarianism. I start by identifying the main contentious

constants, categories or groups of actors that populate the Egyptian protest landscape

since the early twentieth century. The main chains of actions, whose symbolical

importance, spaces, dates or repertoires bear resonance to this day, will also be

described. Finally, the last sections are dedicated to the rise and consolidation of

authoritarianism. On this point, I proceed to a retrospective analysis of the political

regime type and socio-economic model adopted by the three consecutive dictators:

Nasser, Sadat and Mubarak. This allows us to make a comparison of the main

continuities and breaks of the Egyptian authoritarian experience.

The next chapter, “The Acts of Contention”, is a critical analysis of the nexus between

the authoritarian interaction patterns and the contentious actors and actions from 1952

to 2000. I devise a typology of associative and dissociative interaction patterns and detail

the evolution of the latter under the three different authoritarian periods. The

contentious outbursts of the past are connected to the present dynamics of protest.

More specifically, I perform a detailed enquiry into the original puzzle to rule out regime

type per se and repression as the explanation for the surge of collective action in the

2000s. The relation of repression with contention is explored through the analysis of

historical data on coercion in Egypt. Some general hypotheses on the co-evolution of

repression and contention are tested. We conclude that the theories pinpointing
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repression as the main triggering factor for mobilisation don’t seem to hold, in the case

of Egypt.

The following two chapters constitute the analytical core of the entire research.

Nested in their midst is the bulk of our network theories, mixed methods and innovative

tools, which test a significant portion of the research hypotheses. I achieve this task by

decreasing level of abstraction: from a general national approach to a group-level

analysis of the collective action and actors. The methods and tools follow suit, going

from broad statistical analysis, passing through protest event and social network

analysis to ethnographic work, based on surveys and personal interviews.

In “Dynamic Protest Waves” I use political and protest event data to run a statistical

analysis on the quantitative dimension and geometric configuration of the periods of

contention conducive to the 2011 uprising in Egypt. Particularly interesting is the data

breakdown along the first ten years of the new century that seems to refute the ideas

of a generally apathetic Egyptian public awaiting the lead of tech savvy elites to mobilise.

Instead, the raw numbers give us the chance to trace a series of dynamic protest waves

and the analytical tools to draw their shape. Subsequently, I make a statistical foray into

the issues, targets, repertoires and spaces of action used by the collective actors. The

chapter ends with a comparative section across the identified protest waves and peaks,

which puts in perspective the main characteristics of each period.

In  the  final  analytical  chapter,  “The  Emergence  of  Collective  Action  Networks”,  I

delve  and  dive  into  the  dynamic  protest  waves  with  the  intent  to  analyse  the

hypothesised emergence of Collective Action Networks. Here the intention was to

gather the insights of the previous chapters and cross protest events with protesting

actors in affiliation networks, which made possible an in-depth social network analysis

of the movements that contributed to the mobilisation spirals. Along the chapter, we

dissect the collective action networks, identifying the overall structure as well as the key

roles and positions of the various categories of groups that organised and participated

in the protest events, which would culminate in the 2011 uprising. Equally important is

to observe how the relational patterns evolved and the influence of network

complexification over the observed outcomes. I perform this analysis of the dynamics of

the opposition networks in the last section of the chapter and thesis.
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Chapter	II	 The	 Quest	 for	 a	 New	 Paradigm:	 the	

Relational	Turn	

II.1.1 The	Relational	Turn	

A dynamic relational perspective is, in many ways, more than a theory, an

ontological outlook. In my view, the hegemonic paradigm about the inner workings of

the social system dismisses the existence of antagonists and alternatives to the current

order, thus forging an illusory image of units, equilibrium and stability against the

backdrop of a reality made of networks, non-equilibrium and change.

The fundamental logic is that a dynamic perspective should look beyond the artificial

constructions of the mind, like static structures, and focus on the empirical observation

of  relational  agents  or,  in  a  word,  networks.  Following  Nick  Crossley,  “the  most

appropriate analytic unit for the scientific study of social life is the network of social

relations  and  interactions  between  actors”  (2012,  p.  1).  But,  if  we  want  to   avoid   a

motionless approach, according to which humans would be mere individual networked

cells, communities isolated  networked  humans, and countries independent networked

communities, we ought to take into account the dynamics of these networks across their

“relational fields”(Goldstone, 2004)4. Here the formal expression used is, in my opinion,

less important than its spirit. Without intending to torture any definition and by

extension  its  author(s),  I  would  claim  that  terms  such  as  “fields”  (Bourdieu,  2010;

Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992), “linked ecologies” (Abbott, 2005), “social

worlds”(Crossley, 2012, p. 42), “social system”(Luhmann, 1996), “network domains” or

“netdoms” (White, 1995, p. 1038) convey the same general idea, even if not containing

the same exact  meaning.  And the general  idea is  that  of  multiple and complex social

4 The  idea  of  “field”  has  a  long  theoretical  tail  stretching  from  the  physical  to  the  social
sciences (for a comprehensive overview see J. L. Martin, 2003). The most acclaimed adoption of
the theory in sociology comes from Pierre Bourdieu (Bourdieu, 2010; Bourdieu & Wacquant,
1992), whose theoretical legacy is now a matter of dispute (Crossley, 2012, p. 129) and
appropriation (Fligstein & Mcadam, 2015).
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formations governed by interactions across time and space. The study of these

phenomena is the object of relational sociology and, by extension, this thesis.

The research programme of relational sociology is the product of a long drive, which

parted ways with the agent-structure dichotomy, embracing the multiplicity of

structures (Sewell, 1992, p. 16) and a “path dependent as well as situationally

embedded” transactional agency (Emirbayer, 1997, p. 294). Relational sociology as such

is a relatively new approach and renewed opportunity to launch bridges across different

perspectives. The brokerage role was performed by a group of scholars, from both sides

of the North Atlantic, who began systematising the relational analysis perspective. In

Europe, names like Alberto Melucci (1996), Mario Diani (1995, 2015), Pierpaolo Donati

(2012) and Nick Crossley (2012) set the tone of the theoretical and methodological

debate, while in the United States the relational approach was developed by the “New

York School”. So labelled by Ann Mische, it was “a new hub of conversation that

contributed to a reformulation of the link between networks, culture, and social

interaction” (Mische, 2011, pp. 80–84). Harrison White and, particularly, Charles Tilly

were among those who tried to fill the existing gaps. Evolving from a traditional

structuralist approach, they were in a privileged position to propose and adopt a new

perspective that came to be known as “relational realism”, “with transactions,

interactions, or social ties serving as starting-points of social analysis” (Tilly, 1995, p. 4).

Although the interest and research in social networks had started to grow in the

1960s among scholars with practical experience and theoretical interest in collective

action and social relations (Borgatti & Halgin, 2011, p. 223; Gould, 1991; Pinard, 1968;

D. A. Snow, Zurcher, & Ekland-Olson, 1980) it was not until the relational turn  that social

network  theory  and  analysis  as  a  whole  suffered  a  boost  being,  at  the  same  time,

formally and fully introduced in the field of social movement studies. But, first, we

needed to move, not only towards the influence of dynamic relations, but also and

fundamentally away from the sway of static structures.

In  this  context,  it  was  only  natural  that  Charles  Tilly  appeared  yet  again  as  a

protagonist in the conception of a new perspective regarding relational structures and

dynamic relations in connection with the problem of collective action. Together with

Doug McAdam and Sydney Tarrow, he co-authored “Dynamics of Contention” (DoC),
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which quickly became the reference guide and agenda of an emerging theoretical

perspective and methodological proposal: the relational dynamics approach to

contentious politics.5 DoC proponents praise some of the achievements of the classical

agenda, 6  especially the empirical evidence on the association between “mobilising

structures” and the actual materialisation of mobilisation (McAdam et al., 2001, pp. 41–

42). On the other hand, the DoC agenda contests some of tenets of the traditional

approach. Summarising, they assert that it is too focused on the static relationships of

individual social movements, while overemphasizing the opportunity structures and

organisational resources enclosed in a research strategy absorbed only by the origins of

contention (idem, p. 42). Alternatively, the DoC agenda chooses to digest the dynamic

dimension of relationships within broader contentious episodes.

II.1.2 The	Missing	Link		

Relational sociology planted the seed of a new over-encompassing perspective

compatible with the study of social movements from a network perspective. And a few

researchers,  chief  amongst  which  was  Mario  Diani,  had  been  trying  to  do  just  that:

“Social Movements are […] complex and highly heterogeneous network structures”

(Diani, 2003c, p. 1). In his account of the growing awareness of the “linkage between

network concepts and social movement analysis” (idem, p. 4), he identifies three

converging views that can lead to a unified perspective: the exploration of the meso-

level as a way to overcome the agency-structure dichotomy; the interest in the dynamics

of social movements; and the field of Social Network Analysis (SNA), which provides the

methods, concepts and measures to be employed in social movement network studies

(idem).

5 They questioned not only structuralist hegemony, but also the alleged disciplinary and
operational distinction between seemingly related phenomena. Accordingly, the first point of their
agenda was a commitment to cover a wide spectrum of contentious politics: “recognize  that  in
principle  contention  ranges  among  wars,  revolutions,  social  movements,  industrial  conflict,
and  a  number  of  other forms of interaction that analysts have ordinarily conceived of as sui
generis” (McAdam, Tarrow, & Tilly, 2001, p. 33).

6 Like the merit of removing the study of contention from the Abnormal Psychology classes
and treating it as a natural occurrence in the course of the political process that should be studied
by sociologists or political scientists (McAdam, 2003, p. 251).
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All network theorists share a central idea, around which the associated methods of

social network analysis were developed: relations are richer than attributes, that is, ties

between people or organisations and the resulting patterns contain more information

and explanatory value to understand social phenomena than individual characteristics,

such as gender, age or occupation. The author of the relational sociology manifesto is

categorical about its anticategorical nature, “the point of departure for network analysis

is what we shall call the anticategorical imperative. This imperative rejects all attempts

to explain human behaviour or social processes solely in terms of the categorical

attributes of actors, whether individual or collective” (Emirbayer & Goodwin, 1994, p.

1414). As obvious as it may sound to a relational sociologist, this was a revolutionary

thought until recently and remains a matter of debate between structural determinism

and relational dynamics (Emirbayer & Goodwin, 1994, p. 1425ff).

One of the corollaries of these contributes is the dynamic “relational field” approach,

according to which collective actors “need to be situated in a relational filed in which

the ongoing actions and interests of state actors, allied and counter-movement groups,

and the public at large all influence social movement emergence, activity, and

outcomes” (Goldstonse, 2004, p. 333). Mario Diani defines them as “collective action

fields”, “localized relational arenas characterized by mutual orientation, positioning, and

(at  times)  joint  action  among  multiple  kinds  of  actors  engaged  in  diverse  forms  of

collective intervention and challenge” (Diani & Mische, 2015, p. 307).

A second corollary of relational sociology is a research programme that addresses

problems within collective action fields. According to Jack Goldstone, “for studies that

analyse clusters movement cycles, or undertake comparisons of movements across time

and space, the relational approach suggests using dynamic analyses…in which

conditions  at  a  certain  time  are  linked  to  specific  observed  conditions  or  patterns  in

subsequent times”  (Goldstone, 2004, p. 359). And what kind of analysis? The one

suggested by Mustafa Emirbayer in his relational sociology manifesto: “the best

developed and most widely used approaches to the analysis of social structure are

clearly those of social network analysis” (1997, p. 298).

These theoretical corollaries of relational sociology are the underpinnings of this

study, a longitudinal comparison of protest waves across time (2000-2011) and space
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(Egypt) through a dynamic analysis of a localised collective action field, which comprises

opposition groups, state actors, broader publics and their respective interactions.
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II.2 Breaking	 the	 Spell:	 Waves,	 Spirals	 and	 Emergent	

Networking	

We have just established that we will look at the relational dynamics of the Egyptian

protest landscape through the analysis of the growing levels of mobilisation, which,

hypothetically, took the shape of protest waves and mobilisation spirals stirred up by

emerging Collective Action Networks. In classical social movement terms, this would

mean verifying the manifestation of mobilising structures (Kim & Bearman, 1997;

McAdam & Tarrow, 2011; McAdam et al., 2001) in “cycles of contention”7. We should

not, however, assume that naturally turbulent contentious episodes always follow the

same artificially-built, stable and repetitive path.  Unfortunately, as emphasised by Jack

Goldstone, “there is no clear set of necessary and sufficient conditions for the

emergence […] of social movements. It would be nice if things were that simple, but the

accumulated empirical evidence […] suggests that they are not” (Goldstone, 2004, pp.

356–57). Consequently, we adopt and develop a conceptual framework more adequate

to the enunciated research programme, paving the way for the study of the relational

dynamics of the collective action field in Egypt through the analysis of protest events

and social networks. In this context, our main task is to put the individual snapshots of

the Egyptian protest landscape in motion by virtue of a set of concepts and procedures

which will allows us to trace, not only the static state, but also the relational evolution

of the collective action field.

Two of the fundamental notions guiding our set of hypotheses are dynamic protest

waves and mobilisation spirals. We will test if and how these were manifest in time and

space through an exploration of their internal dynamics. In doing so, the empirical fit of

some classical social movement theories will also be examined. For example, we will see

if the political process framework (Kriesi, 2004, pp. 69–70)  accounts of the

7 Sydney Tarrow describes the “cycle of contention” as “a phase of heightened conflict across
the social system, with rapid diffusion of collective action from more mobilised to less mobilised
sectors, a rapid pace of innovation in the forms of contention employed, the creation of new
transformed collective action frames, a combination of organised and unorganised participation,
and sequences of intensified information flow and interaction between challengers and
authorities” (S. Tarrow, 2011, p. 199).
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opportunity/threat political structures still hold in the context of a more dynamic

approach.  The  analysis  of  the  protest  waves  proper  will  be,  mostly,  descriptive  and

aggregative (as in non-relational), which renders useful both the employment of well-

established attribute-based concepts, such as repertoires, sites and conditions of

contention (Tilly, 1978, p. 151ff; Tilly & Tarrow, 2006), and new interpretative takes on

the spatiality of protests and “choreographies of assembly” (Gerbaudo, 2012, p. 40).

Further ahead in the chapter, I will also provide the conceptual framework and

respective hypotheses to qualify the form and shape of collective action networks, using

the notion of emergent networking and respective model of structural evolution. This is

the relational core of the thesis. The hypotheses will be drawn upon the

conceptualisation of ideal-type networks and tested by the measurement, analysis and

interpretation of their interaction patterns. The concepts of segmented, star-shaped

and polycephalous networks are accompanied by the standard measures, to which I add

a composite one: network complexification over time. Once again, this will transform

still  images  of  graphs  into  moving  social  networks.  As  some  of  the  latest  research  in

relational sociology suggests, “one interesting line of research would be to track

patterns of network change across different stages of a cycle of protest” (Diani &

Mische, 2015, p. 319). That will be our chief empirical task.

II.2.1 The	End	of	a	Cycle:	Protest	Waves	and	Mobilisation	Spirals		

The first fundamental concept to trace the general trends of the Egyptian protest

landscape is the notion of (dynamic) protest waves (Kriesi, 1995, p. 113). In my opinion,

it captures the fundamental idea of a fluid process of variable dimension and intensity

across time and space. Kriesi et al (1995) identify four pre-conditions for the

classification of a mobilisation period as a dynamic protest wave: 1) expansion and

contraction of the magnitude of protest; 2) over a considerable amount of time (three

years on their study), and; 3) encompassing large parts of the social movement sector

and affecting most of the national territory (idem). To unleash the explanatory value of

the protest waves’ analogy and make it re-emerge, we should add whirling movements
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to cyclical loops. The DoC authors had already acknowledged this shortcoming 8 and

advanced the idea of  “spirals of contention”, which go beyond the “invariant parabolic

form” (McAdam et al., 2001, p. 66) and “operate through sequences of environmental

change, interpretation of that change, action, and counteraction, repeated as one action

alters another actor’s environment” (McAdam et al., 2001, p. 243).

Mobilisation spirals is a term that stands in direct contrast to “contentious

outbursts”. The latter refers to large-scale but short-lived protest events that do not

produce permanent outcomes beyond the time, space and actors that frame them. The

former is used in this study to represent oscillating periods of mobilisation within wider

protest waves across a polity, whose trend (upward or downward) is dictated by the

network effects of collective actions, their capacity to permeate the system and,

eventually, change the current structural patterns. We could picture the mobilisation

spirals as the swirling movements within the waves that impel them further or make

them recede. A mobilisation upward spiral is a period of heightened collective action,

whereas a downward spiral corresponds to a period of demobilisation.

This is the point of departure to understand the co-evolution between protest

events and networked actors. Our first set of hypotheses, which will be tested through

a comprehensive analysis of our protest event data, cover five broad lines of enquiry: 1)

longitudinal dynamics (H1*), 2) opportunity structures (H2*), 3) repression (H3*), 4)

repertoires of contention (H4*), and 5) spatiality of protest (H5*).

1. Longitudinal dynamics refers to a chronological exam of the Egyptian protest

landscape. In this regard, we want to test is whether the contentious actions occurring

during the defined time-frame are more consistent with protest waves (Kriesi, 1995, p.

113) and mobilisation spirals (Karapin, 2011, p. 65; McAdam et al., 2001, p. 66) or with

episodic protests, like in the previous fifty years of authoritarian rule.  On the

evolutionary context of protests, our main hypothesis is:

8 Tilly,  McAdam  and  Tarrow  admit  that  “The  [cyclical]  theory’s  weakness  was  that  it
remained largely a stage theory […] By positing a recurring parabolic shape to episodes of
contention, cyclical theory begged the question of the internal composition of the cycle and
whether there are episodes that take different forms altogether” (McAdam et al., 2001, p. 66).
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H1: The collective actions performed along the first decade of the twentieth

century formed protest waves shaped by mobilisation spirals that

transformed the contentious landscape.

This allows us to qualify the 25th of January as a spontaneous uprising brought about

by a sudden contentious outburst or, instead, a revolutionary situation at the end of a

sustained wave of organised contention.

2.  In  this  context,  it  is  also essential  to evaluate the bearing of  some SMT tenets

within the context of the case-study, namely the empirical fit of structural explanations

based on the “political process framework” (Kriesi, 2004, pp. 69–70) as either opposed

or juxtaposed to the dynamic analyses of contention adopted in this study. More

concretely, it is important to know if oppositional action was conditional on “political

opportunity structures”, “specific configurations of resources, institutional

arrangements and historical precedents […] which facilitate the development of protest

movements in some instances and constrain them in others” (Kitschelt, 1986, p. 58). In

case  facilitation theories (Tilly, 1978, pp. 100-01) prove right to any degree, we should

see instances in which the opposition exploited political opportunities for participation

opened by the authoritarian regime, chief among which electoral periods and national

mobilisation causes, such as the Palestinian issue (Tilly & Tarrow, 2006, pp. 64–65). This

does not invalidate, of course, the CANs capacity to open avenues of participation by

themselves, but could prove important to validate recent research on the relationship

between “contention and convention in political action” (Kriesi, 2016). Moreover, if

confirmed, the exploration of electoral political opportunities by collective actors in

Egypt would be a first step to understand and extend this research to non-democratic

contexts. Regarding “structural opportunities”, the hypothesis is that:

H2a: Egyptian collective actors used some political opportunities opened by

the regime, such as elections, to mobilise and protest.

The increment of contentious action relying on exogenous causes and/or events as

mobilisation triggers can also be interpreted as a contextual opportunity. For example,

Egypt has a long and conflictual relationship with the state of Israel (see Chapter IV) and

the anti-Israeli/pro-Palestinian sentiment is widespread among the population. A surge

in protests against the Israeli occupation of the Palestinian territories would imply the
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existence of home-grown contention around foreign-based issues. Another

precipitating element could be the “Jasmin Revolution” in Tunisia. Although only valid

for the final period of the mobilisation, the identification of a direct influence, for

example through imported repertoires, would suggest that diffusion, “a process wherein

new ideas, institutions, policies, models or repertoires of behaviour spread

geographically from a core site to new sites” (Bunce & Wolchik, 2007, p. 93), could have

played a role in spreading protests across borders. The hypothesis is that:

H2b: External events were used as reasons or incentives to mobilise.

3. In the political process framework, repression represents the flip side of the

opportunity structures and makes evident the threats faced by the contentious actors.

It  is  defined  as  “any  action  by  another  group  which  raises  the  contender's  cost  of

collective action” (Tilly, 1978, p. 100). In authoritarian regimes this is, frequently, the

equivalent to direct violence through security apparatuses. But repression is just the

most  extreme  of  an  array  of  measures  that  states  employ  in  their  dealings  with

contentious actors. Kriesi and Koopmans call it “prevailing strategies”, “either exclusive

(repressive, confrontational, polarizing) or integrative (facilitative, cooperative,

assimilative)” (1995, pp. 33–34). Further ahead, we will use the term “authoritarian

interaction patterns” to describe similar phenomena within the authoritarian sphere,

distinguishing between associative and dissociative strategies and respective tactics,

such as co-optation or repression (see V.1).

There is a vast literature on the relationship of repression and protest and the only

scientific consensus on the matter is that there is no scientific consensus. In the words

of Eckstein, “there are theoretical arguments for all conceivable basic relationships

between government coercion and group protest and rebellion except for no

relationship” (H. Eckstein, 1980, p. 191). Indeed, a profusion of studies traced linear

relationships, finding evidence for U-shaped and inverted-U curves  (Johnston, 2011, pp.

108–10). The scientific pendulum swings towards the former, postulating that protest is

low at both ends of the curve and rises at a moderate level of repression (idem, p. 110).

However, there is sound evidence coming from more dynamic models, which refutes

simple linearity, suggesting, instead, that “the relation between protest and coercion

may be nonlinear” (Francisco, 1995, p. 265).  In this formulation, the right extreme of
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the inverted-U curve is not necessarily the end of the plot, but the beginning of a new

U-shaped curve. The corollary of this oscillating curve being “the coercive policies that

might supress protest at one time incite it at another” (idem). A “backlash threshold” is

defined by Francisco as the level of “repression […] sufficient to deter protest without

causing backlash and high-level mobilisation” (Francisco, 2005, pp. 58–59). According to

the same author, this elicits the “dictator’s dilemma” (idem) in which the central

question is to repress or not to repress. In the event that he does, certain episodes of

repression  can  backfire  (Hess  &  Martin,  2006)  and  provoke  a  backlash  that  triggers

protests (Francisco, 1995, p. 265).

This is where SMT picks up the thread again, placing the emphasis on the agency of

contentious actors. According to this perspective, the backfire effect can assume the

form of a “transformative event”, “a crucial turning point for a social movement that

dramatically  increases  the  level  of  mobilisation”  (Hess  &  Martin,  2006,  p.  249).  The

heightened level of contention can thus generate “eventful protests” with “highly

relevant cognitive, relational and emotional impact on participants and beyond

participants” (della Porta, 2008, p. 48). In light of this framework, we are to test two

hypotheses concerning the coercion-contention nexus in Egypt:

H3a: There was a linear relationship between repression and protests, with

low levels of contention coinciding with the absence/excess of coercion and

increased contention happening at moderate levels of repression;

H3b: Even in a context of high coercion levels, certain episodes of repression

backfired thus assuming the form of transforming events and/or generating

eventful protests.

4. In the course of their activities contentious actors resort to patterned forms and

tactics of mobilisation, which in social movement theory jargon came to be known as

repertoires of collective action (Tilly, 1978, p. 151ff). These can be divided in

“contentious performances”, “relatively familiar and standardized ways in which one set

of political actors make collective claims on some other set of political actors” (Tilly &

Tarrow, 2006, p. 14), and “contentious repertoires”, “arrays of performances that are

currently known and available within some set of political actors” (idem). Repertoires

range from simple declarative actions, like a petition, by which an actor requests
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intervention from some other actor with the perceived capacity to address the claim, to

violent actions, like a political assassination, by which a group resorts to violence as a

means to forcefully steer the target in a desired direction.

Having in mind these definitions, we should be able to identify the kind of contention

repertoires used in Egypt during the period covered by our study and which were the

concrete tactics and targets of the opposition groups. Regarding the latter we naturally

expect that:

H4a: The regime and its security apparatus will appear as prominent targets.

As previously stated, research on contentious action in authoritarian environments

is far from being an established academic practice and has several pitfalls. One risk

would be to directly transpose repertoire qualifications from democratic environments

using  the  existing  laws  of  a  dictatorship  as  a  frame  of  reference.  By  definition,

authoritarian regimes constrain basic freedoms, something that, often times, has a legal

expression. In Egypt, for example, the “Emergency Law” posed severe limitations to any

kind of street action. In light of these clarifications, we adopt a more subjective stance

and use protest forms and strategies (see “Guidebook”, appendix) to assess the main

characteristic of the contentious repertoires. We meet “claimant actions” when

protesters direct claims to the authorities without questioning the existing legal

framework and power arrangements and encounter “transgressive demands” when the

collective actors want to reform or transform the existing regimes9. Presented with the

revolutionary situation of 2011, I hypothesise that collective actors continuously pushed

the “legal” boundaries and circumvented the limits to the basic freedoms of expression,

assembly and association:

H4b: Transgressive demands dominated the Egyptian contentious

landscape.

As for the repertoire models, we resort to the notions of rigid and flexible

repertoires. The former “describes a group which chooses familiar means unfailingly. To

the extent that this model applies, we should expect innovation to be rare, and to occur

9 Here, by regimes we do not mean the form of government but the “repeated, strong
interactions among major political actors including a government” (Tilly, 2006, p. 19).
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through breaks and crisis” (Tilly, 1978, p. 155). The latter “permits continuous, gradual

change in the group’s means. The change may occur through imitation of other groups

or through innovation” (idem). In a country with few basic freedoms, none of the options

comes across as the most obvious. Consequently, we will test if:

H4c: The collective actors used mostly flexible repertoires introducing

tactical innovations;

Lastly, still on the formal features of repertoires, it is important to understand how

claimant actions or transgressive demands are translated on the ground. Collective

actors develop “framing processes” by which they construct meanings (Benford & Snow,

2000, p. 614). These shared interpretations are crucial to assure discursive coherence

inside the group and facilitate the dissemination of perceptions and narratives to the

outside, be it other groups, general public or targets. Generally, groups pursue “frame

alignment processes”: “strategic efforts by social movement organisations to link their

interests and interpretative frames with those of prospective constituents and actual or

prospective resource providers” (idem, p. 624). This is directly related to the way

contentious actors convert their goals into operative narratives and issue articulation.

Considering that the need to topple the dictator was a massively shared goal during the

revolutionary situation of 2011, it seems legitimate to assume that frame alignment

processes did take place:

H4d: Contention action was permeated by multiple issue categories and, at

a certain point, converged towards demands for political resignation.

5. The spatial dispersion of protest events is one of the pre-conditions to qualify a

chain  of  protests  as  a  protest  wave.  However,  space  is  at  the  centre  of  mobilisation

activities,  not  only  as  a  neutral  container,  but  also  as  a  subjective  constituent  of

collective action. When we take space as a socially produced reality (Lefebvre, 1992), it

becomes easy to assume that “the space thus produced also serves as a tool of thought

and of action” (idem, p. 26). Being part of a globalised mode of production, social space

transcends geography. In this sense, the social “Arab Street” as “an expression of public

sentiment” (Bayat, 2003) is no different from any other street. Similarly, the physical

“Arab Street” has no particularly defining characteristic, other than being an avenue for

public expression in a region that went through an accelerated process of mobilisation



43 | P a g e

and change. Thereby, it Is only natural that some Egyptian sites functioned as a pulpit

for street politics: “a set of conflicts and the attendant implications between a collective

populace and the authorities, shaped and expressed episodically in the physical and

social space of the street ”(Bayat, 1997, p. 15).

The interest in street politics has been duly accompanied by scholarly research on

the spatial dimension of contention (Leitner, Sheppard, & Sziarto, 2008; D. Martin &

Miller, 2003; Sewell, 2001; Tilly, 2000). For the purpose of this study, we analyse the

spatiality of protest distinguishing between “sites of contention”, “all human settings

that serve as originators, objects, and/or arenas of collective claims” (Tilly & Tarrow,

2006, p. 235), and “conditions of contention”, “characteristics of sites and relations

among sites that shape the contention that occurs in and across them” (idem, p. 239).

We are interested both in the dispersion and emplacement of dissenting practices. Were

the sites of contention in Egypt an exclusively urban phenomenon? What was the

evolution of the conditions of contention during the decade under scrutiny? To answer

the first question we put forward one hypotheses in line with the spatial requisites of

the protest wave concept:

H5a: Protests were spread all over the country.

As for the second question concerning the conditions of contention, we need to

recognise the strengths but also the shortcomings of the available literature. The

representational mises en scène of  protest  events  has  surely  caught  the  eye  of  the

academic community (Benford & Hunt, 1992; Gerbaudo, 2012; Jasper, 1999; Johnston,

2009; Shepard, 2013). However, the interplay between collective action, state reaction

and their respective emplacement has deserved less attention. The literature on these

topics is rich, but only provides partial accounts of the relationship among these three

elements. For example, we have studies on “free spaces” (Evans & Boyte, 1992, p. 17)

and “protected spaces”, from the mosque (Tétreault, 1993, p. 278) to the university

(Zhao, 1998), that cover the protest locales. In addition, there is noteworthy research

on the issue of protest and policing, (della Porta & Reiter, 1998; Earl & Soule, 2006) that

does not integrate relevant spatial dimensions, such as  the “choreographies of

assembly”. This concept, coined by Paolo Gerbaudo, intends to capture “the mediated
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scene-setting and scripting of people’s physical assembling in public space” (Gerbaudo,

2012, p. 40).

In  the  case  of  Egypt  we  are  interested  in  the  full  extent  of  the  conditions  of

contention: the configuration of the protest places, the choreographies of assembly and

the reaction of the security apparatus. This is, of course, connected to the mentioned

rigidity or flexibility of repertoires and to the presence or absence of tactical innovation

along the decade. In this sense, considering the situated practices of Egyptian collective

action and state reaction, we expect to see agents pushing the boundaries of regime

toleration and:

H5b: Continuous expansion of the limits and nature of protest spaces with a

gradual transition from secluded spaces to the public space.

II.2.2 Mapping	Emerging	Collective	Action	Networks	

The idea of emergent networking incorporates the causes and effects of the ebb and

flow of protest waves. The causes are presumably linked to the interaction and

emergence of collective action networks and the effects should be structurally

demonstrable, both at the agent level, with the complexification of its networked

structures, and at the level of the structures of power, with the enactment of a

revolutionary situation and possible revolutionary transformation of the ruling regime.

The interplay of micro-level interactions and their macro-level consequences is made

possible by the relational dynamics in the collective action field.

In order to model the emergence of collective action networks and possible regime

rearrangement, I designed an “Emergent Networking Model of Collective Action” (see

Figure 1). The model complements protest wave dynamics with the interactive and

relational dimension of networks of collective actors. The main meso-level process, the

feedback loops that propagate through the collective action field, is, in great part, a

function of the mobilisation spirals. While positive feedbacks are processes that

reinforce trends, such as mobilisation/demobilisation, negative feedbacks amount to

countervailing reactions, mechanisms of balance and control in social structures aimed
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at keeping it in its current state10. An emerging or fragmenting CAN is the outcome of

positive feedbacks leading the structure to non-equilibrium, adaptation and change,

whereas a stagnant CAN could be the result of the process of internal mediation or

external control. This is also the case when we speak of interaction and/or impact of the

collective action field in the broader social and political structure. CANs try to push the

regime towards evolution and change through protest actions, whereas the state actors

will strive to maintain the current arrangements, through a series of interaction

patterns, either associative (accommodating) or dissociative (repressing). In establishing

themselves as  challengers,  the CAN will  seek acquiescence and active support  of  the

public. A revolutionary situation is the natural outcome of an emerged CAN and

repression or counter-revolution the countervailing measure of the struggling or

dispossessed regime

Figure 1 The Emergent Networking Model of Collective Action

10 The latter is akin to the notion of “homeostasis” in Bertalanffy’s General System Theory,
“a significant but special class of self-regulating systems and phenomena of adaptation” that in
every open system, from living organisms to societies, perform a stabilising function of
maintenance of balance (1969, p. 43).

Feedback-loops

and Diffusion

Feedback-loops

and Diffusion

New Social and Political Structures

Interconnections
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Figure 1 is a depiction of the multi-level model, describing contentious processes

emerging in physical and virtual spaces, which gives a more dynamic image of what the

DoC school would qualify as “causal relational mechanisms” (McAdam et al., 2001, p.

26) and their retroactive outputs.11 In sequential order (indicating enumeration and not

directionality) we have: 1) a micro-level of interconnectivity between networkers

(individuals and organisations); 2) a meso-level of feedback-loops and diffusion which

propagate through the system both the demands for change (positive) and

countervailing measures (negative) and; 3) a macro-level where the emerging structures

and patterns become manifest.

In this sense, emergent networking is an important (pre)condition to enable

contention, sustain protest waves and spark upward spirals of mobilisation. Underlying

this process is the central notion of emergence, which, incidentally, also gives title to

this thesis. This phenomenon is defined as “the way the interactions among system

components generates unexpected global system properties not present in any of the

subsystems taken individually” (Casti, 1998, p. 91). Consequently, I define emergent

networking as a process by which, from elementary interactions or aggregates within

the collective action filed, new properties or structures of increasing complexity present

in the whole but absent from its constituent parts, arise.

11 In this thesis, I avoid using “mechanicist” analogies, for several reasons. The first is linked
to my epistemological perspective. As explained, the paradigm encompassing this study
incorporates complexity as a source of information and not as noise generator. That is, the natural
complexity  of  social  relations  is  to  be  understood  as  a  whole  and  not  to  be  explained  by  an
artificial reduction to its constituent parts. The terms “mechanism” or “mechanics” have a
historical resonance going back to the early stages of physics. As ground breaking as it was at the
time, it tried to systematise knowledge in a rigid and fixed way, almost immune to the effects of
dynamics, evolution and uncertainty. As (some) scientific fields evolved, the mechanical
explanations were progressively abandoned in favour of more accurate depictions of reality.
Complexity Sciences are a part of this scientific drive. Unfortunately, in the realm of social
sciences, this doesn’t seem to be the case yet, which brings us to the second reason. “Mechanisms”
are conceptual problems and not conceptual solutions, particularly when it comes to determine
causality. On some occasions, the term is used as a substitute for correlational analysis and, on
others, as an abductive or “God in the gaps” explanation. When no measurable or observed
relation exists, we pull away (abduct) non-observable mechanisms. Finally, there is the
conceptual dissonance: “mechanism” doesn’t have an accepted definition, but rather a plethora of
them. According to a  critical  review of  social  science texts  using the term mechanism, twenty
four different definitions were found (Mahoney, 2001, pp. 579–80). This fact is mentioned and
recognised by the surviving DoC authors themselves in a reassessment of their original work
(McAdam & Tarrow, 2011, p. 4).
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Collective Action Networks are emergent, not if they exist or even if they are linked,

but when the process resulting from the local actions and interactions of agents

generates new, visible, and wide new social and political structures, which could be

increasing levels of network complexity and, ultimately, the transformation of the

regime where the actors operate. To be qualified as a CAN, and adapting the common

definition of social movements (della Porta & Diani, 2006, p. 20), an aggregate has to

meet the following conditions: 1) informal, but systematic and durable ties between the

component nodes; 2) with shared elements of identity, solidarity and frames; 3)

expressing a conflict, and; 4) through a common repertoire of action. Continuous co-

presence in protest events is the process through which simple interactions are

transformed into complex relationships and, by extension, emergent networks: ”the

term ‘relation’ signals relative stability and durability over time, […while…] ‘interactions’

highlights the dynamism and fluidity of social engagement within particular social sites”

(Diani & Mische, 2015, p. 308).  In our study, this will be established as a function of the

frequency and patterns of interaction between contentious actors in the Egyptian

protest landscape, using co-presence in protest events as an affiliation link.

From this perspective, emergent networking should be distinguished from simple

connectivity.  For  example,  two  collective  actors  are  connected  when  they  unite  to

participate in the same event, but it is only emergent when the feedback loops and

diffusion spread throughout the system and generate either new and lasting properties

or structures attributable to those processes. Cumulatively, the new pattern will

retroact over the whole system and influence future emergence inserting it in a dynamic

path-dependence that confers historicity to the movement, conserving memories and

projecting future identities. Continuous co-participation in events, creation of stable

affiliation networks and goal attainment would be examples of an operating emergent

model of Collective Action.

The attempt to discern the form and content of social movements is not new, but

the investigation of the relationship between interconnection patterns and evolving

structures, is a relatively recent area of development. Moreover, the polymorphic

nature of new social movements magnifies the difficulties associated with the modelling

procedures that try to capture large scale realities in small scale representations. Like
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the late Alberto Melucci pointed out, after signalling their “segmented, reticular, multi-

faceted structure” (Melucci, 1996, p. 113), “contemporary movements resemble an

amorphous nebula of indistinct shape and with variable density” (idem, p. 114).

Some scholars in the field of SMT have, nonetheless, ventured their way into the

ambitious task of designing conceptual models. An effective economy of space inhibits

an exploration of all these formations, so I  adopt and adapt the movement network

maps and measures devised by Mario Diani (2003b). This will allow us to devise four sets

of hypotheses related to 1) Network complexification; 2) Network configuration over

time; 3) Distribution of positions and roles across the network; and, finally, 4) issue

articulation, a novel relational approach to the connection patterns between general

frames and specific issues in protest events (Diani & Kousis, 2014; Wang & Soule, 2012).

1. In drawing the ideal type maps, Mario Diani uses some of fundamental concepts

from SNA and graph theory (Diani, 2003b, pp. 306–317; Wasserman & Faust, 1994). His

typology starts by contrasting the measures of nodal centrality and overall connectivity.

I explain his approach and complement this exercise of conceptual mapping with a

quantifiable definition of network emergence through a process of complexification,

which will bring us to the most central relational hypothesis.

- Node centrality and Network centralisation. These two terms can be a source of

confusion. Node centrality measures the relational salience of individual nodes. Diani

considers this parameter as an opportunity to “differentiate between the informality of

social movement networks and the […] assumption of the absence of asymmetries and

differences within those networks” (idem, p. 306). But, to understand the structural

configuration of a network, we need to measure its centralisation. It gives us an idea

about the general integration and cohesiveness of a graph and “describes the extent to

which this cohesion is organized around particular focal points” (Scott, 2000, p. 89).

- Network segmentation. Diani adopts the formal concept of path distance from

graph theory, the number of steps one node needs to reach another, and adds the

contiguous notion of segmentation. Segmentation is the outcome of the network’s

reachability, which is a function of structural vulnerabilities, a consequence of the

possible existence or absence of nodes that intermediate the flows. The bridges or
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structural holes can enable or prevent the interconnections and, eventually, disconnect

the network and render isolates or new segments.

- Network Complexification. Adapting Maryjane Osa’s attempts of

operationalisation  (2003, p. 101), we define network complexification as a function of

the evolution of the number of nodes and ties, the size of the biggest (weakly) connected

component, and the levels of cohesion, integration and reachability as measured by the

values of density, centralisation and fragmentation. Osa’s ground-breaking probe into

the evolution of the opposition in Poland before 1989, however falling outside our

geographical scope, is a reference point (Osa, 2003). She concluded that “as the

measures of network structural complexity increase, there will be a greater likelihood of

sustained protest mobilisation” (idem, p. 101); and that “for a movement to emerge in

an authoritarian setting, supporting structures (such as oppositional networks or

external allies) must be in place prior to large scale collective action” (idem).

Together with our emergent model of collective action, and respective processes,

this measure can serve as a benchmark to test of our main hypotheses on the structural

evolution of oppositional agents, its configuration and relationship with the

revolutionary situation:

H6a:  Collective  Action  Networks  did  emerge  in  Egypt  between  2000  and

2010.

H6b: The 25 January revolutionary situation was the product of a previously

existent complex Collective Action Network.

But what kind of network of Collective Action Networks and following which patterns

of interaction?

2. As stated earlier, to avoid an overly structuralist perspective, it is crucial to

transform static snapshots of networks into a dynamic images of network movements.

Diani’s typology and relational patterns are a ground-breaking perspective begging for

concrete operative and explanatory processes, which can bring movement to the

structural configuration. The application of this theoretical framework to the research

questions and the resulting hypotheses is a first step to achieve this objective.
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The actual mapping exercise depicting network ideal-types is derived from the

various possible arrangements of the exposed measures: Within the context of our

study, we will test the eventual manifestation of different kinds of overall relational

structures within the collective action field and across the 2000-2011 timeframe:

- Segmented, Decentralised Networks. In practical terms, a decentralised network

with very low degree and closeness centrality measures, which, at the same time,

features many isolated nodes or dyads is hardly a network. At the very best, segmented

networks can reflect individualistic or small-scale collaborative efforts. Acknowledging

this fact, Diani underlines that this relational pattern “captures the formal properties of

a system of interaction, which reflects the absence of social movement dynamics”

(idem). In the context of our case-study, we put to the test the hypothesis that the

opposition camp was largely uncoordinated and divided, being structured around small

niches:

H7a: Segmented network reflecting a divided opposition sector;

- Wheel/Star Structures. These display the characteristics of a network where one

prominent node concentrates most of the connections and all the others (alters) share

just a few links, if any, between them. Overall and when measured, Wheel/Star

structures would have high point centrality and low overall density with an uneven

distribution of links. This relational pattern, contrary to movement cliques, evidences

very differentiated levels of commitment and resource investment between one

engaged actor and the other less devoted ones. (idem, p. 311). We will find this network

configuration in our analysis of the Egyptian protest landscape if we are able to identify

leading groups and organisations that, either due to their irreconcilable divisions or

hegemony over the protest landscape, could do away with coalitions. In this situation,

the contentious actors will be structured as:

H7b: Star-shaped network dominated by a highly central group or

organisation.

- Polycephalous Movements. This mixed network is, at the same time, centralised

and relatively dense. Structurally, this would be an aggregate where very cohesive
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subgroups or “movement cliques”12 are connected by a few bridging actors with high

betweenness  centrality  (Knoke  &  Yang,  2007,  p.  67).  Partial  segmentation  and

centralization imply the existence of long or “weak ties” (Granovetter, 1973) connecting

distinct n-cliques. Mario Diani states that a permanent but distant connection between

cliques suggests “the persistence of efforts to engage actively in collective action

without delegating important tasks to a few centrally positioned actors” and pinpoints

the Italian movement evolution of the ‘70s as one example (Diani, 2003b, pp. 309–

310)13.

Figure 2 Polycephalous Network Movement

Source: (Diani, 2003b, p. 309)

12 As the name hints, this network is based on the concept of clique, which, theoretically,
supposes reciprocated ties between all dyads (Wasserman & Faust, 1994, p. 273). In real-world
networks, though, perfect cliques are rare, so we should, instead, focus on the notion of cohesion.
A cohesive subgroup “consists of actors connected through many direct, reciprocated choice
relations that enable them to share information, create solidarity, and act collectively” (Knoke &
Yang, 2007, p. 72). According to Mario Diani, “movements, which emerge in parallel with the
development of a major protest cycle, and subcultural and counter-cultural movements […can]
approximate this model” (2003b, p. 307).

13 In recent works (Baldassarri & Diani, 2007; Borgatti & Halgin, 2011), “Small-Worlds”
have been added to this geography of social movement networks. The concept was originally
coined by Duncan Watts and Steven Strogatz and refers to “systems [that] can be highly clustered,
like regular  lattices,  yet  have small  characteristic  path lengths,  like  random graphs” (Watts  &
Strogatz, 1998, p. 440). Delia Baldassarri and Mario Diani made use of Small-World networks to
capture “the extent to which civic organisations are embedded in highly dense clusters of
interaction” (Baldassarri & Diani, 2007, p. 753).
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One of the postulates worth testing is the one stating that  “while strong ties within

groups may be crucial to action by specific groups, weak ties across groups are equally

vital if action is to become more than local action for specific goals and coalesce into

effective revolutionary action.” (Goldstone, 1994, p. 153). This reproduces the “strength

of  weak  ties”  argument  (Granovetter,  1973)  and  describes  the  mixed  network  or

polycephalous movement ideal type (Figure 2), with fairly dense clusters connected by

a small amount of bridging nodes. In case such a network emerged in Egypt, it would be

legitimate to assume that there is a sufficient level of shared values and goals linking

previously distant and separate groups of the opposition, cutting across traditional

demarcation  lines,  such  as  religion,  age,  class  or  education.  Moreover,  we  could

contribute to empirically substantiate the argument that “cross-class coalitions are thus

vital for the success of revolutions, and played a key role in the Arab Revolts” (Goldstone,

2011). If confirmed, we will see:

H7c: A broad oppositional coalition assuming the form of a polycephalous or

mixed network.

3. This brings us to the specific positions and roles played by the different agents

inside the opposition networks. Under authoritarian regimes, when it comes to the

spread of collective action, it is probable that CANs are more effective than traditional

opposition organisations, like parties (legal or clandestine) or unions, taken in isolation.

They can, simultaneously, reinforce the ties between like-minded oppositionists and

reach out to previously disconnected individuals and groups. However, networks do not

necessarily imply equality among the groups. In fact and regardless of the configuration,

all social networks have an internal division of labour. With the analysis of the Egyptian

opposition networks we should be able to identify the most powerful groups and the

intermediaries based, respectively, on their centrality and betweenness measures

(Diani, 2003a, p. 108). In a recent comparative study between the Egyptian and the

Tunisian uprisings using survey data, Mark Beissinger legates a puzzle to future

researchers, “ […] why Egyptian revolutionaries were more than twice as likely to have

been connected through membership in civil society associations as Tunisian

revolutionaries”  (Beissinger,  Jamal,  &  Mazur,  2015,  p.  10).  Our  network  analysis  can

provide an answer to this interrogation, as well as test the evidence pointing to the
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relevance of the labour movement (Beinin, 2012), by determining the roles and

positions of different organisations:

H8a: Civil Society Organisations occupy a central position, putting the

promotion of civil rights and issues at the centre of the Egyptian contentious

landscape;

H8b: Workers had an influential role in the Egyptian opposition.

Finally, we address the influence of Islamists or Muslim groups in order to

understand whether they were a driving force or just collective “free riders” (Goldstone,

1994; Mark I. Lichbach, 1998; Olson, 1971) using the other opposition groups’ actions

for its own benefit. The ten years leading to the 2011 revolutionary situation could have

been, indeed, an example non-Islamist mobilisation in the sense that religion was not a

major field of contention and Muslim groups did not play an active role in the opposition

networks.

H8c: Muslim groups and organisations were just free-riders.

4. The final set of hypotheses focuses on issue articulation. It deals with one of our

opening questions and lasting interrogations of research in collective action: “What are

they shouting about?” (McAdam et al.,  2001,  p.  3).  More concretely,  which were the

main issues, grievances and demands, being articulated in the Egyptian protest

landscape?

In the aftermath of the Arab uprisings, popular mood and academic research

oscillated between optimist expectations (Howard & Hussain, 2013) and sceptical

warnings (Springborg, 2011) regarding the prospects for democracy in the MENA region.

In studying its antecedents, we should be able to tell if the demands for democratisation

were a master frame in the first place and whether that eventual support was merely

instrumental or truly intrinsic, “as an end in itself […] or as a means to improving material

living standards” (Bratton & Mattes, 2001, p. 447). These dimensions are not, of course,

mutually exclusive, but Welzel and Inglehart have demonstrated that “only when

preferences for democracy are motivated by emancipative values do they lead to the

emergence  of  democracy  in  a  country”  (Welzel  &  Inglehart,  2009,  p.  134).  By
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emancipative values they mean intrinsic preference for democracy, measured by

collective beliefs in freedom and self-expression (idem).

In our case-study, we will account for the presence or absence of these democratic

aspirations through the investigation of the grievances and demands expressed by the

contentious actors during protest events. In an authoritarian environment this would

demonstrate a degree of personal and collective commitment that goes beyond simple

declarations of principle. For this reason, the issues driving the mobilisation will be taken

as an indicator of the shared goals and collective beliefs of the opposition networks.

At first sight, it would seem legitimate to argue that the authoritarian regime form

per se was not the prevailing issue. Egyptians had coexisted with a non-democratic

political system without widespread, sustained mobilisations for about fifty years. In

order to challenge this assumption, we need to ascertain that, during the decade

covered by our research, contentious actors were mobilising, primarily, for certain

political rights, like free and fair elections, and against infractions to those perceived

rights, protesting, for example, against fraud in periods of electoral opening (See

“Guidebook”, Appendix). To denote the presence of emancipatory values among the

Egyptian  contentious  actors,  we  should  see  a  collective  aspiration  for  freedom  and

democracy translated in the salience and articulation of issues:

H9a: The Egyptian opposition networks mobilised on the street,

fundamentally, for freedom and political rights and can thus be classified as

a pro-democracy movement.

Another recurrent explanation for collective action is the one underscoring the

“Economic Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy” (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2009). From

the relative deprivation theory of why men rebel (Gurr, 2011) to models linking political

violence to “states in which assets are immobile and unequally distributed” (Boix, 2008,

p. 432), academic research has consistently shown that socioeconomic factors stir up

unrest. The interrogation in Egypt is whether the mobilisation and spread of protests

was justified by a growing discontentment with the economic situation of the country

and social condition of its citizens. As we will see, Egypt was subject to a neoliberalisation

process that combined macro-economic growth rates with increasing inequality, which

could have produced generalised sentiments of injustice. James Davies, in the landmark
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study “Toward a Theory of Revolution” identified the ”intolerable gap between what

people want and what they get” (Davies, 1962, p. 6) as the main cause of revolution.

One of the examples he uses to showcase his J-curve of rising expectations is, precisely,

the Egyptian revolution of 1952 (idem, p.13ff).  So, in conjunction or in alternative to the

eventual democratic aspirations, we restate  a “scarcity hypothesis”: “virtually everyone

wants freedom and autonomy, but people's priorities reflect their socioeconomic

conditions, placing the highest subjective values on the most pressing needs" (Inglehart,

2005, p. 97). The expected finding being:

H9b: Economic hardship was the main focus of the collective actors

mobilising in Egypt.

 The last hypothesis is a composite one and will require some findings provided by

the network analysis of the structure of the collective actors and the content of their

grievances and demands. It is a known fact that collective identity is a determinant

component of social movements because “it brings with it a sense of common purpose

and shared commitment to a cause” (della Porta & Diani, 2006, p. 21). The positive or

negative inclination of this set of core values and beliefs is not irrelevant. It reveals the

general attitudes of the contentious actors and shows whether they share durable

common goals, besides a mutual enemy. Failure to articulate an agenda beyond shared

targets makes the opposition network vulnerable to their own success. However, a

growing body of research argues for the positive effects of negative coalitions. Robert

Dix asseverates that “revolutions are only likely to succeed where sufficient regime

narrowing takes place to push otherwise non-radical elements of society into a loose

negative coalition with a core of revolutionary militants. ”(Dix, 1984, p. 443). Likewise,

Mark Beissinger’s survey-backed study on the Ukrainian “Orange Revolution” found that

“most revolutionaries were weakly committed to the revolution’s democratic master

narrative  and  […]  mobilisational  success  was  largely  due  to  […]  a negative coalition

across diverse policy groupings” (Beissinger, 2013, p. 574).  Finally, in position paper

debating the Arab Uprisings, Jack Goldstone had manifested his conviction that “what

united these broad coalitions, more than economic grievances, discrimination, religion,

or nationalism, was a shared enmity toward a hated dictator” (Goldstone, 2011, p. 460).

Resorting to our protest event and social network data, we will put to the test the claim
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of the “negative coalition” in the context of the Egyptian revolutionary situation of 2011,

namely  whether  the  Egyptian  opposition  was  a  broad  network  of  groups  and

organisations with very different core values that was brought together, above all other

issues, by their rejection of Mubarak’s regime:

H9c: The Egyptian opposition network was a “negative coalition”.
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Chapter	III Giving	meaning	to	data	mining	

Out of the challenges and corresponding biases underlying my research (see

“Introduction”), this chapter will canvass the ones associated with the methodological

and focal shortcomings resulting from the hegemony of the traditional paradigm. The

“science wars” created a cultural split between natural sciences, humanities and social

sciences  (C.  P.  Snow  &  Collini,  2012).  Each  of  these  scientific  tribes  crafted  its  own

methodological arsenal with distinctive tools and more or less exclusive techniques.

They have been marching in divergent directions, thereby electing confrontation, more

than dialogue, as a relational pattern.

This brought us increasingly closer to an arrangement of disciplines with a

predisposition to isolation and an opposition to collaboration. Even within the same

theoretical field we can distinguish conflicting practises and detect a widening gap. In

the social sciences, the fierce and frequent intra-field debates are closed loops revolving

around epistemological and methodological designs. The most salient of all gulfs is still

the qualitative-quantitative divide, which separates two equally important but seldom

communicating approaches. The objective here is to give a modest contribution to fill

this gap by employing both qualitative and quantitative methods and demonstrating

their complementarity, rather than their opposition.

The need to fill the “gulfs of mutual incomprehension” (C. P. Snow & Collini, 2012,

p.  4)  postulating  a  new  research  programme  that  responds  to  the  urgency  of

reconciliation has already been scrutinised. In the previous chapter, we delved into the

epistemological possibilities of relational sociology as an alternative research

programme. In this chapter, we reaffirm the continuous effort to “open the social

sciences” (Wallerstein, 1996) and adopt a method as a practical answer and example of

interdisciplinarity that crosses the traditional demarcation lines. My intention is to

follow in the footsteps of other researchers who, through the promotion of

methodological pluralism (della Porta & Keating, 2008), try to bridge the conflicting

perspectives. Research that focuses on collective action in the Middle East and North
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Africa using protest event and network analyses as main methodological approaches

might be a good way to avoid the biases, meet the challenges and thus contribute to the

existing literature.

This chapter proceeds as follows. Section I deals with the ethical problems linked to

the conduction of scientific research that relies on the collection and analysis of sensitive

data related to contentious action in non-democratic environments. In the second

section, some of the problems associated with the two main methods used during the

doctoral research, Protest Event Analysis (PEA) and Social Network Analysis (SNA) are

presented and discussed, within the context of the study. Finally, in the last section I

address the specific methodology adopted, enumerating the several steps, from the

identification of the units of analysis to a detailed description of the process of data

analysis that will provide an answer to the research question and confirm or falsify the

hypotheses. The Guidebook “Protest Event Analysis in Non-democratic Regimes” and

corresponding “Protest Event Codesheet” appear as an appendix to this chapter.
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III.1 Ethical	Problems	and	solutions:	righting	wrongs	

A big portion of this study involves peeking into the depths of the dataverse and

picking small bits of it to gain a better understanding of the patterns of collective action

that lead to mobilisation and change. By dataverse I mean a data world in which the

boundaries between the intimate, the private and the public are fuzzy, porous and

poorly  regulated.  So,  the  problematisation  of  the  (big  and  small)  data  question  is  a

central issue for a research project and process that tries to discipline, systematise and

democratise the practice of data mining and analysis within a specific region of the

dataverse occupied by adverse political environments. More specifically, at the

methodological level, this thesis intends to devise a standard for the collection, coding

and interpretation of political event data, especially protests, in authoritarian and hybrid

regimes. This entails the elaboration of procedural handbooks which provide the basic

guidelines and general instructions that can be retraced and reproduced by future

research following a similar design. Such documents, in the case of this study a

guidebook and the accompanying codesheet (see Appendix “Guidebook”), are vital to

assure the external validity and internal integrity of any inquiry.

In the context of a mixed methods research that relies heavily on highly sensitive

data, I have had to pay attention to technical problems and ethical concerns. The

solutions found for the former will deserve closer inspection further ahead, but the

deontological grey areas are the ones with the potential to cast a shadow over every

project that doesn’t make a commitment to clarify them from the outset.

This matter deserves careful reflexion. As any work in the sphere of social sciences

whose object is human subjects, this research raises a series of red flags that must be

signalled and discussed. Most of them are concerned with a trenchant hierarchy of

values that place the academic output as subsidiary to the protection of research

sources and units of analysis.

During the course of my study, I had to constantly adapt to this dialectical tension

between the resolve to inform and the responsibility to protect. Dealing with data that

intends to map out networks of protests and protesters under a repressive regime in

the middle of an unfolding revolutionary or counter-revolutionary process poses many
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pressing dilemmas, chief amongst which: subject anonymity, data availability,

subjectivity of the researcher and objective of the research.

1)  As  every  social  scientist  knows,  historical  processes  are  inherently  path

dependent. This is particularly acute when it comes to the combined phenomena of

recruitment, mobilisation and spread of collective action. Apart from the extensive

empirical demonstration (McAdam, 1986; D. A. Snow et al., 1980), showing that prior

ties play a role in the activation of individuals, in their transition from passive citizens

into activists, the centrality of certain individual entities to the formation of a collective

identity is more than a logical supposition (Melucci, 1996, p. 70).

When I began mapping the emerging collective action networks and backtracking

their central elements, taking several slices of time, the same names frequently popped

up as the main drivers of recruitment and mobilisation. We are not talking about

abstract categories of actors but actual persons with an identity that must be protected

from the prying and preying eyes of those who choose them, not as a research object to

be analysed, but as a target to be eliminated. One needs to avoid the confusion between

academic exposition and personal exposure. To deal with this problem, there was a

lengthy process of challenge, adaptation and evolution that went through a sequence

of incremental steps. At the end, I reached a compromise between the research needs

and the deontological commitments adopting anonymity as a ground rule:

At a very early stage, it was decided to make organisations and not individuals per

se as the main focus of the research. That would prevent a direct association between

singular persons and a collective action. However, it wouldn’t preclude the disclosure of

their affiliation with the identified groups. Thence, the second step was the choice to

aggregate data and chart a typology of collective actors necessarily disconnected from

the actual organisations that led and fed the recruitment and mobilisation efforts in the

country. In particular cases, where the influence of a person or organisation could not

be expunged, such as high profile opposition figures and groups or prominent digital

activists, the resulting networks where completely anonymised. To the maximum

possible extent, names of organisations (and individuals) are used only in three

situations: 1) historical accounts, 2) when the organisations are no longer active

(deceased for individuals), or 3) in the few situations in which their public visibility within
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the Egyptian political and oppositional landscape would render anonymisation

ineffective. In this sense, historical organisations and campaigns with no or little known

activity (e.g. the Egyptian Committees for the Support of the Palestinian Intifada, Kefaya)

or groups and/or people whose exposure makes them prominent by default (e.g.

Muslim Brotherhood, prominent public figures). Exceptions to this ground rule shall be

rare. Occasionally, some groups (or individuals) will be mentioned according to a rather

subjective criterion dictated by narrative imperatives, that is, the need to illustrate a

given process with a concrete example. In these situations, the security concerns are

pondered in a case by case basis.

2) The second ethical concern derives from the first and is linked to the availability

of the raw data and corresponding codified dataset. Some of the problems are roughly

the same as the ones identified above, particularly, the obligation to assure that the

collected and analysed informational footprint can be at the same time open to the

wider research community and closed to the specific state apparatuses of authoritarian

regimes. In the case of Egypt, like in many other non-democratic polities, we have the

duty to shield, at all costs, the subjects from the long arm of national authorities that,

for example, resort to prosecution as a method of persecution. Copyleft is a principle to

be upheld but, in the end, non-disclosure of sources is an inalienable prerogative.

Additionally, such a comprehensive database, including recorded protests taking place

in a ten-year time-frame, can be queried by several tools in different ways. My research

questions are clear and related to archival events, but the investigation agenda of the

targeted authorities can certainly be more obscure and directed at the current and near

future situations. The already mentioned path dependency makes it easy for any

experienced intelligence analyst to use the historical insight to draw parallels between

past and present networking patterns and configurations. The same goes for the spaces

and repertoires of action, which tend to be recycled along the protest waves.

Accordingly, data anonymisation as a safeguard against the potential misuse of the

dataset was deemed necessary to balance the interests of the research and the rights of

the  researched.  The  dataset  will  be  released  into  public  domain  as  soon  as  the

anonymisation procedure is completed.
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3) The subjectivity of the researcher is a recurrent theme in the social sciences. Its

relative position, knowledge and influence towards the observed phenomena is even a

matter of discussion in the supposedly more detached sphere of the hard sciences

(Heisenberg, 1958, p. 42,43). Regarding the ethical dimension of the subjectivity

problem, I distinguish three perspective levels: normative, personal and pragmatic. The

first is connected to our ideal models and moral judgments about the situation under

analysis. For example, when studying collective mobilisation for democracy under an

authoritarian regime, it would be fallacious to pretend that we do not have a normative

perspective inclined to favour the contentious actors.

On  the  next  level,  there  is  a  personal  perspective  which  can  be  linked  to  the

emotional proximity to certain individuals, groups or even causes, irrespective of the

right and wrong verdicts that our conscience dictates. It is not uncommon that during

fieldwork missions the researcher ends up developing a personal rapport with

interviewees, experts or informants. Once embedded in an organisation, for example,

we share space and time with its members and, at some point, we might lose sight of

the scientific perspective and unwittingly favour the personal.

Cumulatively, there is a third level – a pragmatic perspective that, in broad strokes,

involves selecting the available sources in detriment of the relevant or best ones. The

process  of  data  collection  is  a  good  illustration  of  this.  We  need  to  attest  that,

considering all the restraints, data are the best possible and not just the information put

at  our  immediate  disposal.  In  my  research  the  data  collection  equation  was  very

complex because, most times, good sources were not available and available sources

were not good. The compromise incorporates a certain degree of pragmatism but is not

fully tributary of it (see Guidebook, Appendix).

In conclusion, we can say that objectivity and subjectivity are not mutually exclusive.

The scientific perspective is a constant (im)balance between all the other individual

perspectives and the need to maintain the deontological and academic integrity of the

project.

4) The final ethical problem rests, more than on the objectivity of the researcher, on

the objective of the research. It encapsulates all previous dilemmas and adds a

teleological dimension. In my opinion, before advancing to the research questions, we
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need to question the research itself. The first interrogation should be: what is our main

purpose or finality? I’m not thinking about filling gaps in the literature, but about

defining  a  place  in  the  world.  After  all,  a  study  that  is  confined  to  the  limits  of  its

boundary specification is short-sighted. From my perspective, this existential

emplacement is central to advance science and make the investigation travel. A second

and more mundane interrogation is: who does it affect and what do we learn with this

project? Usually, we answer all these questions using the academic environment as a

frame of reference, alluding to the potential scientific merits of the study. However, we

need to ponder the possible side effects and unintended consequences beyond

academia. One of the major constants and constraints of the whole research process

was the fear of seeing my study instrumentalised by either side of the conflict: the

mobilising  actors  and  those  who  try  to  prevent  it.  Quite  frankly  and  assuming  my

normative and personal perspectives, the possibility of having the research hijacked or

simply used by an authoritarian regime was exceptionally worrisome. I strongly believe

that all these questions need to be permanently raised, heeded and answered. Even if

they are not put forward in writing, we should keep them always at the back of our mind.

The  stated  ethical  concerns  are  (or  at  least  should  be)  common  to  all  social

movement  research  that  focuses  on  the  actors  rather  than  on  their  antagonists  or

repressors (della Porta & Reiter, 1998). From this point of view, these are inevitable

predicaments whose resolution will always be far from perfect. Still, it is my impression

that  the  gains  outweigh  the  losses,  in  the  sense  that  –  both  from  the  neutral  and

engaged  standpoints  –  collective  action  is  worth  studying.  At  the  very  least,  we  can

benefit from a better understanding of the phenomena leading to contention,

revolution and change, regardless of our position or opposition towards the

movements. Ideally, it contributes to the reproduction of the successful models and,

ultimately, to the betterment of science and society.
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III.1.1 Technical	Problems	and	Solutions:	Confining	the	Dataverse	to	the	

Research	Universe	

Ethical  concerns  must  be  considered  at  every  step  of  the  way  as  a  deontological

guidance. However, the technical problems and solutions are the ones that guide the

whole research process and provide the answers to the research questions.

Together with a relatively small group of researchers, Mario Diani has been carrying

the torch of network theory and analysis within the field of social movements (Diani &

McAdam, 2003) and was one of the first to engender a clear research programme that

suggests alternative pathways for researchers (Diani, 2003b). It´s not a rigid manual of

instructions, but rather a flexible set of instructive guidelines for those of us who are

interested in using the conceptual and methodological toolkit of social network theory

and analysis to study phenomena of collective action and social change. Basically, he

proposes an upgrade of the existing perspectives and invites us to look beyond static

networks. To do this, we would have to lay our eyes and ground our research on the

transformative dynamics of complex networks.

My study intends to answer the research questions using a design akin to Diani’s

Programme: a mixed methods approach (both quantitative and qualitative) which

blends traditional and new social movement studies and practices within a two-layered

methodological approach. The first layer is comprised of protest event data collection

and analysis. The output is the base for the second layer, comprised of social network

analysis methods and techniques to study the emergence of collective action networks

in Egypt.

III.1.1.1 Social	Network	Analysis	and	Protest	Event	Analysis		

Choosing a method is always an attempt to find the best fit to solve the research

problem. However, this decision is itself problematic as well. The methodology selected

for this research project raises issues at different levels. While Social Network Analysis

is more challenging at the analytical level, Protest Event Analysis is trickier at the data
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collection level. Usually, gaining access to information sources constitutes the most

serious hurdle for all research, but, in the context of my project, SNA overcomes that

barrier by using the data collected for PEA. So, the two levels are interconnected with

the resulting problems being shared across the entire research, but affecting both

methods differently.

In this section, I’ll briefly address the main current analytical shortcomings of SNA

and extensively discuss the technical obstacles of PEA. The solutions adopted will also

warrant some attention.

When employing Network Theories to the studies of collective action we have two

correlated difficulties: nominalism and reductionism. The first is tantamount to what

could be called the Network In Name Only (NINO) approach. It is linked to the use and

abuse of network-related concepts as a rhetorical instrument, at the expense of their

analytical contents or measures. Even when researchers go beyond NINOs, there is a

preference for the oversimplification of the network components, which redirects us to

the reductionism problem: a limitation of the scope of analysis to networks with only

one kinds of nodes. In a recent review of social movement related network theories and

practises, Mario Diani observes that “while students of social movements and collective

action are increasingly adopting network concepts and perspectives in their work, their

use of formal network analytical tools is still limited” (Borgatti & Halgin, 2011, p. 223).

More  than  a  decade  ago  he  had  already  prescribed  a  method  to  handle  this  still

pervading malpractice. First, he advised the employment of both the conceptual and

technical framework. Second, he suggested expanding the analysis to multimode

networks “to include all the events, activities, and actors, which may be meaningful to

analyse in order to capture the complexity of social movements” (Diani, 2003b, p. 313).

Consequently, the SNA tools and techniques used during this research project have

as  a  reference  the  evolution  of  two-mode  networks  across  the  space  and  the  time

defined by the general boundary specification; namely, the diachronic study (from 2000

to 2011) of the processes of connectivity and change in Affiliation Networks.

To conduct SNA we need, first, to access some sort or relational information about

the research objects. In this doctoral research, that information is extracted from the

PEA dataset, matching events with participating collective actors and looking for co-
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attendance as evidence of shared affiliation. This transforms protest event data

collection in the cornerstone of the study. The following sections present a detailed

discussion about the whole procedure, from data collection, to data processing and

analysis.

III.1.1.2 Protest	Event	Data:	The	origins	of	the	research	dataverse	

Protest Event Analysis is a method used by social movement researchers to examine

thoroughly both the form and content of specific protests. It “has been developed to

systematically map, analyse, and interpret the occurrence and properties of large

number of protests by means of content analysis” (Koopmans & Rucht, 2002a, p. 231).

At the core of this method is the collection of protest event data. The coding unit and

the coded information are the two main axes around which the entire process revolves.

The former is, by now, clear: this study focus on protest events that took place in an

authoritarian regime, Egypt, during the time frame defined by the project design (i.e.

from 2000 to 2011). The latter is a very sensitive issue that deserves careful reflexion.

Choosing the type of source for the collection procedure is a decision that must be

taken at the beginning of the PEA process. Generally speaking, and excluding

information provided directly by experts and involved actors, the sources for PEA are

based on news reports. The quantity, quality and scope of the sources vary greatly

depending on the research objects and objectives. A historical evolution of political and

protest event data studies shows us that the first projects tended to concentrate on less

sources and units of analysis and, over the years, we advanced towards a diversification

in terms of quantity and scope, sometimes at the expense of a strict quality criterion.

Today, we have at our disposal a rich list of options that the researcher can use

interchangeably. Out of analytical convenience and according to their coverage grounds

or the relative distance between the coding source and the coded unit, we can divide

them in Local and Global. The local sources are, fundamentally, human informants and

national newspapers; Global sources add to the batch international newspapers, news

agencies, news aggregators and automated global event datasets. All of them have

comparative advantages and disadvantages (see Table 1):
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III.1.1.2.1 Local	Sources	

Data collection procedures in authoritarian and hybrid regimes are considerably

hindered by the very nature of those polities. The limits imposed on basic freedoms,

particularly  press  and  expression,  add  another  layer  of  dissidence  to  the  act  of

protesting, talking or reporting about it. Repression of protests and protestors, control

and imprisonment of journalists, harassment of dissenting voices, including academics,

and censorship conspire to silence the opinion and avoid the diffusion of contention.

In the case of Egypt, when it comes to collect protest event data from local sources,

we face two cumulative obstacles: political and technical. The first are related to the

persistence of authoritarianism and the regime’s control over the mass media.

Controlled media environments pose a real challenge to the data collection procedures

for the simple fact that newspapers are the classic and most widely used source of PEA

based projects. In this respect, Egypt proved to have a very unreliable and volatile media

sector affected by enduring censorship and permanent economic hardship. Within the

chosen time frame, most dailies with a national coverage were discontinued or persisted

under the unremitting yoke of the regime or its allies. The lifespan of the few

independent and/or dependable newspapers was thus extremely short, which

disqualifies them as possible sources for protest event data collection. Under these

circumstances, there is a heightened effect of what could be called the “sister biases”,

two well-known and extensively discussed (intentional or fortuitous) quandaries of

media coverage. The first is “selection bias” focused on the editorial decision to cover

the event and the second, “description bias” related to the authenticity of the report

(Earl, Martin, McCarthy, & Soule, 2004, p. 65),

On the purely technical side, we identify a further array of potential obstacles vis-à-

vis local information sources: reachability, stability and reliability. They are all central to

assure the validity of the entire study and, once more, particularly acute in the case of

local and national news outlets. In this context, reachability is equated with access, an

evidently vital step to offset the research process. In non-democratic countries with vast

territories, poor infrastructures and trouble ridden economies (such as Egypt), this is not

a trivial issue. On the one side, the physical and social barriers become more evident

and hard to overcome. Otherwise routine fieldwork tasks, like travelling from one point
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to another, meeting interviewees or extracting information from archival sources,

become cumbersome activities. On this last issue, it should be added that, in Egypt, most

human and news sources don’t keep records of their activities, be it protesting or

reporting. The collective memory of groups and organisations is, fundamentally, based

on the (undocumented and unverifiable) individual recollections of their members. As

for newspapers, archives are rare, non-systematic and/or ill equipped.

Stability, the second potential obstacle, implies a regular presence over the years

covered by the research. It is the technical enabling force behind a longitudinal study.

As mentioned before, the stability of the local sources in Egypt is somewhat precarious.

The regime´s crackdown on the arbitrarily defined and identified opposition, backed by

a state of permanent exception, has led to the dissolution of organisations,

imprisonment and assassination of individuals, forced closure of newspapers, etc.

Consequently, state propaganda, rather than first-hand stories or credible news reports,

is the most pervasive and stable (albeit contaminated) local source.

And this brings us, finally, to the problem of reliability, the last major technical

obstacle.  More than the coding procedure,  the integrity  of  a  protest  event collection

and analysis is lent by the combined credibility of the sources. If we were to rely on just

one or a few of them that at a later stage proved to be inaccurate, the results would be

irreparably invalid. So, the standard procedure has been to select a pool of news sources

deemed credible by the researchers (Kriesi, 1995, p. 253ff). The multiplication of sources

is a good way of optimizing the accuracy and fend off biases.

III.1.1.2.2 Global	Sources		

A good formula for multiplying sources is going global, that is, collect data

geographically and thematically not delimited by the frontiers of the studied polity. For

this purpose, we have several options, each with its highlights and downsides (see Table

1):

1) Web Services are online platforms, usually browsers with an attached news

discovery function, which provide freely available and searchable news reports. Scope

wise, it covers all levels (from local to international), but it is more indicated to scrape



69 | P a g e

the electronic versions of reference newspapers, which, in turn, are the ones with

biggest vested and investing interests in that format.

Using a search string, with a keyword and operators (defining a search term, data

range, location or language), is the most effective method to use the full data gathering

capabilities of the browser, while maintaining the results at a manageable size. Both the

collecting and coding procedures are frequently manual but it is possible to resort to

machine interpreters, like web scrapers, scripts or automated parsers, to streamline the

workflow. Without computer-aided collection and coding, the whole process is time-

consuming and/or costly, many times requiring teams exclusively dedicated to perform

these tasks. Additionally, we should bear in mind that, when opting for an all-inclusive

use of a web service, we lose control over the source selection, importing a series of

associated biases and data artefacts.14

2) News aggregators occupy the same online habitat, but adopt a completely

different logic. Rather than being a freely available service within a wider platform, news

aggregators are commercial enterprises specialised in retrieving and providing

information, like news feeds and reports. Contrary to web browsers, which don’t

necessarily cater to any particular public, these platforms target specifically those, either

in the academic world or in the business sector, who need to work with a constantly

reachable, stable and reliable information flow.

Despite the economic constraints inherent to the profit-oriented nature of news

aggregators and providing that the research project has the means to support the cost

burden, this is the most flexible and comprehensive information source, thus the best

choice for a PEA study.

The collection procedures are similar  to the ones used on web services,  but  with

improved search options and almost unlimited control over the selected sources

(including type, date, location, language, etc.). The same goes for the coding method,

14 To avoid this, we could make use of the news services provided by the web browsers, but
their archival capacity is currently limited to 30 days, which implies a short time-frame or lengthy
planning. Another way would be limiting the search to newspapers, using this operator and URL
site:google.com/newspapers, followed by the search string. However, in my experience, this
produces sub-optimal results.
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which has roughly the same modalities (manual and/or automated), but not identical

problems. Just like web services, it generates data artefacts. When hand-coded, unless

a group of coders is deployed, it is always a time-consuming endeavour.

However, unlike web services, the utilization of automated collecting and coding

tools is regulated and controlled. If and when we finally apply them, it is important to

consider the terms of service of the News Aggregator and the eventual legal caveats of

such  an  approach.  Given  the  archives  are  stored  in  the  company’s  servers,  we  are

dealing with proprietary rather than open data.

3) Political Event Datasets (PEDs) are already existing and comprehensive databases

using a vast array of episodes (not just protests) as a coding unit. To be precise, PEDs are

not information, but rather data sources. Their final shape resembles any common

protest event dataset. It’s certainly bigger and less substantive, but the form is roughly

the same as the one produced by my research project dealing with PEA in Egypt, for

example.

The event scope is usually wide, covering a region, continent or even the entire

world. Being mostly academic emanations, these datasets are or should be managed

according to free and open access policies. When that happens, any interested

researcher can, theoretically, query the database, subset the dataset and use the

generated files for analysis. In practice, though, all this requires a considerable level of

computer literacy and technical expertise that calls for a personal (or team) investment

in the acquisition or improvement of such skills.

The  end  goal  of  these  projects  is  the  entire  automation  of  the  process  of  data

collection and coding, reserving the human intervention for the actual analysis and

interpretation of the results. Collection can be manual or automated, but, for this

category, we only consider the predominantly machine coded datasets. Indeed, what

makes this source so quantitatively robust is the computerisation of all technical

procedures: from obtaining the information to the processing phase and respective

conversion into data. A typical PED architecture integrates a program that extracts

pieces of information from natural language texts, a pipeline to process those elements

and a machine coder, which matches the information against previously established



71 | P a g e

ontologies (or dictionaries). Its basic function is the identification and coding of event

related triplets: source, target and type of action.

The first long-term project based on this method and technologies was the Kansas

Event Data System (KEDS), dating back two decades (Schrodt & Gerner, 1994). Arguably,

KEDS fell short of expectations, but set the standard for future and equally promising

research. The recent release of the “Global Database of Events, Language, and Tone”

(GDELT)  (Leetaru  &  Schrodt,  2013)  and  the  “Integrated  Crisis  Early  Warning  System”

(ICEWS) (Boschee et al., 2015) are a prove of that enthusiasm (Keating, 2013).

PEDs are a ready-to-wear but certainly not a tailor-made solution, so one can ask all

sorts of questions but it will only produce answers within the limits of a quantitatively

vast yet qualitatively narrow and unilingual universe. This means the code is rigid and

the data insufficient to perform an in-depth PEA, for example. Additionally, due to their

loose sifting criteria, PEDs are prone to duplicates, false positives and data artefacts. In

Egyptian political event data, this is quite evident. The revolutionary and post-

revolutionary period provoked an appetite for news and the consequent information

glut. This suggests that a significant portion of the increase in the number of protest

event observations in this country already detected by the dataset could be attributed

to a growing level of contention or to a new or renewed media attention. The danger of

skewed results is not negligible. In conclusion, Political Event Datasets and Databases

are a precious and valid tool for statistical analysis. This data should always be verified,

normalised and mixed with information coming from other sources. In my study GDELT

and ICEWS proved to be a valuable auxiliary. The data was combined with additional

information sources, both in terms of number and scope.
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III.1.1.2.3 Selected	Sources	

No source will be completely free from political and technical problems. There is no

silver bullet, but the protest event cloud has a silver lining: news aggregators linking local

and global sources. Ideally, providing that we choose stable and reliable reporting

sources for the entire timeframe of our study, we can stay clear of the drawbacks and

fix the identified problems and biases. On this topic, I partially agree with Mark

Beissinger, not by coincidence one of the few researchers who conducted PEA on non-

democratic regimes:

Much as the quickened pace of events within “thickened” history overwhelms the

ability of government to take their measure, it also overtakes the media’s capacity

to  cover  them,  making  it  impossible  for  any  single  source  to  provide  accurate

coverage of what transpires […] In a revolutionary society the best strategy

available to a researcher may well be a “blanketing” strategy, utilizing multiple

sources and multiple types of information whenever they are available (Beissinger,

2002, pp. 474, 476).

For the protest event data collection on Egypt it was decided to adopt multiple

sources reporting on protest events, but not exactly a “blanketing strategy” (idem). After

careful consideration and a lengthy trial and error process, the dataset that feeds the

Protest Event Analysis and, later, the Social Network Analysis was built resorting to news

aggregators. This proved easier to reach (through an institutional subscription), steadier

and more reliable than the other alternatives. However, the research data and ambit

are broader than the dataset. The inputs and outputs coming from the chosen news

aggregator and the coded dataset were and are to be triangulated with other local and

global sources. In terms of protest event data collection, this project is the result of the

interplay  between  1)  existing  political  event  datasets,  2)  my  own  dataset  on  protest

events in Egypt, from 2000 to 2011. Unless stated otherwise, all figures and tables use

the dataset I compiled.

1. Using existing event datasets revealed important. They give us a general

perspective about the evolution of the events over time, something that can’t be

disregarded in a longitudinal study. Additionally, in the wider context of my research

project, PEDs are being employed to detect larger statistical trends, particularly
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pertinent when we are trying to understand the overall contention tide and the

respective protest waves. In the course of this study, we used two different PEDs:

a) the “Global Database of Events, Language, and Tone” (GDELT) (Leetaru & Schrodt,

2013) is the most comprehensive PED currently available. The GDELT Event collection15

used for our analysis contains more than 250.000 records (originally retrieved from

LexisNexis) covering three decades of political events (from January 1, 1979 to the

present) coded across 59 variables. For this study, we query the entire GDELT database,

pairing Google BigQuery cloud-based analytical service and the statistical analysis

software Tableau, and extract the subsets deemed relevant for the analysis. The most

used variables are: “ActionGeo” (location of the event), “Event Code” (type of event),

“Actor1*” (type and country affiliation of the initiator of the action), “Actor2*” (type and

country affiliation of the target of the action) and “Quad Class” (an aggregation of the

CAMEO event codes into four categories ranging from Verbal Cooperation to Material

Cooperation, Verbal Conflict, and Material Conflict). The analitical output is the result of

a standard procedure: we determine Egypt as event location and actor affiliation and

set the Event Base Code to the “14” range, the raw CAMEO action code indentifying the

general category “Protest” and respective subcategories (e.g. 141 = Demonstration; 142

= Hunger Strike, etc). Thenafter, we plot these variables against the number of records16

according to our timeframe, from 2000 to 2011, using  the date field “Year

Month(proper)”17.

b) The “Integrated Crisis Early Warning System” (ICEWS) (Boschee et al., 2015) was

born in 2007 from a joint initiative between the United States Defense Advanced

Research Projects Agency (DARPA) and the security technological conglomerate

Lockhead Martin (O’brien, 2010). After 5 years of development and access restriction,

in 2015 the database was uploaded to the Harvard Dataverse for public use 18. The

15 See URL: http://data.gdeltproject.org/events/index.html
16 These are unique records, each one corresponding to a single row in the dataset. A record

can and many times does contain several reports (or articles).
17 To produce a proper date field we created another variable from the original string, named:

“YearMonth(Proper)”. This was done applying the following formula: date((left(str([Month
Year]),4))+"-"+right(str([Month Year]),2)+"-01")

18 See URL:
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architecture is an evolution of other PEDs, such as GDELT, adopting a slightly modified

version of the CAMEO coding scheme, Natural Language Processing (NLP) techniques

and improved ontologies. According to the numbers released, ICEWS incorporates more

than  6000  news  sources  and  30  million  stories  (retrieved  from  aggregators  such  as

FACTIVA)  (Ward  et  al.,  2013,  pp.  3,4).  Our  analysis  with  this  PED  mirrors  the  one

employed for GDELT, but in a complementary and not in a cumulative way.

The goal is to step up the strengths and trim down the weaknesses of both PEDs.

ICEWS is more parsimonious in the way it deals with the information glut, thus less prone

to false positives. For this reason, we use it to help us trace the longitudinal evolution of

protest events. GDELT works better for the Actor-Target-Location triplet and we use it

to analyse these variables. Its superior geolocation range is a known fact and for that

reason we employ it for the geographical distribution of events. Additionally, the original

implementation of the “quad class” variable allowed us to extract data on civilian

repression.

2) Our main information source were news aggregators. Among the available news

aggregators, LexisNexis Academic was adopted as the default search engine to collect

news reports19.   We  should  bear  in  mind  that  news  aggregators,  like  LexisNexis,  are

nested environments made up of resources within resources. There is a plethora of

options that we can choose from, but, based on the standard practice (Hutter, 2014),

reliability and stability of the reporting sources, it was decided to use newswires rather

than the whole resource universe. More specifically, after conducting several tests

controlling for false positives, duplication and overlapping results, this project uses the

newswires from four international agencies and services: Associated Press, Agence

France Press, Xinhua and BBC Monitoring. The used search string was the following:

“protest! OR demonstration OR demonstrator OR strike w/25

Egypt!+AND+DATE>=mm/dd/yyyy+AND+DATE<=mm/dd/yyyy”

https://dataverse.harvard.edu/dataverse/icews?q=&types=dataverses%3Adatasets%3Afiles
&sort=dateSort&order=desc&page=1

19 Factiva or European Media Monitor would be equally valid choices.
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Decomposing the string, this means that we look for the terms: “protest” and all its

inflections (e.g. protests, protesters, protesting) or “demonstration”, “demonstrator”,

“strike” (including the respective plurals) within 25 words20 of the word Egypt in any

news report of the selected news agencies and services, in a defined date interval. My

“Protest Events in Egypt” dataset follows standard coding procedures used for the study

of  contentious  politics  (Koopmans  &  Statham,  1999;  Kriesi,  1995,  p.  266ff),  with

adaptations for the collection of longitudinal and relational information on contention

in non-democracies, in this case, Egypt (see appendix A for detailed coding procedures).

Based on the information gathered from a total of 3709 reports, I collected 1033 protest

events, 192 for the year 2000, 283 for 2005 and 558 for 2010. These are posteriorly

matched with a set of 44 main variables divided in three broad categories: Protest Event,

Participants and Reaction.

Once the research general sources and techniques are chosen, the methodology

needs to be specified clearly; that is, the several steps that led us from boundary

specification to the selection of the units of analysis, data collection and, fundamentally,

data analysis. This will be the subject of the following sections.

20 This process was fine-tuned to optimise the results. In the conducted tests, above 50 words
increases the number of false positives and below it leaves out relevant results.
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III.2 The	Methodology	process	

III.2.1 Boundary	Specification		

One of the big predicaments of Social Network Analysis is to establish frontiers in

uncharted and seemingly unbounded territory, that is, to draw borders in and around

entities that are fuzzy and organically undefined by nature. So, we need to create and

populate a model, the small-scale replica of the larger scale reality, which maps out our

units of analysis as accurately as possible. For that purpose, the whole data collection

procedure on protest events was framed by previously defined boundary specification

criteria, sufficiently rigid to create a separation between the Collective Action Networks

and their surrounding environment but loose enough to leave space for the inclusion of

new nodes and links during a research process focused on entities with porous and

evolving edges.

The network literature suggests  two main ways to achieve this  goal.  The first  is  a

“realist strategy”, whereby the analyst adopts the subjective perceptions of the

network’s members, and the second a “nominalist strategy”, in which the researcher

applies his or her own criteria (Laumann, Marsden, & Prensky, 1991, pp. 65–66). As the

networks were extracted from a previous analytical process based on PEA, whose

guidebook and variables were composed, defined and identified by me, the followed

path  was  more  nominalist.  However,  “realism”  was  also  a  well-trodden  avenue  of

investigation because both at the beginning and at the end of the study, several experts

and actors were used as information and confirmation sources. Therefore, the boundary

specification is a combination of two matching methods, the first implying extensive

data collection and the second intensive fieldwork research:

1) The Event-focused method, which is subsumed in the protest event data

collection set of procedures. Basically, “an actor’s inclusion in a network is defined in

terms of participation or interest in one or more events, activities, or concerns”

(Laumann et al., 1991, p. 72). When linking actors to and through events, we are using

an indirect technique to build a co-attendance network. This means that there are no

dyadic relations between the actors but a shared membership perceived by virtue of
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common attendance. We assume that actors who participate in the same events are

connected and belong to the same network.

Here, the main concern is to identify the focal events that contributed to the

mobilisation and spread of the social movement networks without overlooking

important landmarks, while, at the same time, maintaining the number of observations

at a reasonable and feasible level. In this particular, to avoid the problems resulting from

the  lack  of  data,  it  was  used  a  variation  of  this  strategy;  namely,  the  “multievent

approach” (Knoke & Yang, 2007, p. 20), a diachronic process of information gathering

using as a reference, not just a few observations, but thousands of events during the

timeframe covered by the research questions.

One of the biggest advantages of the “event-focused strategy” is that, absent lists of

participants or organised (archived) organisational memory, this can be the best way to

make visible otherwise latent shared connections.

2) The Relational method, which defines the boundaries of the network either with

the help of consistent information sources and informants or relying on the actors

themselves to provide data and populate the model. This implies the use of concurrent

interviewing and survey methods, such as the “reputational method” which consists on

the opinion of experts or the “snowball sampling”, a process that begins with a small

number of already identified nodes and moves forward by asking to the actors of the

initial dataset to nominate other members of the network (Knoke & Yang, 2007, pp. 17–

18). As mentioned before, the relational method (mainly reputational) was used to

identify relevant actors, events and information sources.

Collective Action Networks are self-organised systems continuously adapting to the

internal and external environment and, if successful, evolving. Consequently, boundary

specification is just a starting point and not an end goal and goes hand in hand with data

collection. The procedures used to draw the initial boundaries are interchangeable with

those employed to extend this original core and analyse the emergent networking

processes and structures. As the research developed, the sources of information grew

but the boundaries of the study have been kept constant due to a rigorous definition of

the units of analysis.
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III.2.2 Multiples	of	Analysis	

At this stage, it is important to clarify more precisely the units or – in the case of my

study – the multiples of analysis. I’m looking at Egyptian-related opposition networks

that, during the first decade of the XXI century, mobilised based on an explicit or implicit

conflict against internal or external politics, policies and/or its respective consequences.

In this sense, networks appear as nested systems constituted by other networks; that is,

networks within networks or complexes. In turn, these are comprised by formal and

informal groups identified as members of the movement through boundary

specification and data collection strategies. It should be stressed that, to control the

volume of redundant information, guarantee the privacy of the actors and assure the

viability of the study, the units appear as aggregated categories of collectives and not in

their individual capacity. For the cases of contention driven by individuals, I created a

“social group” category in which they are included.

The social aggregates can operate inside or outside the national (Egyptian) borders,

but must identify themselves or be identified by others as actors focusing the whole or

a  part  of  their  actions  on  Egypt.  So,  we  can  have  national,  cross-national  and

transnational networks engaging in conflictual relations and mobilising in physical

spaces, like the streets, or in virtual spaces, like the internet.

The complementary duality between actors and actions entails a linkage connecting

the mobilising units to the mobilisation spaces. Being inextricable, this relation led me

to select the protest-event space-time continuum as the main source of information

about the mobilisation processes and practices that occurred in or were related to Egypt

during the first decade of the new century. This means that finding links between the

subjects and the locus of protest can be a very effective way of understanding how and

why the CANs emerged or, as Diani puts it, “the application of a network perspective

could generate important insights on the process of whereby events become a

movement” (Diani, 2003c, p. 12).

Therefore, I first assembled a protest event dataset, from which the affiliation

networks were extracted. The two main drivers of the procedure are social groups and

social occasions, i.e., the two modes used to trace the emergence of CANs are: Collective



80 | P a g e

Actors and Protest Events. Synthetizing, the first mode is formed by nodes who meet

cumulatively the following conditions:

- Collective Actors:

1) made up of formal or informal local, regional, cross-national or transnational

social groups; 2) who focus the whole or a part of their regular protests on Egypt or

Egyptian-related conflictual issues; 3) with the locus of their actions on physical or virtual

sites. For the already stated ethical concerns and analytical reasons, individuals and

organisations, as a general rule, were coded but will not be named.

By participant collective actors we mean both the organisers and the ones who

attended the protest event according to the available reports. Due to the variety and

complexity of actors, we split this variable in further categories in order to maximise the

information, not only about the protests but also about the protesters. The actors are

aggregated in larger group/organisation types, separated by levels nested within the

defined categories. We code up to five participating actors. At the first level we have:

Party or Political Group, Union, Occupational Groups and Professional Organisations,

Religious Group, Civil Society Organisation/Social Movement Organisation (CSO/SMO),

Communitarian (organised but not organisational agents of protest, i.e., groups of

people without formal affiliation and/or membership). The remaining two levels are

further sub-divisions of the main category of actors (see Guidebook, Appendix A).

The second mode is shaped by the form and content of the nodes which correspond

to:

- Protest Events: all politically, economically and/or socially motivated contentious

actions having as a reference or taking place in a given non-democratic (authoritarian or

hybrid) regime, with a specific target and an identifiable goal. For the purpose of this

study, they must:

i) have occurred during the research timeframe (2000-2011); ii) inside or related to

Egypt; iii) directed against defined opponents; iv) regardless of the level of contention

(both violent and non-violent events).

The ties linking both nodes and network modes are the absence or presence of a

certain Collective Actor in a given Protest Event. Besides extracting information about
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the relational processes, the protest event dataset includes variables that provide data

on a significant number of nodal attributes and characteristics (see “Guidebook”,

Appendix).

The general class “Protest Form” is one of the most important attributes of the

coding procedure due to its analytical potential. For this reason, we divide it into two

categories: strategy and specific action form. The former refers to the type of strategy

employed during the event according to the reported level of contention. With the

exception of the more conventional protest action “strike”, included in the dataset due

to its salience in the Egyptian repertoire of collective actions, the strategies are indexed

by increasing degree of intensity, from pacific to violent: Declarative, Demonstrative,

Confrontational, Violent. It should be stressed that, being one of the first attempts to

conduct PEA in non-democratic regimes with limited or no freedom of expression, this

codebook defines public statements and declarations as a protest act. The action form

is a sub-category of the event strategy and comprises a comprehensive list of 26 types

of protest types (See Guidebook, Table 1 in Appendix A).

III.2.3 Quantitative	and	Qualitative	Analysis	

The  Protest  Events  and  the  Affiliation  Networks  underpin  the  whole  research

process and progress supplying the data about the actions and relations of the Collective

Actors. Once analysed and interpreted, this information will confront directly the

research questions and challenges. To conduct and conclude successfully this objective,

the analysis was performed in iterative stages involving the employment of PEA and

SNA.

Therefore, for the purpose of this project and preparing the ground for future

research on this or related topics, I focused on a diachronic outlook comprising a protest

event timeline that pinpoints all the collectable instances comprised between 2000 and

the 25 January 2011 revolutionary situation. These elements are aggregated resorting

to secondary literature, four fieldwork missions in Egypt and two in Tunisia, involving

first person contacts with experts and activists, and, fundamentally, a dataset with all

reported protest  events taking place at  three specific  windows of  observation:  2000,
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2005 and 2010/11. This allows us to validate and deepen the data taken from PEDs and,

more importantly, set three different time periods to conduct a dynamic social network

analysis that accounts for the evolution of the studied networks across time.

The answers to the research questions are provided by the combined methodology.

Indeed, the methods have been used in a complementary way, with PEA as a building

block of SNA and interviews as the global cement of both. However, during the analytical

process, each method fulfils a specific function, testing different hypotheses and

tentative answers according to their relative descriptive or explanatory potential.

a) Political and Protest Event Analysis is not used only as the data source for SNA.

In fact, one of the main arguments of the thesis, that is, the existence of protest waves

that  conducted  to  a  mobilisation  spiral  and  the  eventual  downfall  of  a  regime  or  its

leader is tested mostly by statistical evidence coming from my protest event dataset and

other automated political event databases. The quantitative output of Protest Event

Analysis  allows  us  to  see  the  form  of  the  waves  across  space  and  time,  addressing

directly the hypotheses on longitudinal dynamics (H1).

Additionally, the collected data was used to pinpoint eventual political opportunities

explored by the protesters, the coercive action by the regime and the location and

tactics  of  the  contentious  actions  across  the  time  period  covered  by  the  research

framework. This gives us some clues about the hypotheses on opportunity structures

(H2*), repression (H3*), repertoires of contention (H4*) and spatiality of protest (H5*)

Finally, the datasets can yield non-negligible explanatory results: by coding the targets

and claims of the protesters, the analysis reveals the most salient issues and reasons

behind the mobilisation and thus provide some clues to test the hypotheses on issue

articulation (H9*).

b) Social Network Analysis When it comes to the social network analysis proper, the

task is to account for the emergence of social movement networks resorting to the study

of a special kind of relational structure: the Affiliation Network, which was already

described and can now be defined as a “two-mode network, consisting of a set of actors

and a set of events” (Wasserman & Faust, 1994, p. 291). The Affiliation Network is at the

base of the social network related analytical process and progress supplying the hard

data about the relations and attributes of the Protest Events and the participant
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Collective Actors. Once analysed and interpreted, this information confronts the

relational core of our hypotheses on network complexification (H6*), network

configuration over time (H7*), distribution of positions and roles across the network

(H8*) and issue articulation (H9*). To conduct and conclude successfully this objective,

the analysis is performed in iterative stages involving the employment of traditional and

innovative methods and techniques developed in the field of social network analysis

coupled with some teachings and practices coming from social movement studies.

Despite an assumed innovative character that tries to break ground and clear the

path for new areas of investigation, the social network analysis performed in this study

rests on tested and validated theories, methods and techniques. The notion of duality

or multiple belonging, which underpins my idea of using events as a bounded time-space

segment to collect relational information, is solidly established. For example, I have

already alluded to Breiger’s concept of “duality of persons and groups” consisting in “a

set of individuals and a set of groups such that the value of a tie between any two

individuals is defined as the number of groups of which they both are members”(1974,

p. 181). More recently, researchers have explored the “duality of claims and events” by

taking the latter “as the connectors that assign a common meaning to different episodes

of collective action” (Diani & Kousis, 2014, p. 389). Likewise, the duality of actors and

actions is a central concept in network theory. Studying affiliation networks as “two-

mode network[s] consisting of a set of actors and a set of events” (Wasserman & Faust,

1994b, p. 291) by using co-attendance in a protest as a tie connecting protesters is also

becoming increasingly common (Diani, 2009, 2015).

The data building-blocks used for the SNA are the same as the ones used for the PEA.

My  Egypt  protest  event  dataset  provides  the  elements  to  single  out  both  the  more

prominent and the interconnecting actors. This dataset was designed to accommodate

variables that can be used, simultaneously, in the protest event and social network

analysis procedures. For that purpose, in the original array of 44 variables used to code

reported protest events in the country, I included 10 fields for the collection of relational

data: five for actors, three for targets and two for issues. Furthermore, some variables,

such as strategy or location, could be used as attributes and plotted in network form. In
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this study, I resort to the actor and issue data to build affiliation networks “issue space

networks”.

Networks,  social  or  otherwise,  are  complex  systems  permanently  subject  to  the

dialectics of continuity and change. They can be in a stationary state but are never static

because if such a “system ever does reach equilibrium, it isn’t just stable, It is dead”

(Waldrop, 1992, p. 147). Hence, contrary to the dominant idea that enshrines stability

as a supreme value and necessary condition for systemic development and evolution,

non-equilibrium is, in fact, the natural state of complex systems, such as networks. For

that reason, mapping the relational dynamics across time seems to be the most

appropriate way of grasping the ever evolving reality of social networks. In order to test

the eventual emergence of Collective Action Networks (Hypothesis H6a), we adapt the

same principles employed in the analysis of the protest waves and mobilisation spirals.

Instead of collecting static relational data, which would capture the state of the network

at one particular point, we make use of diachronic relational data that intends to capture

the evolution of the network at multiple points. In this case and following already

standardised procedures for measuring and visualising network change over time

(Snijders, 2011),  we chose three windows of observation, corresponding to three years:

2000 = t1; 2005 = t2; and 2010 = t3. In this sense, it is not that different from a panel

data or time-series study, but taking relations as attribute values instead of relations

between attribute values. The rationale for this choice is related to the co-evolution of

the Egyptian authoritarian interaction patterns and the contentious sphere. On the one

side, each of these windows of observation corresponds to an electoral period in which

the  regime  seeks  legitimation  and  tries  to  accommodate  or  co-opt  part  of  the

opposition. On the other side, as we saw in the previous chapter, these were phases of

heightened social conflict during which we do not know a priori if and which actors are

organising or collaborating.

In our historical analysis of the second half of the twentieth century, it will be

demonstrated that contentious outbursts dominated the Egyptian protest landscape.

Accordingly, ascertaining the occurrence of protest events during the 2000s is not a

scientific breakthrough. What constitutes a finding, however, is the hypothesised

existence of sustained waves of contestation (H1), tested through PEA, and the eventual
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emergence of connected actors operating in its midst, which will be tested through SNA.

This way we can trace the path dependence of actions (events turned into waves) and

actors, either isolated, hierarchical, segmented or arranged in complex networks

(Hypotheses  H7a,  H7b,  H7c).  The  variables  chosen  are  the  actors  (co)present  in  the

protest events and the issues raised during the actions.

Each of the following procedures was applied sequentially to the three selected

periods of observation:

1. First of all, we try to eliminate event size bias through the introduction of a cut-

off point above which the observation is not included in the sample. This procedure

stems  from  a  rather  trivial  assumption;  namely,  that  big  events  are  necessarily  well

attended and the probability of finding actors crossing by mere chance is rather high.

Conversely, small events significantly decrease this probability. This procedure is a

general guideline for the analysis of two-mode data because “when events are very large

[…] co-attendance may be a very poor indicator or predictor of a social relationship”

(Borgatti & Johnson, 2013, p. 232). Considering our case-study, a 20,000-person anti-

Mubarak demonstration would almost surely include large swathes of the opposition

sector.  Only  using  a  loose  interpretation  of  association  could  we  conclude  that  co-

attendance in such an event is a proxy for affiliation. By the same token, an event with

50 people strongly suggests participants are somehow related. This is more so because

my point of departure is already an aggregation (groups and organisations) and not

individuals.  Having heeded these factors and using a trial and error method aimed at

preventing loss of important information, while controlling for event size, I decided to

set the cut-off point at 2,000. Even if the overwhelming majority of selected events

range between 20 and 500 participants, there is a non-negligible amount of slightly

bigger events conveying relevant elements of relational information. We could have

adopted a less stricter rule by admitting a general violation of the cut-off point for

occasions in which the source-news report clearly stated co-organising (instead of just

co-attending) groups, but this would make the analysis too dependent on the subjective

interpretation of random factors, such as the linguistic choices of reporters.
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2. Afterwards, from the original dataset used to collect structured information about

collective action events in (or about) Egypt, we sort the data linking the event unique

identifier (ref_code) to the attending actors and extract the groups of participants.

3. After selecting all events with less than two-thousand participants and the

attending actors, I extract and match two dimensions: i) the event unique identifier

(ref_code); ii) the names (actor_name) and types (actor_type) of co-participating actors.

The first consists of a single variable, whereas the second is, theoretically, open ended.

In the original codebook and with the SNA procedure in mind, I reserved up to five slots

for types of crossing actors with corresponding names. In the course of the data

collection it was deemed pertinent to increase the number of names in the text field and

maintain the five types constant. The reason for this is rather straightforward: while the

majority of newswires didn’t report more than the predicted handful of attending

groups, some reports have more detailed lists of participants. In order to include this

valuable information, the text field was used to write down all mentioned actors.

4. At this point, we have a data array consisting of events and coded groups of co-

attending actors. These two variables are the two modes of our Affiliation Network. The

next  step  is  to  convert  this  into  a  social  network  analysis  data  structure.  For  that

purpose,  I  copy  the  event  and  actor  columns  to  a  DL  editor  and  create  a  two-mode

edgelist, thus producing an EventXActor rectangular binary matrix. This “Affiliation

Matrix” already provides some insights into the evolving structure of the co-attendance

networks, but to conduct a proper SNA we need to perform some additional

transformations. The most important of all being the production of a one-mode

projection from the two-mode network, which allows us to use the full range of SNA

methods and avoid the limitations inherent to the bimodal techniques and measures

(Borgatti & Halgin, 2011). The one-mode ActorxActor projection is then transformed, at

different stages, according to the dimensions we want to study. These procedures will

be detailed along the empirical chapters together with the used measures and analyses.

The “issue space networks” follow a slightly different procedure. Being a conceptual

innovation, the final output is a good fit but probably not the optimal solution. This is a

rare attempt (Diani & Kousis, 2014; Wang & Soule, 2012) to study claims and demands

as relational entities, as opposite to isolated units. My objective is to insert the pairs of
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issues (issue dyads) in a dynamic relational space and analyse them across our three

time periods. The nodes of these networks are the specific issue categories of our

protest event datasets and the links are determined by the coincidence of two different

issues in the same event.

As explained in the Guidebook (see appendix), for each event we code one of eight

general claims (claim_gen) and up to two specific issues (issue_cat1 and issue_cat2), out

of a list of 100, which are subcategories of the former. According to the instructions, the

second issue category (issue_cat2) was coded only when it belonged to a distinct class

of general claim (or to a further subdivision in the case of Civil Rights and Issues). Hence,

our Issue Space Networks do not reflect an aggregate sum of issues across events but

the way different classes of issues are articulated in the same event. When applied

iteratively to all events in the dataset, we end up with a networked image of issue

connectivity, centrality and proximity.

Procedurally, I formed an edgelist by extracting three variables of the original

dataset: the event unique identifier (ref_code) and the two issue categories (issue_cat1,

issue_cat2). The intersection of issue dyads (pairs of issues) in the same events produces

a one-mode IssuexIssue directed valued matrix. This means we have only one type of

vertex and a relational count of the number of times issue_cat1 coincides with

issue_cat2 in a given event and year. Generally speaking, identifying the general claim

of an event is not a cumbersome task, but when we go into specific issues the presence

of a directed relation, in the hierarchical sense, is not always evident. As a rule of thumb,

I coded issue_cat1 as the main sub-issue and inssue_cat2 as a “subordinate” one. Left

at this point, the output would be an issue network with relations commanded by a

perceived issue hierarchy. Therefore, to eliminate coder subjectivity or noise from the

information reporting, I symmetrised the IssuexIssue matrix using the function “sum”.

With this transformation the symmetric tie between issue_cat1 and issue_cat2 is the

sum of issue_cat1Xissue_cat2 and Issue_cat2XIssue_cat1. The resulting value reflects

the strength of the interaction without the effects of directionality or issue

subordination. This means that, once the isolates (issue dyads of value 0) are removed,

we have a non-directed valued matrix with fully reciprocated relations in which issues

are coordinate pairs and not subordinate units.
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At this point, we can submit the issue network (either valued or dichotomised) to

the standard SNA metrics. Unlike the Protest Event Analysis values, in which we have a

ranking based on the total values of issues in all events, the output of this preliminary

issue  network  analysis  is  a  measure  of  centrality  among  issues  and  across  events  in

which more than one claim or demand was clearly voiced. To add another spatial

dimension, I run a Multidimensional Scaling routine thus displaying the topical dyads in

a planar topology. Just like the distances between two countries, the space separating

issues is a measure of their proximity/distance making it a fitting cartographic projection

of our Issue Space Networks

Lastly, the analysis of actor and issue networks is supplemented with secondary

literature, participant observation and interviews conducted during my four fieldwork

missions to Egypt. I firmly believe that a true mixed-methods approach, which lends

itself to meaningful validation through methodological triangulation, is the most

efficient, if cumbersome, way of offsetting both the quantitative abstractions and the

qualitative presumptions.

c) Interviews

Interviews are the final piece of the triangulation procedure and they were

absolutely vital to gather first-hand accounts about protest events and the actors who

organised and participated in a decade-long of intense contentious activity. During the

course of this study, I conducted a total of six fieldwork missions. I visited Egypt in four

different occasions: June-September, 2012; June-September, 2013; September-

October, 2014; and April-May, 2015. The remaining two research missions took place in

Tunisia, in May, 2013 and March-April, 2015, coinciding with the World Social Forum

and a meeting of Egyptian and Tunisian Muslim groups in which I participated both as

guest speaker and observer. The activities carried out during the fieldwork missions

were, fundamentally, identification of key informants and activists, establishment of

contacts, conduction of interviews, participant observation and, from 2003 onwards,

collaboration with a local human rights organisation. The bulk of my activity in Egypt and

Tunisia revolved around personal contacts with activists, cutting across the ideological,

religious/secular, gender, age and class spectrums. While there is no pretension to
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claims of representative sampling, I believe to have struck a balance among the different

social, economic and political camps.

A total of thirty-three Interviews took place in several locations in Egypt, including

Cairo, Alexandria and Sinai, and Tunis. The languages used were English and Arabic, in a

couple of occasions, with translation assistance. Although not all interviewees are

directly quoted in the text, the majority of testimonies were, nevertheless, essential to

gain a better understanding of the events, collect and confirm information and/or

network with local actors.

All interviews included in the thesis were conducted in person and, the majority,

recorded. In fewer cases, notes were taken from recollection after the conversation took

place. Recorded interviews were, often times, the culmination of a process involving a

series of previous personal contacts and conversations. The dates listed (see Appendix

B) are a mere indication of the precise day of the final recordings.

The preferred approach was semi-structured, face-to-face interviews with

individuals, except for one group interview, with Muslim groups, which followed a more

structured script based on a set of questions regarding the lead up to the 2011

revolution. I elaborated a default general questionnaire “script” (see “General

Questionnaire”, Appendix C) which tried to address the several interrogations raised by

the research. The questions were roughly grouped in exploratory and explanatory, thus

performing a dual function: identifying key informants and organisations and provide

first-hand accounts about the course of protest events. Interviewees were asked to

pinpoint the main contentious episodes, organisations, issues and to give a personal

informed perspective on the intra and inter-organisational activities during the period

under analysis. Although not part of my research questions, hypothesis or timeframe,

the interviewees were enquired about the post-revolutionary period, that is, the time

elapsed between the ousting of Hosni Mubarak and the day of the conversation. This

was important to evaluate the individual and collective positions towards past and

present events. During periods of political conflict and polarisation, the risk of bias is,

naturally,  more  acute.  Often  times,  the  arrow  of  time  is  subverted  and  the  present

(perception) tends to influence the past (realities) at least as much as the past influences
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the present. This is another reason why the triangulation of methods is, in my opinion,

fundamental.

As stated and explained earlier in this chapter, the political situation in Egypt led me

to adopt interviewee anonymity as ground rule. To the best of my abilities and

judgement, I tried to adopt this “’do no harm’ ethic of empirical research” (Wood, 2006,

p. 373) throughout the whole thesis.  Even in cases where attribution was authorised by

certain individuals, the repressive nature of the current Egyptian regime advises against

the publication of their real names. Consequently, in the provided list of interviewees

(see Appendix B) names are replaced with aliases. To this element, I add information

about their affiliation and/or occupation. Here too, general categories are preferred to

naming specific organisations or groups. The exceptions, both for individuals and

collectives, are related to public figures, who made their will to speak on the record

explicit, groups that ceased their activity and mass organisations, such as the Muslim

Brotherhood, whose dimension prevents the direct identification of the interviewed

subjects.

At this stage, we are able to formulate some partial responses that, coupled with the

ones provided by the protest event analysis and social network analysis, will allow us to

test our hypotheses and answer to our main research question: Does the emergence of

Collective Action Networks in Egypt explain the increasing levels of contention and,

ultimately, the 25 January uprising?
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Chapter	IV 	Dissenting	Paths	to	Authoritarianism	

Introduction

If  we  were  to  describe  the  main  contours  of  the  Egyptian longue durée, we’d be

inclined to portray the history of Egypt as an uneventful chronicle, punctuated by

momentous transformations commanded from above. However, like in every other

human settlement, a fine-grained analysis would reveal a vibrant picture in which we

could identify, not only power motions at the top, but also social movements at the

bottom. While certainly not the kind of opposition networks mapped in this present

study, people then (as now) did mobilise for individual and collective aspirations, be it

freedom from want or the right to own property.  Historical agency from bellow is not

exclusive to the present, yet apart from transformative events with historical relevance

on par with the French Revolution (Sewell, 2005, p. 225ff),  dissenting routines of

anonymous groups have been seldom registered. The construction of the Egyptian

nation by its nascent citizenry is no exception. In very broad strokes and skimming

through the history of the last three centuries, our attention is drawn to countless

stories of relational patterns with current day resonances. The eighteenth century

thriving factional strives (Holt, 1968), the processes of urbanisation and concomitant

creation of self-regulated popular quarters aggregated and segregated by trades

(Zubaida, 2009, p. 231) or the increase in religiously based protests connected to the

development of institutions, like Al-Azhar, that combine student and Muslim belongings,

are all building blocks of nascent contestation routines within a highly stratified society.

IV.1 Dissenting	Paths	

The transformation of these essentially pre-modern forms of protest (Zubaida, 2009,

p. 234), dominated by spontaneous demonstrations around communitarian issues, into

modern collective contention, articulating economic and political demands via

systematic actions and organised actors, go and grow hand in hand with the
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development of national identity, territorial unity and, eventually, a sovereign national

unit. Contrary to the claimant actions directed at the Khedive in the 1800s, the revolts

against  foreign powers – first  the French occupier  and later  the British “protector” –

were formative experiences and expressions of a political community with some degree

of coherence and capacity to convert popular disenchantment into unrelenting

collective action. In fact, national independence was by and large an elite concern, which

would eventually spill over to large sectors of the population as a side-effect of socially

and economically devastating wars and/or colonial abuse.

IV.1.1 The	Revolutionary	Spring	of	1919	

The 1919 revolution against British rule clearly illustrates some of these features. In

the aftermath of the First World War, upon the ruins of the Ottoman Empire and the

proclamations of Western allies, Egyptian elites had planned a triumphant march to

power. These intentions were met with imperial hubris by the British “protector state”

keen on extending, not receding, its dominance over Ottoman domains. A clash was

inevitable. Representing the nationalist interests and demanding emancipation from

British occupation, a delegation (the Wafd) of national elites led by Saad Zaghlul, an Al-

Azhar alumnus, former minister and member of the legislature, who had risen to the

status of opposition leader, made a call for independence and conveyed these demands

to Britain’s High Commissioner, Reginald Wingate. Between this foundational act of the

Wafd members and Britain’s crackdown four months later, the bourgeoning nationalists

would work behind the scenes and around the country to marshal their main

constituencies: religious and secular elites, landowners and a mix of urban intellectuals,

bureaucrats and students often called effendiyya.21   When Zaghlul and other Wafd

21 This term is not sociologically precise, but was widely used in local discourse and is fairly
common in research on the social history of the country and region (Eppel, 2009). The effendis
were, essentially, an urban bourgeoisie with Westernised traits and nationalist inclinations who
contributed decisively to the formation of an Egyptian “middle-class identity” in the period
between the two revolutions: 1919 and 1952. Beinin and Lockman provide a detailed definition:
“these men were the product of modern education, wore western-style clothing, emulated
European lifestyles, and worked in the new occupations to which capitalist development had
given rise. This category included secondary and university students, teachers, lawyers,
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associates were detained and deported, a much wider front cutting across the

boundaries of religion, age, class, craft and even gender took to the streets. A violent

revolution wouldn’t have been the national elites’ method of choice (Beinin & Lockman,

1998, p. 90), but large sectors of Egypt’s unequal and stratified society identified

themselves with the demands for emancipation and staged an uprising. Spread along

the country and comprising a wide range of action forms, including peaceful

demonstrations, strikes, sabotage, blockades, riots and armed attacks, it would sustain

high levels of contention for about one month. The street was only appeased when

Britain released Zaghlul and recognised the right of the Egyptian nationalists to present

their case at the Versailles Peace Conference (Daly, 1998, pp. 247–50).

1) What happened afterwards, from the defeat of the Egyptian pretensions at

Versailles to the limited independence granted in 1922, falls outside the

analytical framework of this thesis. The events taking place during March and

April 1919, though, are surely relevant in the evolutionary context of

collective  action  in  Egypt.  Some  of  the  actions,  places  and  actors  would

reverberate far and wide for the rest of the century. They turned respectively

into 1) re-enacted repertoires; 2) revisited spaces of contention, and; 3)

recognised political players. The attacks on the railways and tramways

registered in 1919 are one example of re-enacted repertoires. The

infrastructure and the wagons running on it are, to this day, a frequent target

chosen by protesters to show their disgruntlement against the central

authority. The railways were in 1919 as they are nowadays highly symbolic

of state power. When tramway and railway workers were striking in Cairo or

peasants integrated the revolutionary movement and blocked the tracks in

north or Upper Egypt, they were not making claims against shareholders but

sending a message to the power holders.  As recently  as  2013,  in  the data

collection  and  analysis  procedure  for  a  project  dealing  with  social  and

economic protests in the lead-up to the 2013 military coup in Egypt, I  was

journalists, and other professionals, white-collar employees, and lower and middle-level
government functionaries” (Beinin & Lockman, 1998, p. 10).
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struck  by  the  number  of  times  local  communities  re-enacted  this  form  of

protest (Leal, 2013).

2) As for the spaces where collective actors would return time and again, the

main gathering places of the 1919 revolution provide yet another historical

clue to understand the current emplacement of protests. Ismail Square, for

instance,  a  central  hub  of  Cairo  where  ordinary  urban  flows  are  at  times

interrupted by extraordinary protest marches, remained as a symbolic site.

In the ‘50s, as an homage to the revolution seen as a stepping stone for

Egyptian independence, it would be renamed Tahrir (“liberation”) Square. As

I was told by George Ishaq, the first general coordinator of the pro-reform

movement Kefaya, the places of the movement’s first demonstrations were

obviously not chosen by chance and had a largely symbolic component. The

selection of Saad Zaghlul’s monument and Tahrir were intentional references

to the historical sites and situations of 1919 and subsequent contentious

episodes (personal communication, 19 October, 2014).

3) Finally, the political players disputing the hegemony over collective action in

Egypt after the 1919 revolution deserve closer attention. Between the

ceremonial end of the Protectorate in February 1922 and de facto

independence in 1952, we witnessed a period of liberalisation during which

organised groups were given structural opportunities to explain and expand

their political platforms. A constitution and procedural electoral acts were in

place, but, without truly democratic tools and institutions to present

themselves as legitimate representatives of the people, some actors tried to

exert their influence and assert their popular legitimacy outside the formal

sphere. Indeed, the interwar period saw the birth and consolidation of the

forces that would seize the field of contentious politics for almost a century.

These social and political actors – workers, Muslim groups, students and, on

a  smaller  scale,  leftists  –  appeared  as  the  organised  voice,  in  the

Hirschmanian sense (Hirschman, 1994), of some of the most contentious

groups in Egyptian society and, simultaneously, as the historical constants of

the national protest landscape. Among these, the organisational dimension

of workers and Muslim groups is especially relevant.
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IV.1.2 Contentious	Constants	

First, we must introduce the workers’ movement and their fledgling organisation. At

the same time the national question was being addressed, the Social Question had to

be recast. The process of late and specialised industrialisation, with the sheer

dominance of the textile sector, had caused an unprecedented internal displacement of

hundreds of thousands of people from the countryside to the cities and sites of the new

factories. There, workers were confronted with discrimination by foreign owners,

exploitation and pauperisation. To tackle these issues, they had to take their demands

beyond the then prevalent supplicant mode. The actions of 1919 were a demonstration

of power and an opportunity to leverage the struggles and strengthen the internal and

external  links  of  a  very  fragmented  working  class.  As  a  renowned  historian  of  the

Egyptian labour movement states: “In the course of that revolution and during the

protracted period of unrest and nationalist struggle that followed it, working class

activism and organisation became significant and permanent features of the country’s

economic and political life” (Beinin & Lockman, 1998, p. 83).

As a consequence, and to their benefit, workers could reproduce the labour forms

of organisation and action from other parts of the world. This was based on traits of 1)

collective identity facilitated by a common (ethnic, national, mostly rural) background;

2) common targets, the foreign owners equated with the equally foreign occupiers, and;

3) shared goals, the improvement of their living standards. On the other side, after the

1919 revolution, workers were a powerful movement to be reckoned with, but not an

independent one. In the short term, the professionalisation of their organisational forms

towards crafts unionism would be guided by Wafd patrons. And, from that point

onwards, the control of the labour movement would be disputed by leftist

organisations, Muslim groups, or directly by the visible hand of the authoritarian state.

Second, there were the Muslim groups. The advent and evolution of organised

religion in Egypt gave its followers, particularly the Muslims, new opportunities and

resources to make their voices heard. The claims arising from these communities would

be framed by religious doctrine and filtered by religious sciences scholars (ulama). As

Sami Zubaida writes, “the language of righteousness and justice was intimately tied to

religion […] Religion and legality provided a vocabulary of demands and contests rather
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than a determinate notion of alternative political and legal orders” (2009, pp. 235–36).

Besides the moral basis, language and agents of protest, Islam (and to a lesser extent

Christianism) provided an independent infrastructure for contention. Mosques (and

churches), as we will see in the analysis of the Egyptian spatiality of protest, converted

into a country-wide network of “free spaces” (Evans & Boyte, 1992, p. 17) where people

could simultaneously make pleas to God and demands to the earthly sovereigns. These

remain to this day relatively autonomous liminal spaces, neither public nor private, in

which an individually diverse but collectively tight-knit group, with shared believes and

values, can assemble periodically with a common purpose. From the contentious action

perspective, once assured the recruitment and mobilisation of believers in a cause with

strong collective identity, the only condition missing to transform worshippers into

protesters is the expression of a conflict. This shift frequently happened in Egypt through

the last centuries and it is still a lasting feature of the national dynamic of protest.

In this network of mobilisation structures, the mosque complex, Islamic school (and

later university) of Al-Azhar occupies a central position. Theoretically, Islam has no

central authority, but in practice Al-Azhar has been, form a very early stage, the regional

informal governing body of religious doctrine. At the same time, by its location, at the

heart of the old city, close to the bustling market, adjacent to the old centre of power

(Citadel) and within walking distance of the modern ones, Al-Azhar has always been a

natural gathering place for contentious actors. Considered by many activists as a state-

sanctioned and government-controlled institution, Al-Azhar has been used by the

successive regimes as the embodiment of official religion and/or the religious arm of the

state. The grounds of Al-Azhar have remained, nevertheless, as the centre of many

protest events, usually spearheaded by students.

Endowed with a vocabulary and venues, Muslim worshippers often found the

opportunity and grounds for protest. Texts on the social history of Egypt give note of the

frequent and frantic activity of Muslim groups protesting against taxes, prices or

entering into sectarian conflict (Holt, 1968). Just like with the workers, another lacking

element for the creation of a permanent movement was the political guidance of an

organisation with the same rooted values, but different from the existing Islamic

societies and orders.
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The Society of Muslim Brothers, founded in 1928, supplied this organisational

resource and would become the most salient collective actor in Egypt, making extensive

use of the mosque free-space. Hassan al-Banna, the charismatic supreme guide of the

organisation, had a clear set of ideas for the future of the movement and country: a

mass movement advocating the unity of religion and state with the mission to promote

a complete regeneration of a social order corrupted and impoverished by Western

occupation and culture (Ibrahim, 2001, p. 35). In little more than a decade, the

membership rose to hundreds of thousands and the movement had encroached in the

territory, occupying the void of a state incapable of providing the basic services, such as

schooling or medical assistance, to ordinary Egyptians (Zahid, 2012, p. 72).

Other political organisations, namely Wafd and several communist groups, would

struggle to rein in the social forces – read: students, workers and their representative

organisations – while brushing aside the “social weaknesses” embodied by the peasants

and the mounting multitudes of urban poor. Only the Society of the Muslim Brothers

could include within their arch of social influence these important but widely neglected

strata of society. The marginalised sectors were, for the most part, perceived as a tool

to be instrumentalised or a problem to be dealt with, but rarely ever as a legitimate

source of support and legitimacy. We could synthesise this utilitarian perspective as

follows:

The formation of a national political field thus both enabled and constrained the

political expression of hitherto marginalised social groups. Nationalist discourse

acknowledged subaltern groups as components of the nation, though only as

functionally differentiated subordinate parts of an organic whole. But it limited

their political participation to domains and issues authorised by the leaders of the

nationalist movement (Beinin & Lockman, 1998, p. 318).

While Wafd was grounding itself in the Palace as the establishment party and

making countryside inroads by co-opting the landed elite, the Brothers were organising

at a communitarian level investing more in social provision than in immediate political

and economic gains. In a relatively short time span, the Muslim Brothers would become,

at the same time, an efficient bureaucracy, with defined leadership and identified rank

and file members, and a movement deeply ingrained into the heart of the Egyptian
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society and territory. Its outreach and national implantation were unparalleled and the

organisation would reap the benefits of this ground work, looming as the biggest and at

times the only force with a permanent mobilisation capacity.

During the ‘40s, the Brothers showed their strength on various occasions projecting

their mass militancy force around the country. As an extra-parliamentarian organisation,

the predominant form of political action was street activism. They organised peaceful

and violent demonstrations, whose main targets were the foreign occupiers and their

national counterparts of the Wafd. The communist groups, active amongst students,

skilled workers and urban intelligentsia, but heavily repressed and unable to unite under

a common banner, were also vilified by the movement (Botman, 1998, pp. 300-02).

The Muslim Brothers had nativist traits, espousing some of the supremacist and

segregationist positions that were spreading in and devastating Europe at the time.

However, their idea of common belonging was based on religion and not territory or

even race. It is within this cultural context that we can explain the support for the

Palestinian cause and the strong mobilisation against the Jewish take over. The Society

of the Muslim Brothers were amongst the initiators of an international bottom-up

mobilisation wave against the constitution of the state of Israel in historical Palestine.

They rallied members and country against the UN partition plan, collected funds to

support the Palestinians and dispatched an irregular battalion of volunteers to fight in

the War of ’48 (R. P. Mitchell, 1993, pp. 56–8) .

The streak of riots and violent action against both the British occupation of Egypt

and the Israeli occupation of Palestine would cause a major political setback. With

repeated episodes of destruction of property, armed attacks and targeted

assassinations, the government authorities built a case against the Brothers and banned

the movement in November 1948. In the following month, the Brothers murdered Prime

Minister Mahmud Fahmi al-Nuqrashi, inaugurating a practice of assassinating holders of

the highest offices, henceforward a historical hallmark of the group. A couple of months

later, the state security inaugurated the practice of responding to the Muslim

Brotherhood’s action with extrajudicial executions targeting the higher echelons of the

organisation; the killing of the supreme guide, Hassan al-Banna, was so ordered (idem,

pp. 63-9). This vicious circle passing successively and repeatedly through the same
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stages of accommodation of the Brothers by the regime, instrumentalisation of the

organisation to attack perceived enemies of the state, mostly communists and leftists,

followed by periods of illegalisation, persecution and violence is, until this day, the

dominant interaction pattern in the relationship between the Muslim Brothers and the

regime. It was so with Nasser, Sadat and Mubarak.

IV.1.3 The	25	January	Uprising	and	Coup	d’état		

The repercussions of 1919 and the two contentious decades that ensued were felt

in 1952. Emotionally torn by a humiliating defeat at the hands of the Israeli army and

economically dependent of a foreign power, both the national elites and the Egyptian

street were rampant with anti-colonial sentiment. The onslaught was extended to King

Faruk, ridiculed and censored for his personal life, and the monarchic institution,

despised for having submitted to the suzerain (Marsot, 2007, p. 123). Bearing in mind

the precedents of the Egyptian protest landscape, the formation of a large opposition

front, loosely aggregated around the common rejection of the ruling order, was not a

surprising development. The historical account of the coalition of forces at play and the

contentious mood is elucidative:

The focus of nationalist activity was the Suez Canal Zone, the last physical vestige

of the occupation organised loosely as a united front, communists, feminists,

Muslim Brothers, Socialist Party adherents, and the left wing of the Wafd waged

guerrilla war against the British. In addition, Egyptian workers and office employees

walked out of their British-affiliated factories and agencies, and railway workers,

customs officials, airline employees, and longshoremen refused to handle British

supplies (Botman, 1998, p. 306).

However,  the  dwindling  British  Empire  was  not  ready  to  forfeit  its  hold  on  the

Egyptian economy and strategic assets, such as the Suez Canal. The army was instructed

to  repel  the  nationalist  forces  and  25  January  1952  would  go  down  in  history  as  yet

another turning point in the struggle for national liberation. After engaging the Egyptian

rebels for several days, a unit of the British army besieged a police precinct in Ismailia.

Accusing the officers of protecting the insurgents and reacting against the refusal to
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hand them to the British authorities, the artillery unit shelled the building and killed 40

policemen (Marsot, 2007, p. 124). The 25th of January would be made a national public

holiday, known as “Police day”. Fifty-nine years later, in another demonstration of the

symbolical dimension and historical awareness of the anti-Mubarak movement, 25

January was chosen as the national day of revolt against the regime.

Back to January 1952, when the news of the Ismailia incident reached the capital,

scores of demonstrators, spurred by nationalist and anti-colonialist sentiments, rose up

and burned down Cairo.  Involving vast  sectors  of  the society and parties,  the streets

were inflamed against the ruling power. This sparked a movement and momentum that

a group of young officers seized to end the monarchy and the occupation. On 23 July,

the Free Officers movement, led by Gamal Abdel Nasser, staged a coup d’état and

eventually started a prolonged period of political authoritarianism under military

oversight. Between 1952 and 2012, all serving presidents would come from military

ranks. In this sense, the events of 1952 can be seen as a revolution made to prevent all

revolutions, supressing civic liberties and repressing the challenging social forces.
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IV.2 Five	Decades	of	Authoritarian	Persistence			

All the rebellious episodes and emerging organisations of the first half of the

twentieth century set the scenery to what would happen in the next 50 years, during

which resilient contention was never a match for authoritarian persistence (Hinnebusch,

2006). The year of 1952 was the final example of a “revolutionary situation” in which

the ruler could be removed by a chain of events initiated on the streets by a broad front

of opposition groups able to summon the social forces of the country for a common

cause. Indeed, as previously noted, up until 2011 no other example of regime

breakdown or power transition attributable to one “eventful protest” or a series of

protest waves occurred. Succession occurred either by natural death or assassination,

but always within the same authoritarian regime and military power.

This thesis is more about rising oppositions than falling dictators. It is nevertheless

important to characterise the political and institutional aspects of successive regimes in

order to identify patterns of permanence and change throughout the recent Egyptian

history. Table 2 synthesises the structures that framed the authoritarian patterns;

namely 1) regime type (with the main distinguishing feature in parentheses); 2)

hegemonic organisation or party; 3) socio-economic model, and; 4) foreign policy. Abdel

Nasser’s presidency, for its radical break with the past and relation to the country’s

persistent authoritarian present, merits special scrutiny.

Table 2 Multiples of Authoritarianism

Nasser Sadat Mubarak

Regime Authoritarian
(Corporatist)

Authoritarian
(Electoral Hegemonic)

Authoritarian
(Martial rule)

Dominant Political
Organisation

Liberation Rally;
National Union; Arab

Socialist Union

Arab Socialist Union;
National Democratic

Party

National Democratic
Party

Socio-economic
model

Arab-Socialism
(Nasserism)

Corrective Movement;
Infitah

(open-door policy)

Neoliberalism
(Distributive
Patronage)

Foreign Policy
Pan-Arabism;

Anti-Israel;
Non-Alignment

“West Politics”; Israeli
Containment

Regional Broker; Arab
Détente
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IV.2.1 Regime	Type:	Multiples	of	Authoritarianism			

IV.2.1.1 Authoritarian	Corporatism	

The immediate outcome of the Free Officers’ movement coup was the creation of a

military junta established as a caretaker body to assure a stable transition to a civilian

and democratic republic. The Revolutionary Command Council (RCC), effectively led by

Abdel Nasser, had a mixed membership including both participants and non-participants

in the actions that led to the deposition of the former regime. Looking for a consensual

source of legitimacy, the Free Officers made use of the national prestige and

respectability of General Naguib, appointing him successively as Commander-in-Chief of

the RCC, Prime Minister (in September 1952), and finally as first President of the

Republic, on 18 June 1953. Contrary to the former king, the British occupiers and the

exploitive colonialist mode of production, the liberal institutions and traditions of the

post-protectorate regime came in for strong praise from the main social forces,

organisations and parties. All major established groups, including the Muslim Brothers,

were adamant about the need to strengthen basic freedoms, had a clear preference for

civilian rule and declared democratic  intentions. The President of the Republic himself

conceived of military political power as a necessary but temporary solution, which

preceded an inevitable devolution to the now sovereign Egyptian citizens.

Apart from nationalist and anti-colonial proclivities, the political preferences of

Abdel Nasser were not entirely known (Roussillon, 1998, p. 338). His agenda would only

become clear as the years went by. Even though this suggests a considerable degree of

ideological improvisation, in his “Philosophy of the Revolution” (1954), it is clear that

Nasser considered the Free Officers movement as the revolutionary vanguard of the

remiss masses:

After  July  23rd I  was  shocked by the reality.  The vanguard performed its  task;  it

stormed the walls of the fort of tyranny; it forced Farouk to abdicate and stood by

expecting the mass formations to arrive at their ultimate object. It waited and

waited. Endless crowds showed up, but how different was the reality from the

vision! The multitudes that arrived were dispersed followers and disparate

remnants. The holy march towards the great goal was interrupted. A dismal picture,

horrible and threatening, then presented itself. I felt my heart changed with sorrow



103 | P a g e

and dripping with bitterness. The mission of the vanguard had not ended ( G. A.

Nasser, 1959, p. 20).

Regardless of the pronouncements, it is through deeds that Nasser consolidated the

main political and ideological pillars of the regime. Consequently, to qualify his mandate

and views we need to look at his executive actions and decisions.

Even before assuming the presidency in 1956, Nasser was at the helm of Egyptian

politics and government. In fact, his predominance in this context dates from the outset

of the Free Officers’ movement. His clash with Naguib regarding the role of the military

and the perpetual postponement of the promised return of the military to the barracks

are strong indicators that democracy never ranked high on Nasser’s political agenda. In

fact, one of the first significant political acts of the RCC was the dissolution of all

opposition parties during a three year “transition period” (Brownlee, 2007, p. 51) that

brings to mind the almost uninterrupted 44 year (1967–2011) enforcement of a national

state of emergency. Indeed, three years later, the transition ended, but the ban

remained.

In  place  of  a  multi-party  system,  the  new  regime  created  what  we  might  call

“corporatist mass organisations” to integrate a cross-sectorial sample of the Egyptian

society, including workers, students, religious denominations and large swathes of

hitherto illegal political groups. This mode of association through which individuals were

divided by group affiliation (usually professional) and integrated in state-run structures

had strong corporatist roots. In spite of being one of the most dissected periods of

Egyptian history, the corporatist nature of the Nasserist project is at times neglected,

but generally recognised (Beinin & Lockman, 1998, pp. 431–32; Roussillon, 1998, pp.

350–51; Vatikiotis, 1978, p. 223; Waterbury, 2014, p. 309ff).

The first of these organisations was the incongruously nominated “Liberation Rally”

(LR). The LR had features of a mass-based party, which “seeks to penetrate into a

number of spheres of social life. Affiliated trade union, religious and other social

organisations  serve  not  only  as  political  allies  […]  but  for  the  projection  of  the

programmatic objectives” (Gunther & Diamond, 2003, p. 178). In effect, this national

structure sought to entangle the citizenry in an organic political and social fabric. In a
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quite literal, if unscientific, sense the LR conjures the image of a big-tent party: inside it,

everything, outside it, nothing.

With Nasser as secretary-general, the LR was only the first of a series of nationalist

unitary political entities that reverted and subverted the principles of democracy for

years to come: populist acquiescence in turn of public debate and unitarianism instead

of party competition. One organisation, one people, one nation, subject to one ruler.

Egypt would be thereof, not only under different degrees of military oversight, but also

governed by successive incarnations of single (pseudo-)parties (Blaydes, 2010, pp. 30–

3). Much as all presidents belonged to the military, they all relied on the organisation

and hegemonising of the entire political field by a single political organisation. Until the

creation of the National Democratic Party (NDP) by Sadat in 1978, the the parties were

not actually named as such.

Befittingly, the Liberation Rally was replaced by a “National Union” (NU) in 1956.

Under the new constitution, granted to the country at the end of the transition period

(1956), the NU appeared as the only permitted political organisation. At this crucial

political juncture, Nasser introduced yet another authoritarian pattern: the formal

electoral confirmation of the main leader or legal document, either by plebiscite or

rigged election. Mubarak would regularly resort to this instrument so as to legitimise his

ailing presidency before the eyes of the international community and the emerging

opposition networks.

After collecting 99.9 per cent  ‘yes’ votes in the first presidential plebiscite (Nohlen,

Thibaut, & Krennerich, 1999, p. 344) and formally assuming a position that in substantive

terms he already occupied, President Nasser initiated a decade of accelerated

transformation of the Egyptian economy and society during which Egypt’s role in the

world and region were also be redefinedIV.2.1.1). The plebiscitarian confirmation and

the single mass organisation model, though, continued to be considered as the main

bond between the ruler and the ruled. In 1962, Nasser crafted a new national charter,

approved in a national referendum, and launched the “Arab Socialist Union” (ASU) as

the corporatist propeller of his version of socialism. The ASU, which at its height enlisted

about 6 million Egyptians (Roussillon, 1998, p. 350), would outlive Nasser himself and

be repurposed by his successor, then vice-president and former Free Officer movement
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companion, Anwar Sadat. Nasser’s mandate and life ended abruptly due to his sudden

death following an altercated period in which Egyptian politics alternated between

nationalist and opposition mobilisation. In 1967, at the same time Nasser summoned

the country to fight the Israeli aggression, he legates to the country a central cog in the

authoritarian machinery: the permanent application of Law N° 162, 1958. Also known

as “Emergency Law” (G.  Nasser,  1958),  it  had been approved in 1958 to regulate the

state of emergency through means of legal suppression and repression of all basic

freedoms.

IV.2.1.2 Electoral	Hegemonic	Authoritarianism	

Sadat ascended to power determined to backtrack on Nasser’s economic path to

socialism, but proved to be less effective in reverting the paramount political patterns

of Egyptian authoritarianism; namely, executive control over political organisations, the

permanent state of emergency, and electoral window-dressing. After an initial period of

internal quarrelling over his legitimacy as the rightful successor of Nasser, Sadat

consolidated his leadership through the selective elimination of his declared or

presumed opponents. For that purpose, he kept a tight grip on the institutional

apparatus legated by Nasser, namely the ASU, state bureaucracy, military, security

services and a whole range of corporatist emanations, such as the controlled unions. In

a matter of months he purged the Nasserist remnants and coeval threats through forced

resignations and incarcerations (Brownlee, 2007, p. 90).

Thereafter, Sadat started to carve out his own brand of authoritarianism. The office

of the presidency remained uncontested, but the Nasserist corporatist apparatus was

dismantled. The ASU, for example, was first stripped of its popular and populist organic

role, gradually phased out and finally replaced by a new party arrangement. Abandoning

“socialism” and adopting “liberalism” without staging a reform of the political system

would have undermined the president’s credibility. In 1971, a new “Permanent

Constitution”, which indeed would remain in force until 2011, was approved through

the usual confirmation referendum. Without revoking the previous emergency law, it

bestowed constitutional value to the “state of emergency”, now regulated through

article 148 (Constitution of the Arab Republic of Egypt, 1971). Other important
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dispositions  include  article  1  declaring  Egypt  as  a  “democratic  state”  and  article  76

determining the single-candidate presidential plebiscite (idem).

In 1976,  after  winning the presidential  plebiscite with 99.9 per cent  of  the votes

(Nohlen et al., 1999, p. 345), assuring total control over the executive and the ASU, Sadat

created three “political platforms”. Emanating directly from the state and sidestepping

pre-existing social and political forces, these platforms intended to reflect ASU currents

and the traditional ideological spectrum: “progressives” on the left, “liberals” on the

right and the cunningly-named “democrats” at the centre and above all the others

(Brownlee, 2007, pp. 91–2).

 As the parliamentarian elections would demonstrate, the only liberalisation taking

place in the country was the “open door” economy. All political acts, including elections

and most public office appointments (including the overwhelming majority of MPs),

were decided behind closed doors. The democrats or “Egypt Party”, a group controlled

by the president and headed by his brother-in-law, collected 80 per cent of the votes.

The right gathered 4.9 per cent and the left 0.6 per cent. All combined, independent

candidates were able to establish themselves as the second political force, at 14.6 per

cent (Nohlen et al., 1999, pp. 342–43). The possibility of running as an independent is,

to some extent, an acknowledgment of the three-platform inauthenticity and can be

interpreted as an attempt to legitimise the electoral acts. Furthermore, from the

regime’s perspective, the category of unaffiliated candidate could be important to vent

local disaffection, please the networks of patronage and appease underground political

parties or organisations. On the illegal opposition side, especially political organisations

with some social and financial capital like Wafd, this was a chance to rebuild political

structures and spread their message across the country. Even though window-dressing

continued to be the main attribute of the Egyptian electoral system, this small window

of opportunity opened by Sadat was not closed by Mubarak. What may have started as

an attempt to extend the regime’s outreach ended as an oppositional exploitation of an

authoritarian opening. In the future, particularly during the Mubarak era, it would give

more manoeuvring space to groups such as the Muslim Brotherhood to oscillate

between periods of entrenchment and compromise. Usually, entrenchment meant

boycotting the elections and compromise implied a participation by proxy through
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which the Brothers would file “independent candidates” whose affiliation with the

organisation was known by local constituencies.

Looking at regime dynamics under Sadat, the hegemony over the Egyptian political

system moved steadily from a mass organisation to a “hegemonic electoral party” that

“monopolises the political arena using coercion, patronage, media control and other

means to deny formally legal opposition parties any real chance of competing for

power” (Diamond, 2002, p. 25). In 1978, with the foundation of the NDP, this

transformation was complete.

This  final  step  was  only  possible  with  the  1977  approval  of  a  new  law,  which,  in

theory, would allow the creation of new parties and, in practice, moved the regime even

closer to a single-party autocracy disguised as multi-party democracy. In 1979, on the

occasion of the last parliamentary elections called by Sadat, this was confirmed. NDP

was  assigned  84  per  cent   of  the  MPs,  thus  certifying  its  status  as  the  hegemonic

electoral tool of the president (Brownlee, 2007, p. 93). It would remain so during the

three decades of Mubarak’s presidency.

IV.2.1.3 Martial	Authoritarianism	

Hosni Mubarak had been chosen to occupy the vice-presidency as a loyal officer and

politically neutral figure, who posed no threat to the sitting president. With a subdued

personality, a clear contrast to Sadat’s self-aggrandizing manner (Marsot, 2007, p. 170),

this “Man without Qualities” (Musil, 1965) found himself entangled in the authoritarian

plans of the Rais and would slowly weave his own thread.

Lacking Naguib’s prestige, Nasser’s charisma or Sadat’s reformist spirit, Mubarak

appeared as a pragmatic leader with a shrewd understanding of the times he lived in

and the changes needed to achieve the main goal of the autocrat: perpetuation in office.

Authoritarian learning is a good conceptual fit for the rise and fall of the Arab Uprisings

(Heydemann & Leenders, 2011), but this evolutionary character of regimes is a known

phenomenon (Beissinger, 2007, p. 269; Pridham, 2000, p. 55ff). It is only natural for a

regime to reflect the combined effects of internal history and international context.

Building on his predecessor’s successes and failures, Mubarak and his retinue made

what would prove to be an acute political assessment of the Egyptian internal situation.
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In the aftermath of a cycle of repression that resulted in the assassination of the former

president, it was necessary to create the conditions for a moratorium on dissent, which

could restore social peace along the lines defined by the new head of state. On the

international front, Mubarak took office in the middle of the “third-wave of

democratisation” (Huntington, 1993). The spirit of the times and the evolving political

culture were increasingly hostile to closed authoritarianism and favourable to

democratisation, even if the outcome could be a “democracy with adjectives”(Collier &

Levitsky, 1997) or a hybrid regime (Diamond, 2002).

 Consequently, Mubarak took some formal steps towards pluralism, while keeping

intact the essential political authoritarian patterns. The presidency would still be

confirmed by popular acclamation. In his first presidential plebiscite, the yes to Mubarak

camp received 98.5 per cent of  the vote,  the second lowest  percentage since Anwar

Sadat’s 1970 confirmation with 90 per cent, but still shy of his predecessors’ 99.9 per

cent  scores (in 1956 and 1976) or Nasser’s two 100 per cent  sweeping victories in 1958

and 1965 (Nohlen et al., 1999, pp. 344–45). Moreover, by reinstating a “state of

emergency” that had been suspended by Sadat for a meagre 18-month period, Mubarak

intensified the martial approach to civilian government.

This strategy of controlled opening and closure would be used throughout the

mandate. Although it gives the impression of uncharted navigation, the balance

between liberalisation and repression could be one explanation for Mubarak’s longevity

in  power.  In  the  end,  an  emerging  collective  action  network  and  general  material

deprivation may have tipped the scales against him (see Chapter VI, Chapter VII). All in

all, it seems undeniable that, limited as it was, the space of opportunities opened during

this period was seized by a significant portion of the social and political forces, which

started reclaiming the right to occupy the streets and power.

Notwithstanding the authoritarian persistence, some changes were introduced. At

the beginning of the mandate, both executive control over the political organisations

and the practice of electoral simulacra were relaxed. Without obvious gestures of

national grandstanding with international repercussions, such as the nationalisation of

the Suez Canal by Nasser or Sadat’s blitzkrieg against Israel, Mubarak sought limited

internal reconciliation.
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The new presidency started off with clear intentions to moderate the tensions

fermenting in Egypt. Mubarak understood that simply putting a lid on discontentment

had caused explosive situations and decided to open spaces to vent peoples’ claims and

release pressure on the government. Civil Society Organisations (CSO) were allowed to

exist, censorship was eased and prisoners freed. At the same time, religious

denominations and organisations were granted more leeway and clandestine political

groups legalised and developed (Brownlee, 2007, pp. 124).

This unfolded under the provisions of Sadat’s party law and new amendments to the

electoral laws that would: 1) restrict participation to legal parties; 2) introduce an

electoral threshold (8 per cent), and; 3) create a mixed proportional representation

system combining party lists with individual majority circles, as a consequence of the

High Court ruling that annulled the newly imposed restriction of individual candidatures

(Nohlen et al., 1999, p. 333). In fact, between 1977 and 1984, the electoral arena was

stabilised: the NDP continued to be the hegemonic electoral party, while Wafd, the

Liberal Party, Tagammu and the Socialist Labour Party all consolidated, and the Muslim

Brothers returned to active politics (Brownlee, 2007, p. 125).

Despite the legislative advances, the raw numbers tell us that, when compared to

previous electoral acts, the progresses made by the legal opposition during Mubarak’s

“political liberalisation” period were limited. Pooled together, they never went beyond

one  fifth  of  the  votes  in  the  polls  (Nohlen  et  al.,  1999,  pp.  342–43).  But  even  these

modest political gains were soon reversed. In the following parliamentary elections, the

regime backtracked on its already limited democratisation efforts and set the standards

for the remainder of Mubarak’s era: voter suppression and political repression

administered under a permanent state of emergency.

The opposition forces faced a predicament, which would also last for the next two

decades. Any participation in elections would give them the capacity to limit the

presidential free-hand and its complete hold on the country and its institutions, but

would do so at the cost of legitimising a fraudulent act. On the other side, boycotting

could expose the electoral hoax, but at the expense of removing all parliamentary

obstacles to the president.
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The regime’s strategy was conditional on the opposition’s approach. Accordingly, in

the  presence  of  a  boycott  (1990  and  a  partial  one  in  2010),  the  main  electoral  ploy

consisted of participation-rate manipulation devised to simulate massive popular

support. Without free access to the public and published opinion, parliamentary election

boycotts were a demobilising tool with the expected costs and none of the supposed

benefits.  On the contrary, participation would yield unintended (?), if costly in human

terms, gains. Whenever the opposition decided to present itself at the polls (1995, 2000,

2005 and, partially, in 2010) the regime made use of an extensive repertoire of

repression, including pre-emptive crackdowns, arrests, court injunctions, libel laws,

candidate bans, voter intimidation, disenfranchisement, vote buying, ballot stuffing and

a vast array of vote-rigging tactics (Brownlee, 2007, pp. 126–28). Such actions led the

opposition to the streets and thus would not pass unnoticed, either to the national press

or to the international organs and news outlets. Consequently, participation proved far

more efficient than boycotts in exposing the regime.

As we will see in the next chapters, the mobilisation effects of increasingly violent

and contentious electoral periods are characteristic of the Egyptian protest event

landscape. The regime’s heavy hand and blatantly fraudulent practices fuelled collective

action and would be one of the sparks for the mobilisation spirals of the 2000s, when

electoral acts coincided with protest peaks.

IV.2.2 Socio-Economic	Models:	From	Arab	Socialism	to	Neoliberalism	

To grasp the continuities and breaks of the Egyptian authoritarian regime, it is

important to briefly analyse the different societal models each of the three autocrats

envisioned and the way they tried to implement their socio-economic programmes for

the country. Likewise, contextualising the basic tenets and shifts of Egypt’s stand in the

world and region during the second half of the twentieth century will help us understand

the continuum between the internal and the international politics of Nasser, Sadat and

Mubarak.
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IV.2.2.1 When	Corporatism	meets	Socialism	

As previously mentioned, Nasser inherited a socio-economic condition resulting

from a colonial situation. The political institutions of the former regime were liberal, but

socially and economically Egypt was a backward country where the wealth of the foreign

and national elites did not trickle-down to a poverty-afflicted population. To tackle these

iniquities, Nasser devised a socio-economic programme with two pillars: modernisation

and redistribution. He himself summarised it in one sentence: “Plan prosperity for the

country and ensure for every citizen his daily crust of bread” (G. A. Nasser, 1959, p. 48).

One of the sources of gross inequality in Egypt was the land property structure. On

the one side, it moulded a landed-elite that helped reproduce a Wafd affiliated power

elite; on the other side, land productivity was low and land distribution unequal. Joel

Beinin gives us a clear depiction of the state of affairs:

Under the monarchy, the cultivation and export of cotton remained the largest

sector of the economy despite substantial industrial growth, especially in textile

spinning and weaving, during the 1930s and 1940s. Large land owners dominated

society and politics, comprising 43 percent of parliamentary deputies and 58

percent of cabinet members between 1923 and 1952 (Beinin, 1998, p. 318).

Aware of the political and economic ramifications of this problem, the first major

legislative  act  of  the  RCC  was  a  land  reform.  The  agrarian  law  of  1952  aimed  at

dispossessing the landed elites of their property and power, while redistributing land

and income to destitute peasants. Its most important disposition was the cap imposed

on the area of land an individual or family could own. With about 2000 people

controlling 20 per cent  of the cultivated area (Waterbury, 2014, p. 267), the upper limit

was generous22 and targeted precisely those at the top with overlapping real estate and

state power. Far from being radical, the new reform merely pinched the land ownership

structure, but nevertheless had significant effects at both extremes of the socio-

economic and political strata. At the bottom, it improved agricultural income

22 The limit was set at 200 feddans per individual or 300 per family (Waterbury, 2014, p. 265).
A feddan is an old unit of area roughly equivalent to one acre. This means the maximum area a
family could own was 311 acres or 1.26 km2. For the purpose of comparison, this is larger than
the walled section of Al-Quds (Jerusalem) or the Italian city of Lucca.
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distribution, whereas at the top the ruling elites were uprooted from a vital source of

influence, revenue, and power (Vatikiotis, 1978, p. 207). This was the first sign that the

new regime planned to shake up the old caste system from the top down.

Egypt was subjected to a process of uneven and combined development (Trotsky,

2008, p. 5) governed by the interests of the suzerain and national elites. The country’s

internal (under)development was unevenly distributed insofar as, for example, both the

agricultural and industrial sectors became too dependent on a single crop (cotton) and

a single associated industry (textiles), but incorporated in the international economy

dynamics through a “colonial capitalist” system (Beinin, 1998, p. 318), which

“encompasses both British colonial rule and Egypt's subordinate integration into the

world capitalist market, while linking many salient features of the social order” (idem).

The  transition  from  colonial  capitalism  to  a  state-run  planned  economy  was

gradually implemented, with some critical episodes. Without national control over the

means of production, it is not possible to impose a centralised economy. And, in 1956,

when Nasser assumed the presidency, most assets were still either in the hands of

foreign powers or affluent Egyptian elites who had prospered in their shadow. The

logical step, from the regime’s perspective, was to initiate a torrent of private

expropriations and national appropriations whose watershed moment was the

nationalisation of the Suez Canal and the subsequent “Tripartite Aggression” by Israel,

France and the UK. This event was an important factor of national mobilisation with a

critical economic fallout. Nationalisation of the Suez Canal could be used as a blanket

term for what came after; namely, the complete national seizure of foreign assets and

unprecedented expansion of the state sector. These actions would radically transform

the  profile  of  the  Egyptian  economy  and  the  state’s  capacity  to  set  its  course.  As

Panayiotis Vatikiotis writes:

Before  1952  […]  state  ownership  of  the  means  of  production  was  confined  to

irrigation and part of the transport infrastructure […]. Ten years later, it was

extended to all financial institutions, public utilities, transport […] industrial

concerns, insurance, department stores, large hotels, the media and press, export-

import trade and marketing of major agricultural crops (Vatikiotis, 1978, p. 212).
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Nasser knew that a land-based economy was the source of Egyptian

underdevelopment and not the solution to the country’s woes. Furthermore, even with

new infrastructure and heavy state investments like the Aswan High Dam, agriculture

alone could not satisfy the needs of a fast-growing population. More than a choice,

accelerated industrialisation was an urgent imperative. For that purpose and especially

from 1961 onwards, Nasser’s government furthered “socialist measures” through new

laws, implementation of the five-year-plan approach and complete reorganisation of

national production under state direction. It was in this context that the ASU was born

and authoritarian corporatism met technical socialism (Roussillon, 1998, p. 345-47).

The economic plan delivered ambition and inefficiency in equal measure,

nonetheless leaving some margin for substantial improvements. A revised strategy of

import  substitution  led  the  country  away  from  the  colonial  model  and  closer  to  a

diversified national industrial output (Waterbury, 2014, p. 60). At the same time, more

people were working for fewer hours and better wages (idem, pp. 91-2). By 1965, at the

end of the first five-year plan, GDP per capita had risen 20 per cent  (Vatikiotis, 1978, p.

213). Finally, for the first time in Egyptian history, the state was also a guarantor and a

provider of basic services, from healthcare to education.

On  the  downside,  Egypt  was  ripe  with  problems  related  to  the  execution  of  a

complex plan by a heavy, inefficient and ill-prepared state bureaucracy. Financing the

new clienteles, the military and the war efforts in Yemen and Palestine diverted vital

resources from the economy and left the country dilapidated (idem, p. 217). The

inevitable side-effects kicked in: inflation, mounting debt, an army of public servants and

a real army, which the former Free Officer leader empowered like never before. In fact,

military encroachment in business affairs and tutelage of large sectors of the economy

is one of Nasser’s bequests that Sadat would not relinquish. One that persists to this day

as an obstacle to any kind of transformation, democratic or otherwise, that does not

include the military at the receiving end of power and benefit (D. A. Roy, 1992, p. 703).

As shown in the previous section, the main institutional bureaucratic feature of

Nasser’s regime was the corporatist understanding and organisation of social relations.

Regarding the socio-economic model, the debate revolves around the qualification of

his programme for the country. Terms like Socialism, Arab-Socialism, Nasserism or even
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State Capitalism have been used interchangeably. Without intending to settle the

debate, the qualification that better encapsulates both the spirit and the practices of

Nasser would be Nasserism. We could define it as Arab Socialism in one country. As for

Arab-Socialism, we’d adopt the policy-oriented (as opposed to politically-oriented)

definition used by Joel Beinin: “state-led development, agrarian reform, import-

substitution industrialization, and social benefits for workers and white-collar

employees in a greatly expanded public sector […] often accompanied by a commitment,

if only rhetorical in many cases, to pan-Arab nationalism” (Beinin, 2001, p. 131).

Indeed, Arab Socialism and Pan-Arabism are inextricably connected, to the extent

that one cannot be understood without the other. Pan-Arabism was the main feature of

Egyptian foreign policy under Nasser and subsumed all others; namely, a strong anti-

Israeli stance, non-alignment, anti-imperialism and concomitant close relationship with

the Soviet Union. Arab nationalism and unity was not an original idea, but the Egyptian

president was certainly one of the few to act upon it during the twentieth century by

forming with Syria, in 1958, the United Arab Republic. The short-lived political union was

both  a  failure  and  a  testament  to  Nasser’s  commitment.  Moreover,  it  is  another

demonstration of the linkage between internal an international politics. Pan-Arabism is

the common ground on which Nasser based his eventful foreign policies, from the

launching of the Non-Aligned Countries conferences to the involvement in the Yemeni

civil-war and the conflictual relations with Israel.

Both the rise and the demise of the Nasserist regime are linked to the Palestinian

question. Nasser himself fought in the first Arab-Israeli war and the Free Officers

movement tapped into a popular sentiment of disillusionment and anger towards old

and new occupying forces in the region. The anti-Israeli rhetoric, another constant of

Egyptian politics consolidated by Nasser, and the redemption of the disaster of ’48

prompted Egypt to lead a Pan-Arab effort of mobilisation against Israel. It would end, in

1967, with another humiliating defeat, immortalised in the words of Nasser himself as

“the setback” (naksa).  Largely  absent  from  Egypt  for  the  larger  part  of  Nasser’s

mandates, contentious politics returned in the aftermath of the naksa. Both the

opposition and regime supporters returned to the streets.
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IV.2.2.2 Right	and	Westwards:	a	reformist	U-turn	

A widely-circulated anecdote about Sadat’s new direction, reproduced by the

Egyptian historian al-Sayyid Marsot, goes like this: “on the first day Sadat got into the

presidential limousine he waited until the car reached a crossroads and then asked the

chauffeur, ‘Where did the rais [president] turn here?’ ‘He turned left’, was the answer.

‘Signal left and turn right’, said Sadat” (Marsot, 2007, p. 156).

Sadat’s socio-economic model and the related foreign policy did turn Egypt in a

different direction from the course determined by Nasser. Initially presented as

“corrective  movement"  of  the  deviations  to  the  spirit  and  programme  of  the  1952

revolution, it would get rid of the internal adversaries (Brownlee, 2007, pp. 89–90) and

implement a new set of policies and alliances that moved the country both to the right

and towards the West. From the outset, Sadat gave signs that his ideas concerning

private property, foreign capital, Israel, the United States and military cooperation with

the Soviet Union were at odds with the Nasserist practices. Even before launching the

fundaments of his socio-economic model, Sadat had already eased some state holdings

on private assets and made the first attempts at foreign policy realignment by

approaching the US, henceforward a new strategic ally, and proposing a peace plan to

Israel (Hopwood, 1991, pp. 105-07). The early results, particularly on the Israeli front,

were not auspicious, but Israeli containment and “West Politics” would be two central

components of Sadat’s presidency.

Having failed with the internally unpopular peace effort, Sadat took the external

belligerence road and, in 1973, launched, together with Syria, a coordinated surprise

attack against Israeli positions in the occupied territories of Sinai and the Golan Heights.

After the humiliation of ’48 and the setback of ’67, the Yom Kippur War was the first

conflict not ending in a clear military defeat at the hands of the traditional foe. A UN

mediated ceasefire was agreed and while the Sinai remained occupied for almost a

decade, the half-victorious Sadat was acclaimed as the “hero of the crossing” (idem, pp.

107-08). After these military and diplomatic incursions, the president had accrued

enough political and popular capital to invest in a new socio-economic model.

Sadat’s plan was to open Egypt to the world through the creation of a “free-market”

economy. This Infitah or “open-door” policy, outlined in the “October Document” in
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March 1974 (Roussillon, 1998, p. 361), represented a profound shift in the orientation

of the state regarding economic regulation. In fact, it ushered in an era of deregulation

and laid down the foundational principles of economic liberalisation upon which

Mubarak would build his spoils system.

The new plan intended to reverse Egypt’s economic downturn, mainly through the

attraction of private investment and foreign capital (Ikram, 2005, pp. 17–23). In legal

terms, it revised and reverted Nasserism from the ground up: end of the public-sector

monopoly, private-public partnerships, concession of privileges to external capital,

liberalisation of the banking sector, restitution of seized property, etc. (Roussillon, 1998,

p. 361). However, in practical terms, the economic profile of the country did not change

significantly (Ikram, 2005, p. 18).

Incapable of revitalising the economy and attracting enough private capital to satisfy

basic needs and fund the depleted and highly indebted public finances, Sadat turned to

international lenders and opened the door to “international donors”,  the IMF and

structural adjustment plans (Waterbury, 2014, pp. 407–11). The shock waves of this first

neoliberal  impact  would  be  felt  immediately  in  1977,  with  a  wave  of  food  riots,  and

propagate all the way through the next decades. What started as a small outbreak of

deregulation would escalate to a full-blown neoliberalisation process.

Another point of contention that, arguably, would prove decisive to bring his

presidency to a hasty end was the culmination of the Israeli containment strategy. With

the Camp David accords of 1978 and the final peace treaty signed in the following year

under the auspices of the U.S. President Jimmy Carter, Egypt would eventually recover

the Sinai Peninsula and territorial integrity, but alienated the internal opposition and the

Arab world. Leftists and Muslim Brothers inside the country and other Arab states

outside it, refused to accept what was perceived as a capitulation to Israeli interests and

the recognition of the occupiers’ rights over the historical Palestine (Hopwood, 1991,

pp. 110–11). This treaty remains, until this day, a cornerstone of the Egyptian state’s

troubled relationship with other Arab states and, especially, with its own strongly and

active pro-Palestinian citizenry.

As a direct consequence, Sadat was confronted with diplomatic isolation within the

Arab context, but initiated a cycle of privileged partnership with the United States. The
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suspension from the Arab fora and international organisations was atoned by an

increased foreign rent provided by the US to its new regional buffer state against the

Soviet threat. These funds took the shape of foreign aid (mostly food), trade and

investment deals, and direct economic and military assistance. Billions of dollars were

funnelled to the government and armed forces through American channels and agents

on  the  ground,  such  as  USAID  (Waterbury,  2014,  pp.  400-04).  For  example,  as

compensation for the Camp David accords, the US pledged 1.5 billion dollars in military

re-equipment (idem, p. 404). On the domestic front, these developments fuelled

opposition protests and a repressive campaign was launched against the “enemies of

the sate”. Thousands of oppositionists, left and right, ended up behind bars.

IV.2.2.3 NDP:	Neoliberal	Distributive	Patronage		

If Sadat sought to sever ties with Nasser, Mubarak tried to combine their legacies

into a political and socio-economic amalgam. Falling heir to a country hanging in the

balance, he engineered a contrived equilibrium between ideals of social justice and

plans of economic reform. This tightrope walking and constant manoeuvring became a

regime routine. Mubarak made that clear from the beginning, when he addressed the

parliament in 1981, by unveiling a socio-economic motley tailored to seek acquiescence

across the political spectrum and social strata. He promised to continue the process of

economic opening, but not at the expense of the productive sectors and the country’s

vulnerable population. At the same time, political opening would also be a priority and

different forces should have space for orderly debates. Finally, he reassured new foreign

allies about his commitment to the signed treaties and peace in the region (Hopwood,

1991, p. 184). The new president promised something to everyone, but ended up

handing out much to a few in what constitutes an extreme example of “neoliberal

distributive patronage”. We will return to this concept.

During the first decade of Mubarak’s tenure, Egypt went through a period of steady

GDP growth pegged to a decline of the country’s economic fundamentals. While the

regime was boasting growth rates typical  of  thriving emerging markets  (e.g.  12.4 per

cent in 1982) (Farah, 2009, p. 39), other indicators and trends pointed in the direction



118 | P a g e

of an economic ticking bomb. During the same ten years, the country was running

budget deficits that reached 20 per cent of GDP (Roussillon, 1998, p. 374), a mounting

foreign debt that, between 1981 and 1990, more than doubled to 150 per cent of GDP

(Amin,  2011,  p.  57;  Farah,  2009,  p.  40),  an  average  inflation  rate  above  20  per  cent

(Roussillon, 1998, p. 374), consecutive trade deficits, rising unemployment and

informality (Farah, 2009, pp. 40–41). All this came on top of rising income inequality and

diverging consumption patterns, with luxury goods for the elites and basic subsidised

staples for the poor, punctuating the idea of a dual society.

These were the initial effects of a profound transformation that operated at the

heart of Egypt’s socio-economic model. The country was gradually transformed into a

rentier state increasingly dependent on rents and non-productive activities dubbed by

Waterbury  as  “the  gang  of  four”:  oil  exports,  Suez  Canal  revenues,  tourism  and

remittances of workers living abroad (1985, p. 73). To these we should add the economic

and military assistance packages annually dispatched by the United States. The same

author confirms the verdict about the deteriorating economic profile, asserting that “it

is frequently argued that the open-door policies have pushed Egypt toward the status

of a rentier state. There is little doubt that this has happened”(idem, p. 67).

As we shall see further ahead, the official narrative of the international financial

institutions and lenders mirrored an emerging ideological consensus in the 1980s built

around the idea of “open markets” as the solution to economic and financial problems

in both developing and developed countries. Deregulation, fiscal discipline, reduction of

state social programmes, privatisation and liberalisation of trade and capital were core

components of a formula for the Egyptian spoils system and its networks of patronage.

The authoritative language of neoclassical economics was a good match for the

authoritarian practices of new rentier states. The story of “liberalisation” under

Mubarak is a case in point.

Much of the pressure exerted on Mubarak by international financial institutions

(IFIs) was based on these policy prescriptions. During the second half of the 1980s, the

application of the measures demanded by the IMF in exchange for comprehensive debt

restructuring was continuously postponed. From the regime’s perspective, two main

reasons are identified: 1) resistances to privatisation coming from some state



119 | P a g e

bureaucrats and party elites, and; 2) the president’s reluctance in abolishing subsidised

food and energy (Roussillon, 1998, p. 375-76), a vital governmental contribution to

keeping Egyptians out of extreme poverty and away from the streets, as demonstrated

by the 1977 food riots (see V.1.2) With the focus on state holdings and social spending,

the IMF and the Egyptian state overlooked the non-productive capital flows routed

through a bloated and unrestrained banking sector. As Timothy Mitchell shows, the

universe of Egyptian non-financial State Owned Enterprises (SOEs) was actually

profitable yielding $550 million per annum, whereas the banking system, placed at the

centre of the distributive patronage schemes and plagued with non-performing loans,

was the biggest impending threat to the economy overall (T. Mitchell, 2002, pp. 277–

78).

At  the  end  of  the  1980s,  it  was  a  matter  of  when  and  not  if  Egypt  would  face  a

financial crisis and economic debacle triggered by debt default events coming from both

the private and public sectors. Indeed, in 1989 this happened, after the country failed

to service its military debt to the US (Roussillon, 1998, p. 375) and in 1991, when the

state decided to bailout the banks disbursing a (tax free) sum equivalent to 5.5 per cent

of GDP (T. Mitchell, 2002, p. 279).

Already immersed in economic turmoil, Egypt was caught in the middle of a regional

political crisis due to the imminent US military intervention in Iraq. On the one side, the

Gulf War triggered a decrease in two important rents: workers’ remittances and tourism

(Farah, 2009, p. 42). On the other, for its geographic and political positions, Egypt was

an invaluable ally to the United States and the international coalition that was about to

be deployed in the region. The bounty collected for the country’s contribution to the

war effort was unprecedented. Egypt saw the volume of foreign economic assistance

multiply and, most importantly, half of its external debt written off by creditors-turned-

war-allies in Europe, the Middle East and North America. As chance would have it, these

international events came to the rescue of both the Egyptian economy and president.

Mitchell concludes that “the largest single contribution to Egypt’s fiscal turnaround

resulted from a political decision […] It had nothing to do with neoliberalism”(T. Mitchell,

2002, pp. 276–77).
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This took place amidst a détente with neighbouring states during which Egypt had

returned to all major regional organisations, chiefly the Arab League, ending a period of

peer-shunning related to the country’s complicity with Israel. The international

realignment started by Sadat and continued by Mubarak had thus produced its largest

diplomatic and financial payoff. Egypt was charged with the role of regional broker and

relieved of a heavy debt burden. This domestic/foreign policy linkage was made evident

again when Egyptians saw an additional yoke descend upon their shoulders. Foreign aid

and debt pardons came at a hefty price. They were conditional on the country’s

participation in a war and on its integration in the prevailing logics of international

economic governance. Three months after the Gulf War, in May 1991, Egypt signed an

Economic Reform and Structural Adjustment Programme (ERSAP) with the IMF, which

inaugurated almost two decades of intense neoliberal distributive patronage.

Egypt would not be, perhaps, the first country coming to mind when a political

economist thinks of neoliberal laboratories. Other authoritarian countries, such as

Augusto Pinochet’s Chile (Valdes, 1995), are more frequently used to showcase the

development of the neoliberalisation process (Harvey, 2007). However, Egypt was

beyond any doubt home to one of the most comprehensive, if ultimately devastating,

neoliberal experiences of our time.

The importance and conceptual nebula surrounding this concept beg for a concise

clarification and precise classification. Dividing the neoliberalisation “process” from a

hypothetical “project” (Mirowski & Plehwe, 2015) may help us eschew some theoretical

pitfalls, while capturing the concrete essence of neoliberalism. In this sense,

“neoliberalisation as a project” would be the introduction of a teleological dimension to

the historical, political and socio-economic plans of the “neoliberalisation processes”.

Departing from a critical analysis, David Harvey’s definition comes close to describing

the process without ascribing an ultimate goal:

[Neoliberalism is …] a theory of political economic practices that proposes that

human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial

freedoms and skills within an institutional framework characterised by strong

private  property  rights,  free  markets,  and  free  trade.  The  role  of  the  state  is  to
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create and preserve an institutional framework appropriate to such practices

(Harvey, 2007, p. 2).

As employed in this thesis, I define neoliberalism as a top-down induced

transformation aimed at changing the economic profile of a polity following a centralised

plan, imposed with variable degrees of coercion, expressed in the language of neoclassic

economics and underpinned by the practices of deregulation, privatisation, and

retraction in social provision, which accentuates or redefines existing socio-economic

relations. This does not mean the process is politically or even ideologically neutral, but

simply  that  I  will  avoid  claims  pointing  to  the  existence  of  a  coherent  political

programme devised by cohesive international elites (cf. Jones, 2014; Mirowski &

Plehwe, 2015).

 Within this framework, it seems undisputable that, particularly after 1991,

Mubarak’s social-economic model, irrespective of his prior or personal convictions,

corresponded to the deepening of a neoliberalisation process in the country. In the

specific case of Egypt, this phase was based on a logic of “distributive patronage”, the

selective allocation by the state and its agents of resources to clientelistic networks, who

end up as main beneficiaries of an extended spoils system.

The neoliberalisation process was imposed from abroad but internally directed by

the president, the ministries, party officials (NDP) and state bureaucrats thereof

organised as sources of political and economic distributive patronage. Political

liberalisation, namely the parliamentary elections analysed in the previous section,

became a form of distributive political patronage, the “distribution of rents and

promotions to important groups within Egypt’s politically influential classes” (Blaydes,

2010, p. 49). Simultaneously, economic liberalisation was a source of distributive

economic patronage by which public resources, for example SOEs subject to nominal

privatisation, were transferred to old or newly formed clienteles. The ERASP

materialised as a constitutive opportunity for networks of privilege (Heydemann, 2004,

p. 12) with interconnected politicians, businessmen and state bureaucrats.

In the 1990s, Egypt was being lauded as the “Tiger on the Nile”, but John Sfakianakis

identifies another phenomenon (and better zoological analogy) that epitomises the

described process, the “Whales of the Nile”:
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During privatization, certain networks came into play at various points to secure

the transition of a system that previously supported public monopolies to a new

system that now supported private monopolies and oligopolies. The use of

networks by privileged businessmen and former bureaucrats allowed them to

become the ‘whales’ […] or hitan of the country, a popular Egyptian term describing

the very wealthy (Sfakianakis, 2004, p. 80).

Neoliberal distributive patronage didn’t do much to develop the country, create

free-markets  or  even  open  the  economy  (T.  Mitchell,  2002,  p.  275),  but  it  certainly

produced effects in the socio-economic relations at both ends of the highly-stratified

society. The lower classes – urban and rural – were pushed further down with decreasing

incomes (Farah, 2009, p. 47) and increasing inequality. At the top, meanwhile, the

emergence of networks of patronage seems to confirm the tendency of

neoliberalisation processes to forming new elites or empowering existing ones (Harvey,

2007, p. 156). In Egypt, these were a crucial support base for Mubarak (Blaydes, 2010,

p. 27).

At the same time, military power and patrimony were left untouched as the armed

forces continued to operate economically and politically in the shadows without any

type of accountability and/or civilian oversight. The old ruling military elites are chief

political  players  and  agents  of  a  “secret  economy”  sector  that  includes  land

appropriation and sales, food industries, imports, smuggling (D. A. Roy, 1992, p. 704)

and natural resources rents and contracts. Figures diverge, but the long arm of the

Egyptian military and, particularly, their expanding role in the economic sector are

historical  trends,  intensified after  the 2013 coup d’état  (Harb,  2003;  D.  A.  Roy,  1992;

"Adel", Egyptian political economist, personal communication, 16 October, 2014). As we

witnessed in 2011 and 2013, the unchecked power of the military is, arguably, the most

persistent of all authoritarian traits.

Lastly, I argue that high levels of coercion were part and parcel of the Egyptian

neoliberal distributive patronage process (see Chapter V.2). This is in line with

comparative analyses about other neoliberalisation experiences (Wacquant, 2009, p.

308) and research on the Egyptian case underlining the fact that “if one follows closely

the way in which economic expertise carried out its free-market experiment, it becomes
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clear that this scientific experiment could only have been conducted by force” (T.

Mitchell, 2002, p. 296).

   In an authoritarian state with a history of heavy repression, this finding is not a

scientific breakthrough. However, the dissociative discourse of the IFIs and international

allies, separating free markets from social and political freedoms, is somewhat puzzling.

The IMF staff reports and working papers, for example, were written with the overtones

of a self-promotion pamphlet and the undertone of an official governmental gazette. In

consecutive exercises of self-absorption, the Fund spent almost two decades trumpeting

the resounding successes of a country on the verge of collapse. In 1997, in a working

paper analysing “the successful Egyptian stabilization experience during the 1990s”

(Subramanian, 1997, p. 4), an IMF economist declared the country to be:

well embarked on a reform effort aimed at placing the economy on a higher growth

trajectory that would durably raise living standards, reverse the rising tide of

unemployment, reduce the level of poverty, and facilitate Egypt’s accelerated

integration in the world economy (idem, p. 5).

Ten years later, undeterred by mounting popular protests, the official IMF staff report

publicised that Egypt had “another year of impressive performance supported by

sustained reforms” (International Monetary Fund, 2007, p. 3). And, when hundreds of

thousands of Egyptians had already taken to the streets across the country demanding

economic, civil and political rights, the IMF heralded to the world the results of the

entente between the dictator and the Fund: “Economic performance since 2004

generally has been impressive, underpinned by a supportive external environment and

the structural reform program” (International Monetary Fund, 2009, p. 4).

In conclusion, not only did the Fund separate the “free market” from the not so free

country, as it accentuated the practice of disentangling certain macroeconomic

indicators (e.g. national balances) from their social effects (e.g. inequality,

unemployment). Repression, corruption and poverty would be some of the issues

mobilising the street against the regime.
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Chapter	V 	Acts	of	Contention		

V.1 Street	Outbursts	and	Systemic	Resilience	

Regarding the relationship between popular contention and systemic resilience, the

mechanisms adopted by the different leaders of the prevailing regime, from the rise of

Nasser to the downfall of Mubarak, form discernible interaction patterns. Besides

sharing non-democratic forms, the successive incarnations of Egyptian authoritarianism

had analogous strategies to control citizens and the street thus eschewing any

immediate or looming threats to its survival.  In fact, excluding the decade-long build-

up to the revolutionary situation of 2011, these methods were highly efficient, assuring

regime persistence and averting oppositional emergence in one fell swoop.

These interaction patterns are formed by the continuous interplay between regime,

elites, opposition and the main contentious constants of the country, namely: students,

workers and Islamists. We can divide the authoritarian interaction patterns in two main

types: “dissociative interaction”, marked by elements of rupture and “associative

interaction”, with predominant elements of integration. Consequently, in moments of

dissociative interaction the strategies employed by the regime are, fundamentally,

targeted repression, legal suppression and counter-mobilisation, whereas associative

interaction entails strategies of top-down nationalist mobilisation, elite co-optation and

selective accommodation of oppositional groups or demands.

In this section, I make use of the historical insights from the previous chapter to

analyse in more detail the authoritarian “dissociative interaction” patterns. The main

observation being that, for almost 50 years, challengers were never able to present a

credible threat to regime survival. Except for the Muslim Brothers and to a lesser extent

the communists, there was neither an alternative societal model with mobilising power

nor continued bottom-up political demands for the end of authoritarianism. Relevant

episodes of collective action did take place, but these were few and far between and

readily quelled by the regime’s associative and dissociative strategies. Rather than
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protest waves, these were isolated contentious outbursts of atomised groups showing

little or no coordination with other actors also present in the protest landscape.

Table 3 Authoritarian Interaction Patterns

Interaction  Strategy Nasser Sadat Mubarak

Associative

Nationalist
Mobilisation

Suez Canal Yom Kippur Palestine-Israel (cut
diplomatic ties); Anti-
War (2003)

Elite Co-optation
Military;
Unions

Military;
Landed Elites

Military; Landed
elites; Businessmen

Selective
Accommodation

(Instrumentalisation)

MB (initial);
Unions

MB (against
leftists);
Unions

MB; Tagammu

Dissociative

Counter-
Mobilisation

67 pro Nasser
demos   _________

Pro-Mubarak /Anti-
opposition demos
(2005, 2010)

Targeted Repression
MB;
Communists

Nasserists;
Communists
MB

MB; Jihadists; Leftists

Legal Suppression
Landed Elites;
All Parties; MB

MB; Internal
Purge

MB; Opposition
candidates and
Parties

In the next sections, we will go through the most significant contentious outbursts

of the second half of the twentieth century and analyse its interplay with the

authoritarian interaction patterns. The preliminary conclusion being that in the history

of the country repression and deprivation are also constants, rather than predictors of

change.
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V.1.1 Nationalised	Mobilisation	

Contrary to Sadat and Mubarak, Nasser had a populist approach to authoritarian

rule. As seen earlier, he considered society as an organic whole and social forces as

having no choice but to be integrated, at least formally, in the corporatist sate.

Therefore, in addition to the legal suppression of political groups and other

organisations, such as the Muslim Brothers, Nasser made use of two other direct

interaction strategies to control the contentious space: repression and top-down

mobilisation. Outright repression is the archetypical form of non-democratic reaction

against protest events and was regularly used by the Egyptian authoritarian regime. Top-

down mobilisation is not an unprecedented tool of authoritarian states, but only Nasser

made extensive use of nationalist mobilisations, even if Mubarak would resort to

counter-demonstrations towards the end of his tenure.

Episodes of contestation under Nasser were short-lived and either repressed or

dwarfed by nationalist mobilisation. As a leading Egyptian activist puts it: “mobilisation

was nationalised by the state. Whatever happened during these years was state

sponsored and state led: top-down mobilisation in a corporatist, authoritarian, populist

way to back the state” (“Samir”, Socialist activist, personal communication, 21 April,

2015). Although not entirely accurate in historical terms, this assertion captures the

essence of the Nasserist interaction patterns of contention.

Nasser’s bid for the presidency, for instance, was orchestrated through episodes of

top-down mass national mobilisations, using the army, the Liberation Rally and some

working  class  sectors  (Brownlee,  2007,  p.  54)  against  the  growing  demands  of  other

social forces, such as the students and some professional organisations, for a return to

civilian rule. Repression was also a tool, as the workers of Kafr al-Dawwar clearly

experienced just after the military junta took over. Manifesting their support to Naguib

and demanding unionisation rights and the removal of administrators linked to the

former regime, the textile workers of this northern (Beheira) industrial centre organised

strikes, sit-ins and occupations. Their actions unleashed a prompt reaction by the police

and the military security apparatus, resulting in seven deaths, countless wounded and

hundreds of detentions. The alleged leaders of the industrial actions, identified as

communists,  were  arrested  on  the  same  day,  tried  in  a  military  court  in  two  days,
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sentenced to death in three and, in less than one month, hanged.  (Beinin & Lockman,

1998, pp. 421–23).

The way Muslim Brothers lent their services to Nasser and the incoming regime is

another authoritarian interaction pattern that would last until 2013 as a direct

consequence of the internal contradictions of the organisation. In the first years after

the coup, the Brotherhood sided with Naguib, mobilising against military control, while

secretly negotiating with his adversary and future president Nasser. In 1954, already

banned and enduring a crackdown, the organisation would cut a deal with Nasser,

retreating from the streets and maiming the pro-civilian movement in return for the

release of prisoners and some leeway for their non-political activities (Brownlee, 2007,

p. 54). The Brothers had already been used to repress the communists with whom they

had disputed control of the labour movement, but also collaborated in the push for

independent unionisation (Beinin & Lockman, 1998, p. 426). In fewer than two years,

the Muslim Brothers went from having a foothold on power, counting three RCC officers

as their members (idem), the ear of the President and an active membership with

considerable mobilisation capacity, to being yet again an illegal, underground group

whose members faced persecution, torture, imprisonment and death. With the Muslim

Brothers rendered illegal and temporarily accommodated, the pro-civilian rule

opposition would subside under heavy repression and counter-mobilisations.

Ten years of corporatist rule and organic mobilisation later, we reach 1967, the war

with Israel and a renewed opportunity for contentious outbursts. The aftermath of the

“Six-Day War” is, indeed, another paradigmatic example of Nasser’s authoritarian

interaction patterns with opposing parties within the field of Egyptian contentious

politics. Following another crushing defeat at the hands of the Israelis, Nasser

announced his resignation. The dramatic decision was met in the streets with mammoth

demonstrations organised by the regime’s dominant organisation ASU in support of the

president. In a rare exhibition of lack of resolve, 24 hours would suffice for Nasser to

reverse his decision and move instead against his military political rivals (Brownlee,

2007, p. 88).

However, this time, some social forces were not appeased. In February 1968, in the

wake of what was deemed a mild court verdict against the head officers of the air-force
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allegedly responsible for the ’67 defeat, violent contention would return to the Egyptian

streets. On 20 February 1968, the workers in ammunition plants and other factories in

Cairo rose up and one day later, coinciding with “student day”, students in Cairo and

Alexandria also rose in protest, demanding harsher sentences (Abdalla, 2009, p. 149).

As tension mounted and students took over, the sit-ins in Cairo and Alexandria

continued for six days in a row before being forcefully crushed by heavy police

intervention. In the meantime, students had articulated a set of demands that went

beyond the ’67 war including themes such as solidarity with workers, abolition of the

University Guard, freedom of expression and political freedoms. One of the recurrent

slogans was “Down with the military state!” (idem, p. 151-153).

The sit-in was over but a student movement proper had been born. The regime

reacted in the already systematised two-pronged way: accommodation and national

mobilisation. Nasser summoned the nation to approve a new set of reforms, which met

the most important political demands (Brownlee, 2007, p. 89). Additionally, confronted

with the inefficacy of the riot police, another repressive tool entered into Nasser’s

authoritarian legacy: the infamous Central Security Forces (CSF) unit was created

(Abdalla, 2009, p. 154). This reaction should, conceivably, have been enough to

conciliate the regime with the street. But it wasn’t.

Later that year, In November, students returned to contentious politics, this time

following the lead of high school pupils protesting against stricter rules on admissions

and examinations (idem, p. 159). It began in Mansoura, but soon expanded to Alexandria

and Cairo where the budding student movement was reproducing the demands and

repertoires of February. The protest event ended in a more tragic way, with 16 deaths

and hundreds of injured (idem, p. 164), but the student movement, already with several

political currents, had come to stay.

A final issue with future resonance was the incorporation of the Israeli-Palestinian

question by social movements, especially students, as a gateway issue to mobilise

against the regime (Roussillon, 1998, p. 358). This feature would prove vital to the revival

of opposition networks in the 2000s.
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V.1.2 “Briots”	and	Other	Contentious	Outbursts	

The corrective movement of Anwar Sadat was extensive to the relationship between

the regime and the street. Populist mass support for the dictator as an authoritarian

interaction pattern died out with Nasser. As shown in the previous chapter, Sadat sought

legitimacy for his leadership through the elimination of internal adversaries, political

and economic liberalisation plans, an electoral hegemonic party and a vague nationalist

rhetoric about the imperative of reclaiming the lost land.

This  last  point  cost  him  the  first  open  confrontation  with  the  Egyptian  street.  In

January 1972, unwilling to accept presidential procrastination on the Israeli front, the

student movement mobilised to demand swift action. After four years of consolidation,

the students had developed political platforms and organised around societies, which

provided some structure to the movement. Individual and collective freedoms and the

occupied territories were the two leading items on the agenda (Abdalla, 2009, pp. 176–

77).

What started as a sit-in at the Cairo Polytechnic dispersed by the Central Security

Forces, ended up in a day march through downtown Cairo attended by thousands, an

overnight occupation of Tahrir Square and a morning of clashes (idem, pp. 179–84). In

the aftermath of the student protests, the regime accused the movement of being

dominated by communists under Soviet guidance. This would become the standard

Sadat smear for the remainder of his presidency. Indeed, the student movement had a

communist component, but Nasserists and Islamists were also present. Always

vacillating between entrenchment and encroachment, the Muslim Brothers, led by

future prominent members of the group like Essam Al-Erian and Abdel Meneim Abu Al-

Futuh, initiated a hegemonic drive that would propel them to the leadership of the

student unions and movement (Abdalla, 2009, pp. 226–27; Naguib, 2009, p. 110). The

inception of the “eventful decade”, in 2000, with pro-Palestinian demonstrations in

universities across Egypt, has its roots in this decisive juncture.

The Yom Kippur War was necessarily a moment of nationalist mobilisation. In this

regard, the history of Egyptian contentious politics shows us that, since 1948, liberation

of the occupied territories is second to none when it comes to finding a unifying national

cause. Regime supporters and challengers used it repeatedly, but after the détente with



130 | P a g e

Israel it was monopolised by opposition groups alone as a vehicle of organisation,

recruitment and mobilisation. The Palestinian liberation continues to be a weakness of

the authoritarian regime and a powerful source of contention.

After a fleeting grace period granted by the quasi-victory of ’73, Sadat had free rein

to implement his open-door economic programme. But the president would soon fall

victim to his own “free-market” obstinacy. As shown in the previous chapter, the infitah

was an economic failure and a socio-political liability. In 1975, workers of industrial areas

around Cairo, from Helwan to Shubra al-Khayma, staged spontaneous non-organised

protests, occupying factories, blocking railways or striking  (Beinin, 2001, pp. 156–57).

With their income depreciated by soaring inflation, the workers continued their struggle

throughout ’75 and ’76 in other industrial areas, like Mahalla al-Kubra, Alexandria, Tanta

or Port Said (idem, p. 157). The clampdown on workers’ rights followed the general lines

of the neoliberalisation processes and gained legislative force with the introduction of

Law n° 2/1977, which criminalised acts of economic sabotage, public incitement against

state property and, evidently, labour action in the (predominantly state owned)

factories. The penalty was a life sentence with hard labour (Land Center for Human

Rights, 1998, pp. 2,12).

These were pockets of resistance identified as the Nasserist social base, but also the

recurrent manifestation of a contentious constant that predated Nasser and would

outlast both Sadat and Mubarak. However, the labour struggles were isolated

mobilisations characterised by a general absence of links cutting across profession, class

or even geographic  area.  This  disconnect  between – and even among – workers  and

other  social  forces  remains  to  this  day  as  a  structural  hole  that  hinders  the  reach  of

opposition networks.

Only extreme periods of hardship seemed capable of filling this void and

circumstantially unite large sectors of disaffected and disadvantaged social groups. This

was the case of the 1977 “Bread Riots” or “briots” (Sadiki, 2000, p. 81). Inflation and

budget deficits made subsidies for consumer goods such as bread, butane gas or sugar,

technically unsustainable, gobbling up one third of the state’s expenditures (Roussillon,

1998, p. 362). Rather than revaluating his own economic programme, Sadat opted to

accept the recommendations of the IMF and eliminate the subsidies, a remnant of
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socialism that both the president and the Fund wanted to eradicate. Abolishing

subsidised goods meant a 25 per cent  to 50 per cent  increase in the cost of basic staples

(Beinin, 2001, p. 157) and would have thrown an already impoverished population into

intolerable levels of deprivation.

The cuts ignited popular anger that set Cairo ablaze and then spread to 19 other

cities (T. Mitchell, 2002, p. 249). Factory workers spearheaded the “briots”, but

students, leftists, Islamists and an anonymous mass of urban poor followed suit (Beinin,

2001, p. 157). During three days (18–20 January), the repressive apparatus could not

contain the insurgent populace, who targeted symbols of consumerism, like shops and

travel agencies (Roussillon, 1998, p. 363), or profligacy, like the Pyramids Road Casinos

(Beinin, 2001, p. 158). The message was loud and clear: superfluous spending and not

essential subsidies were to blame for the ruin of the public finances. Sadat understood

it the hard way. Seventy seven deaths and hundreds of injuries too late (T. Mitchell,

2002, p. 249), he revoked the cuts, reinstated the subsidies and topped them with a 10

per cent  increase in wages and pensions (Roussillon, 1998, p. 363).

Concerning the authoritarian interaction patterns, the regime found a “contention

threshold”, the red line that cannot be crossed without facing popular unrest and

threatening its own survival. The lesson was learned and, from that moment onwards,

cuts would be gradually implemented and never again instantaneously abolished. For

the oppositionists, this was a symbolic landmark, but not a significant organisational

stepping stone. Despite the usual accusations of a communist hand commanding and

coordinating the operations, the uprising appeared spontaneous and disorganised. Once

again, the coalition on the streets was only apparent: people with different affiliations

appeared together and moved together but didn’t form a movement together. The

“briots” were a short-lived contentious outburst with short-term goals and no long-

lasting outcome, the hallmark of Egyptian contentious politics until 2000.
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V.1.3 Precarious	Equilibrium	or	the	Illusion	of	Stability:	1981-2000	

Mubarak sought to stretch his political and economic balancing act to the field of

contention. A precarious equilibrium would be maintained up to the agitation of the

2000s and ensuing decline. This critical period is the focus of my study and the rest of

the thesis will be entirely dedicated to the analysis of the “eventful decade”, but this

does not mean the Egyptian social forces were immobilised. Stability is always an

artificial description of evolutionary states for time does not crystallise. Simply put,

between 1981 and 2000, Egypt went through contentious moments, albeit not

accompanied by contentious movements. As we can see in Figure 3, after twenty years

of low frequency, protests only take off in 200023.

Figure 3 Reported Protest Events: 1980-2010

Source: GDELT

23 The output is retrieved from the Global Database of Events, Language, and Tone (GDELT)
database. The subset for Egyptian related reports included a total of 1,084,811 records, of which
7024 correspond to single records for protest events taking place in Egypt between 1980 and
2010. This analysis results from queries to the GDELT using big data querying engines for big-
data, namely “Google BigQuery”, and the output is produced using Tableau as a visualisation
tool.
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Collective actions did not produce waves and collective actors did not build broad

coalitions, but protest events did occur and these might help us understand the

interaction patterns between authoritarianism and emergent dissent.

Generally speaking, the characteristics of the existing contentious space were

maintained. Protests were, essentially, localised outbursts with no continuity revolving

around short-term and/or self-interest goals. However, some previously isolated actors

made attempts to connect with other groups and established political or solidarity ties.

Not all links lasted, but these interconnecting processes would, eventually, change the

Egyptian protest landscape. The coalition between the Muslim Brothers and the secular

Wafd for the parliamentary elections of 1984 and the preliminary contacts between the

Revolutionary  Socialists  and  the  same  Muslim  Brothers  at  the  end  of  the  1990s  (El-

Hamalawy, 2007), built improbable bridges across opposite camps united by common

interests.  A  demonstration  that  agency  can  collude  to  shake  the  pillars  of   the

“structures of contestation” by which “in all types of regimes, incumbent

elites…manipulate the relationships among various opposition groups and between

these groups and the state” (Lust-Okar, 2007, p. 19).

The main actors in this period were the traditional contentious constants: workers,

leftists, students, and Islamists. To these we could add two different categories of

subalterns: the recruits of the Central Security Forces who rioted across the country in

1986, and the socially excluded peasants that rose against dispossession.

As previously mentioned, the CSF were created to deal with situations of public

unrest in the aftermath of student collective action. It is a paramilitary force composed

of young recruits from the lower classes, whose biggest show of force until that moment

had been the repression of the urban poor during the 1977 bread riots. At that point, it

was a 320,000 strong force, roughly one third of whom were stationed in Cairo (Ansari,

1987,  p.  77).  They served for  a  compulsory three years  with a monthly salary of  E£6

(US$2 equivalent) (Hopwood, 1991, p. 189). By February 1986, the recruits briefly came

to terms with the contradictions between their repressive duty and social condition.

When they got the news their term of enlistment would be extended to 4 years,

thousands of CSF paramilitary wreaked havoc in Cairo and other locations (idem). As in

1977, symbols of abundance and vice, from casinos and hotels to luxury cars and
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nightclubs, were attacked (Ansari, 1987, p. 78.). The contentious outburst went on for

three days and would only be supressed following a violent military intervention that

left behind hundreds of wounded and dead. The supplementary recruitment year was

never enacted, but the regime had just bitten its tail. Mubarak felt inside his own

repressive apparatus the consequences of a socio-economic model that was sowing

discontentment among the poor.

Another contentious phenomenon that caught the regime by surprise was the

mobilisation of the peasantry against state collusion with landed elites and the

associated attempt to scrap the last traces of Nasser’s agrarian reform. Peasants are

often seen as passive recipients of history and rarely as agents with the capacity to

determine their own fate. Although it has been demonstrated that marginality or social

exclusion do not preclude participation in collective action (Bayat, 2009; Ismail, 2006a,

p. 161ff), both actors and observers of the political process tend to ignore subalterns’

actions. Nevertheless, the Egyptian peasantry does seem to be a social category prone

to contentious outbursts, ephemeral protests that do not produce permanent outcomes

beyond the time, space and actors that frame them. We have historical evidence for this

assertion before (Brown, 1990, p. 110ff) and after Mubarak’s period (Leal, 2013). During

his presidency, though, some research identifies processes of network formation (Bush,

2011). Most protest events, such as the 1996 sizeable demonstration in Beni Suef, which

ignited a series of other actions against the new agrarian laws, were still “covert,

unplanned and unorganised” (Bush, 2009, p. 61). However, other events, such as a

petition with 350,000 signatures (idem), do point to the establishment of solidarity links.

Legal  assistance  by  lawyers  and  advocacy  by  NGOs  were  other  clues  of  a  growing

collaboration. Ray Bush sees the development of urban-rural coalitions as the kernel of

“networks of resistance”:

Opposition to agricultural policy by smallholders, landless and urban allies has

taken many different forms and is still in formation. Overall these networks of

resistance tend to be loose knit, subject to change and reinvention, but persistent

and often effective in challenges to land dispossession (Bush, 2011, p. 401).

Even though I didn’t find significant evidence supporting the manifestation of these

networks during the 2000s, that might be more a product of the shortcomings of my
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study than a definite proof of their irrelevance. What seems undeniable is that, during

the 1990s, the regime opened a new contentious front and, within the limits of their

organisational resources, peasants fought back in the fields, the streets and the courts

of Egypt.

 A particularity of Mubarak’s authoritarian interaction pattern was precisely the

permanent attempt to “demobilise” the country’s social forces. Too wary of the power

of the street, he forfeited top-down mass mobilisation. One of the few exceptions was

a 2003 mammoth demonstration staged by the regime as an attempt to rein in the

rampant popular discontentment over the Iraq war (Schem, 2003). In time, the

president would also resort to small civilian cells, such as plainclothes “goon squads”

(Springborg, 2006, p. 11), agitators or pro-regime counter-demonstrators. But his main

strategies to contain the opposition were repression and co-optation.

The scenes witnessed in 1984 at the industrial area of Kafr al-Dawwar were not all

that different from those of 1952. Protesting against a new law on contributions that

reduced their already exiguous income, workers rioted for three days. Arsons, blockades

and the classic attacks on trains spread the unrest only contained after heavy repression

by the security forces (Beinin, 2009, p. 72). This was not a singular case and others would

occur for the next twenty years. In 1989, for example, Kamal ‘Abbas would make inroads

and headlines when he led raucous sit-ins at the Iron and Steel Company in Helwan

(idem, p. 73). Still, a permanent state of emergency and martial rule made the costs and

risks of protesting very high. Neoliberalism would concur to make them almost

unaffordable: as the “free-market” principles advanced, workers saw their purchasing

power fall back and their jobs cut down. By 1998, about 400.000 had been dismissed by

the government (Land Center for Human Rights, 1998, p. 13). This led to a general state

of insecurity among workers, also deprived of material and organisational tools to

protest.

Sate control over the Egyptian Trade Union Federation (ETUF), the official national

trade union, implied Egyptian workers couldn’t rely on their representative structures

as a bulwark of labour rights. Quite the contrary. It inherited the Nasserist corporatist

logics and, inclusively, until the mid-eighties, was presided by the minister of labour. As

Joel Beinin highlights, “its mission has always been to control workers rather than to
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mobilize them”(Beinin, 2011, p. 189).  It is in this context that other important actors

surface: in 1990, Kamal ‘Abbas and the communist lawyer Yusuf Darwish create the first

union-like independent structure, the Center for Trade Union and Workers’ Services

(CTUWS) (Beinin, 2009, p. 73). They’d prove instrumental to the intensification of labour

struggles and the emergence of a stronger labour movement.

A mix of co-optation and repression tied the hands and actions of an atomised

opposition. The left, who had been prominent in the resistance against Sadat and

organisation of the student movement, was already weakened by repression, but a self-

inflicted blow pushed them further to the margins. In the ‘90s, Tagammu, the only leftist

party still legal, was co-opted by the state and adopted a new strategy of “lowering the

ceiling” (“Badr”, personal communication, 22 April, 2005). In practical terms, this meant

they would be used by the regime to fight Islamism and the growing jihadist threat in

exchange for a supposed affirmation as the leftist-secularist reference of a political and

contentious space whose main divide was now religion, rather than ideology. The result

was the crepuscule of the ideological left and the dawn of the (non-Islamic) “engaged

NGOs” era. These were, fundamentally, advocacy groups (M. M. Abdelrahman, 2005, p.

8) that replaced Marxist rhetoric, street action and comprehensive political programmes

with a humanitarian narrative, technical assistance on the ground and a vague emphasis

on democratisation (idem, pp. 190-92). A socialist activist summarises the retreat of the

political left as follows:

Significant sectors of the left moved to a “civil society ideology”; that is to say, the

left was depoliticised. They state the same questions as before, but answer them

in  a  different  way.  In  the  end,  it  is  not  about  class  struggle  and  state

authoritarianism. Rather, they contend that problems ought to be tackled from a

human rights point of view. This is an internationally acknowledged technocratic

worldview. They have effectively removed themselves from the playing field and

dragged significant parts of the left with them. (“Samir”, Socialist activist, personal

communication, 21 April, 2015).

Significant reconfigurations of the Egyptian protest landscape occurred inside the

universities. It was there, especially at Cairo University and Ayn Shams, that the new left

currents began gaining traction and recovering some of the lost ground and. More

importantly, universities were a springboard for the national reaffirmation of Islamists.
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Is was also there that divisions about doctrine and strategy motivated a split between

moderate reformists, which would join ranks with the Muslim Brothers, and radical

jihadi groups. The former advocated an encroachment approach through which the

movement would seize the opportunities provided by the political structures to

progressively increase their influence over society, whereas the latter refused any kind

of compromise and defended a direct confrontation with the regime (Naguib, 2009, p.

110).

After assuming control of the student unions and the broader movement towards

the end of the 1970s and beginning of the following decade (Abdalla, 2009, p. 227), the

groups affiliated with the Muslim Brothers stepped up to the next level, taking over

professional associations and entering the electoral arena. As Carrrie Wickham writes:

“It is striking how many of the Islamist student leaders of the 1970s resurfaced in the

1980s and early 1990s as Brotherhood candidates in the professional associations, as

well as in the university faculty clubs, and in parliament” (2002, p. 189). For example,

the already mentioned Essam Al-Erian and Abu Al-Futuh went on to the parliament and

the general secretary of the Doctors’ Association respectively (idem, p. 190). At the same

time, Islamic NGOs financed by a thriving Islamic banking sector (M. M. Abdelrahman,

2005, p. 7) emerged as the “state between the gaps” providing services to a needy

population that felt abandoned by the state. On the political arena, the Muslim Brothers

made pragmatic alliances with the secular liberals of the new Wafd in 1984 and the

“Socialist Labour Party” in 1987 and distanced themselves from the violent groups.

  The Gamaa Islamiya, another emanation from the political reconfigurations at the

universities, was one of the groups deciding not to compromise with the state. Their

extensive control over some neighbourhoods, like Imbaba, was considered a threat by

the regime and, in 1992, the security forces began a wave of repression and arrests. In

retaliation, the organisation resorted to armed attacks against security forces,

politicians and economic interests. In 1997, by killing 58 tourists in Luxor, the Gamaa

Ismaliya signed its own death warrant. They were politically and physically wiped out

(Naguib, 2009, pp. 111–12) and the country only suffered another home-grown armed

attack of this nature in 2005. The open confrontation plunged Egypt into a climate of

civil strife exploited by the state to deepen the gulf between the Islamist groups, defined



138 | P a g e

as a threat in themselves, and seculars. This “strategy of tension” was not a historical

innovation (della Porta, 2006, pp. 60–61) but achieved its goal, which was to corner the

Islamists and separate the political field in two camps: NDP and Islamists. From the

regime’s perspective, political forces had two options, either side with the state or with

the Islamists.

An article widely circulated in socialist circles proposed an alternative solution,

which would pave the way to the revolution: “with the Islamists sometimes, with the

state never” (Harman, 1994).

V.2 Along	the	Repression	Lines	

The compendious historical digression along five centuries of dissent under

authoritarian rule in Egypt shed some light on the interaction patterns between regime

and oppositional agents. Particularly relevant for this study are the years of precarious

equilibrium under Hosni Mubarak. The pattern emerging from the opposition action in

the first twenty years is one of contentious outbursts, very circumscribed in scope, time

and space, which failed to generate sustained protest waves. Mubarak’s authoritarian

interaction pattern, in turn, is grounded on constant coercion, privileging dissociation

over association and repression over accommodation. From 2000 onwards, the regime

seems to keep its grip on power, but the Egyptian contentious landscape goes through

a period of radical transformation. Therefore, we should address some of the questions

and put to the test the hypotheses advanced on the relation between repression and

mobilisation. For that purpose it is important to understand the overall repression

trends and how these played out on the ground. The main question being: does the

general repression level explain the ebb and flow of mobilisation in the 2000s?

There is no doubt that under Mubarak the security apparatus performed a central

role. Robert Springborg stresses that his “regime has developed both the hard and soft

capacities of the state to deal with protests to a level not previously witnessed in Egypt”

(2006,  p.  10),  and  adds  that  “no  other  regime  in  the  Middle  East  has  such  a

comprehensively elaborated hard power capacity to deter and contain voice behaviour”

(idem, p. 11). As we saw earlier, this investment in the coercion machine goes hand in
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hand with the implementation of the neoliberalisation process (see Chapter IV.2.2.3).

There is a growing body of literature linking the imposition of these projects of economic

and social engineering to high degrees of sate sanctioned violence (Wacquant, 2009)

across the world (Blakeley, 2009; Harvey, 2007) and Egypt was no exception (T. Mitchell,

2002, pp. 296–98). Together with the will to perpetual power, this may contribute to

our understanding of the origins of repression in Egypt, but does little to explain its

effects.

This sub-section is a terse exam of the general trends of coercion and contention in

Egypt, concentrating on the first decade of the twenty-first century, the period during

which we observed an intensification, in kind and degree, of the protest activity (see

Chapter VI). The objective is to verify if repression as such should be hold or dropped as

the silver bullet explanation for the inception of a decade of protests. As previously

discussed, scarcity and unreliability of sources make it difficult to collect protest event

data. Amassing enough amount of information on episodes of state repression is an

admittedly harder task, even if for a coarse grained analysis. The repression data

assembled in this section draws on Political Event Databases, namely GDELT (Leetaru &

Schrodt, 2013), and my own Protest Events in Egypt dataset, more specifically the

variable group “reaction” (see Appendix, “Guidebook”).

Figure 4 contrasts the evolution of the number of reported episodes of coercion,

protest events and security alerts between 2000 and 2014.24 The graph line points to an

unequivocal general trend: the curve of coercion is always above the curve of protests.

If it weren’t for the fact that there is not a single exception along the whole time-period,

these results would correspond to an expected action-reaction pattern. In an

authoritarian environment, contentious actors more often times than not find

themselves at the receiving end of the state’s heavy hand. However, the results suggest

24 Data  was  collected  from  the  Political  Event  Database  GDELT  and  filtered  as  follows:
Define “ActionGeo” (location of the event) as Egypt and “Actor1” (type and country affiliation
of the initiator of the action) also as Egypt. Afterwards, determine the “Event Code” according to
the CAMEO classification (Gerner, Schrodt, Yilmaz, & Abu-Jabr, 2002). For “Coercion”, select
the “17” “Event Base Code” range; for “Protests” the “14” and for the security alert numbers the
code root is “15, Exhibit force posture”. Thenafter, the variables are plotted against the number
of records and the timeframe is set using a custom-made date field.
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a great disproportion. The level of repression is always well above the level of protests,

be it at the nadir of the curve or at its apex. For example, as we can observe in Figure 4

and will detail in the next chapter, 2007 is a receding protest wave year, but the graph

line indicates a spike in coercive action. Likewise, at the zenith of the mobilisation spiral

and revolutionary situation of 2011, when collective actors overwhelmed the state

security and toppled the dictator, the reported repression rises above the reported

protests.

Moreover, the relationship appears to be univocal with coercion influenced by

contention, but not the other way around. The most robust theories on the repression-

mobilisation nexus model it as curvilinear curves with thresholds and tipping-points

(Johnston, 2011, pp. 108–11). However, up until the 2013 military coup and the

beginning of a protracted period of massive crackdown against the former holders of

power and any kind of opposition, contentious politics seems to variate independently

of coercion. We would need finer grained data and a proper inferential analysis to

confirm these pointers.

Figure 5 Arrests at Protest Peaks

In any case, the preliminary findings suggest an excessive response of the security

apparatus to developments on the ground. The contentious related imprisonment

figures from my Protest Events in Egypt dataset back up the observed trend (see Figure

5). Repression, in this case measured by the number of arrested protesters, grows in line

with collective action, which, in turn, does not seem to be deterred by a

disproportionate reaction by the police forces. Indeed, the final decade of Mubarak’s

government is marked by several episodes of mass indiscriminate and individually

targeted  repression,  regardless  of  the  dimension  of  the  event  and  the  power  of  the
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organisation. As it will be described in the next chapter, we would frequently see very

small events being completely outnumbered and overpowered by inordinate police

battalions and supposedly powerful organisations, like the Muslim Brotherhood, being

directly targeted by the government. It is only after the revolutionary situation of 2011

that the collective action networks partially fill the gap between protests and repression.

But even then the interim government of the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces

(SCAF) was quick to increase the level of the security forces alert and to intensify the

clampdown on dissention. In 2012, year in which the Muslim Brothers win the election

and ascend to power through their political wing, the Freedom and Justice Party, we

witness a sharp decline both in contention and repression. Finally, in 2013, coercion rises

exponentially while the protest curve plunges, ushering in a new era of heavy repression

with dire humanitarian consequences.

V.2.1 Across	the	Repression	Lines	

The overall conclusion of this chapter is that repression in itself did not produce the

revolutionary situation of 2011. Contentious actors moved either behind or across the

permanently high repression lines. The sustained growth of collective action in Egypt

does not seem to have been caused by variations in the general trends of repression.

According to the available data, we can assert with a reasonable degree of certainty

that, during Mubarak’s tenure, state coercion was always above oppositional

contention. Yet, we denote acute differences between twenty years of contentious

outbursts (1981-2000) and the eventful decade (2000-2010) that will be analysed in the

next two chapters. The protest landscape was completely transformed from the bottom-

up. From 2000 onwards, the established political structures had to cope with an

unprecedented challenge from interconnecting dissenting agents.

Our qualitative and quantitative analysis shows that the interrelation between

contention and repression is so complex that trying to single-out one explanatory

variable or to draw a one-shape-fit-all curve becomes an utterly reductionist exercise.

Mark Lichbach, who studied this phenomenon, called it “an apparent indeterminacy in

the relationship between government coercion and opposition activities” (1987, p. 267).

In my opinion, what Lichbach presents as a critique should be taken as an acceptable
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result. We need to acknowledge the indeterminacy of multifarious phenomena, like

repression.

It seems legitimate to advance with the idea that the nexus between repression and

protest is neither linear nor curvilinear, but “nonlinear”, the kind of interaction that

“almost always make the behaviour of the aggregate more complicated than would be

predicted by summing or averaging” (Holland, 1996, p. 23).  Like all complex systems,

state structures and contentious agents are networks operating in a “relational field”

(Goldstone, 2004) where the agent-structure interplay is subject to a wide range of,

often times unfathomable, factors and variables. It seems clear that the coercion-

contention relationship cannot be explained thought linear causality and should instead

be looked at through the lens of nonlinearity. This is not consistent with hypothesis H3a.

So, it is not as much a matter of degree and linear correlation as it is a matter of kind

and multiple causation. Besides a simple quantity-quality nexus, we could consider the

complex role of culture, emotions and even serendipity. If culture can be inserted in a

global dialectic between dominating and competing hegemonies (Gramsci, 1971, p. 10,

footnote 9), emotions are difficult to gauge and chance does not fit into binary input-

output models.

Faced with the insufficiencies of the rational choice model (Goldstone, 1994, pp.

139–40), we need to understand the apparent illogical choices of opposition networks,

which mobilised in defiance of risks and against all odds. The alternative is not an

irrational actor theory, but an approach to a theory of “relational action”, which tries to

grasp the emergence of cooperation.

As we will analyse in the next chapters, certain episodes of repression can and did

generate a backlash (Francisco, 1995) and could be conceived as “transformative

events” (Hess & Martin, 2006)  that contributed to spread a sentiment of injustice and

foster mobilisation thus supporting hypothesis H3b. Another pair of SMT long-held

assumptions about the preferred targets of coercion is linked to variation as a function

of event size and group proeminence. According to Charles Tilly, “the extent to which a

given collective action by a given group is subject to repression […] is mainly a function

of two factors: (1) the scale of the action, (2) the power of the group. The larger the scale

of the action, the more likely its repression; the more powerful the group, the less likely
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its repression.” (Tilly, 1978, p. 115). The analysis of the general trends of repression,

though, goes against the established theories. We seem to have witnessed a period of

“scale-free repression”, independent of both the size of the events and the power of the

involved organisations.

The dissociative “interaction pattern” clearly dominated Mubarak’s relationship

with the various incarnations and expressions of dissent. Under his rule, there is a

complex relationship between coercion and contention. Another provisional finding of

our brief analysis of this nexus opens an interesting and unexplored avenue of

investigation. In our case-study and with the exception of “transformative events”, it

seems that, all other things being equal, repression neither predicts nor prevents

mobilisation.

This will lead us back to a reformulation of our original puzzle; having in mind that

Egyptians coexisted for a long period with an authoritarian regime characterised by

heavy repression of street politics, which factors lie behind the appearance and

development of contentious agents with the capacity to change the government and

challenge the regime in the 2000s? In order to explain the evolution of collective action

in Egypt, we shift our focus from the description of static structures at the top to the

analysis of dynamic agency at the bottom.
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Chapter	VI Dynamic	Protest	Waves:	The	Eventful	Decade		

Introduction	

History and most academic books will probably register 25 January as an 18-day

revolution that led to the end of Mubarak’s presidency. However, before the massive

crowds invaded the streets and squares of Egypt, there was a series of smaller but critical

protests with rippling effects over the entire system. Alone, none of these actions

constitutes a truly emancipatory event or “eventful protest” (della Porta, 2008), but,

taken together, they perform dissenting routines which form an “eventful decade”. As

Marc Lynch points out, “the decade of the 2000s was, in effect, one long wave of intense

popular mobilisation spanning the entire region” (Lynch, 2013, p. 55). On some

occasions, these were forms of contention taking place, if not under the shadows of

clandestine action, away from the limelight of international public and published

opinion. When publicised protests occurred, the mass media were usually silent. The

censored  press  of  Egypt  is  one  such  example.  Likewise  and  with  some  noteworthy

exceptions (Beinin, 2001; Beinin & Lockman, 1998; Beinin & Vairel, 2011; Browers, 2009;

Hopkins, 2006; Ismail, 2006; Jansen, 2010; M. Abdelrahman, 2009; Mahdi & Marfleet,

2009), up to the effusion of the Egyptian and Arab uprisings, the mainstream academic

world has remained, for the most part, alien to the subject of agency in the Middle East

and North Africa outside the traditional Islamic or Islamist realm.

As stated before, to assess the tidal movements (if any) that certainly predated and

possibly laid the ground for the Egyptian uprisings, we need to delineate the ebb and

flow of contentious events taking place in the country. Only with this data can we then

trace the eventual protest waves and mobilisation spirals and draw the conclusions that

will confront some of our research hypotheses. Particularly relevant in this chapter are

the broader longitudinal protest dynamics question (Q1a) on the existence of protest

waves and the hypotheses (H1 range) based on their importance as a reinforcing

dynamic feeding the supposed mobilisation spirals. Once again, I stress that, if proven,

the presence of protest waves and mobilisation spirals goes against the mainstream idea
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of an “18 day revolution”, a largely unplanned, spontaneous uprising made possible by

an ad-hoc coalition and the complacency of the security apparatus. Instead, my

hypothesis points to a fairly long period of sustained protest events with peaks and dips

that would favour the concurrent phenomena of mobilisation spirals and emergent

networking.

This chapter is structured according to the dynamic protest waves traced with the

help of statistical data on contentious action in Egypt. In the first section, “The Ebb and

Flow of Egyptian Protests”, I identify the three protest waves spread along the first

decade of the twenty-first century. The subsequent three sections – “Watershed

Moment”, “Turbulent Fluctuations”, and “Tidal Change” – are dedicated to an in-depth

analysis  of  each  specific  protest  wave.  Through  historical  and  statistical  accounts,  I

concentrate on the evolution of four dimensions of the Egyptian collective action

sphere: addressed issues, chosen targets, selected repertoires, and spaces of

contention. The final part of the chapter is a discussion that contributes to

“Understanding the Currents” and its movements. In the last section, based on the

collected and analysed data, we subject some research hypotheses to a “Litmus Test”.
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VI.1 The	Ebb	and	Flow	of	Egyptian	Protests		

My  working  hypothesis  is  that  a  series  of  protest  waves,  set  in  motion  by

increasingly interconnected activists, paved the way to Tahrir and, eventually, ousted

Hosni Mubarak. A ten-year long succession of interwoven episodes and agents of

contention led to a decisive bifurcation in the history of the country. What matters here

is not so much the outcome, as the hypothesised protest waves and mobilisation spirals

that, indeed, peaked on 25 January 2011.

As we demonstrated, sustained contention was essentially submerged in Egypt. In

2000, a mix of internal and external factors sparked contentious episodes, which would

provoke effects beyond the time and space of the occurrences.  As we’ve seen, like in

any other region or country, the phenomenon of collective action recurs throughout

Egyptian history. Workers were always able to mobilise for their causes, although not in

a coordinated way. Similarly, even before the availability of contemporary social

networking tools, students were at times the only group keeping the regime in check:

February  ’68  at  the  Cairo  University  was  not  that  distant  from  May  ’68  at  the  Paris

University. However, the contentious outbursts recounted in the previous section did

not muster enough force to engender protest waves and endanger the ruling order.

As we have seen before, the literature on protest events sets a threshold for the

classification of contentious actions focusing, primarily, on duration and dimension

(Kriesi, 1995, p. 113). At a later stage, we will have the chance to explore the depths of

the protest waves and the protester networks that stirred them up. But prior to that, we

need to identify each of the specific mobilisation periods that fit this definition and

would spiral into the 2011 generalised contention. Moreover, analysing the figures and

outlining the shape of the dynamic protest waves assumes particular relevance insofar

as it allows us to measure the output of the emerging CANs.

According to the data collected on protest events, we can identify a number of

periods that, in practice, match the theoretical requirements to qualify as “waves” and

confirm hypothesis H1a. Overall, they can be inserted in a dynamic mobilisation spiral

going through cycles of varying intensity, with corresponding peaks and dips. The

analytical snapshot of the ebb and flow of Egyptian protest events proves this assertion
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and confirms the patterned contours of the swelling protests (see Figure 6 and Figure

7).

Zooming in on the “eventful decade” represented by the line charts, we observe

how the protest event data seconds our first hypothesis. The effects of path dependence

within the mobilisation spirals are evident. It is not a mere chronological sequence, but

a logical consequence: past dissenting routines blazed a trail to future emancipatory

events, which, from the very beginning, pointed in the direction of a growing demand

for political change. As we will see further ahead, some actors and frames were always

present along the way giving continuity, meaning, a sense of collective identity and a set

of identifiable goals to the protests.

Still, what these results confirm is, first and foremost, the existence of sustained

periods of agitation prior to the 2011 uprising. Through a longitudinal analysis, we can

delineate three dynamic protest waves which swept Egypt along the first decade of the

new century. Looking at the figures, I divide these as follows: the “Watershed Moment”

of 2000–2003; the “Turbulent Fluctuations” of 2005–2006; and the “Tidal Change” of

2008–2011. Each of these protest waves had a peak and a receding period.  The receding

periods were 2004, 2007 and 2012, whereas the wave peaks took place in 2000, 2005

and December 2010/January 2011. Also for this reason, we take the latter as reference

points for an in-depth analysis of the protest waves.



14
9 

|P
a

g
e

Fi
gu

re
 6

 T
he

 E
bb

 a
nd

 F
lo

w
 o

f P
ro

te
st

 E
ve

nt
s i

n 
Eg

yp
t (

1/
1/

19
99

-1
1/

2/
20

11
)

So
ur

ce
: I

CE
W

S

NumberofRecords



15
0 

|P
a

g
e

Fi
gu

re
 7

 W
av

e 
Pe

ak
s

   
   

   
   

   
   

  N
=1

92
 N

=2
83

   
   

   
   

  N
=5

58

January

February

March

April

May

June

July

August

September

October

November

December

January

February

March

April

May

June

July

August

September

October

November

December

January

February

March

April

May

June

July

August

September

October

November

December

January



151 | P a g e

VI.1.1 	Watershed	Moment	

The first wave corresponds to an agent driven structural breach that allowed an

exceptional stream of demonstrations between 2000 and 2003. Taking stock of the

preceding decade, this was a watershed period during which Egyptians departed from

contentious outbursts to sustained chains of protest events with organisational

outcomes  or  “network  effects”.  Both  the  form  and  content  of  this  first  wave  will  be

detailed further ahead, but the main element to bear in mind at this stage is the process

of contentious interconnections taking place throughout the country. For the first time

in many years, people were mobilising for a cause that transcended their immediate

self-interest to express solidarity across borders. Moreover, the events were not merely

isolated manifestations of atomised social forces, but instead showed some

coordination efforts. Although for the most part spatially contained within the limits of

the university “protest enclave”, the geographical distribution of these protests shows

a national dissemination. This is cogent evidence that a social movement campaign was

launched in 2000. Within some months, it would acquire organisational elements and,

until 2003, we could already see the early results of these micro interconnections.

The start and endpoints of the first wave are international events: the Second

Palestinian Intifada and the American- and Israeli-led interventions in the Middle East.

As shown in the analysis of the history of Egyptian contentious politics, the Arab-Israeli

conflict is a recurrent point of national, and at times nationalist, mobilisation. But what

happened in 2000 wasn’t a mere street resurgence of pro-Palestinian sentiment or anti-

Israeli resentment. It was the beginning of a process that would lead to the emergence

of a collective action network.

On 29 September 2000, then Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon made a visit to the

Temple Mount in East Jerusalem, an occupied area that incorporates the Al-Aqsa

mosque, reaffirming the sovereignty of Israel over the annexed but disputed territory.

Outside the compound, a multitude gathered to protest the visit and a clash erupted

between the demonstrators and the heavy security apparatus summoned by Sharon. On

the following day, the riots continued and eventually spread to other parts of the
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Occupied Territories. Finally, on 30 September, the death of the 12-year-old Muhammad

Al-Durrah, in Gaza, was filmed. Within a few hours, footage of this Palestinian child being

shot dead by the Israeli army went viral and the protests disseminated throughout the

region and, indeed, the world (Baroud, 2006; Pappe, 2006, p. 275ff). For months, the

Palestinians rose once again against the Israeli occupation and began what came to be

known as the Second Intifada. The symbolic power of Palestinian resistance has always

been valuable currency when it comes to recruiting and mobilising activists, particularly

in the region. This struggle for self-determination is a common patrimony of the global

human rights movements and a shared aspiration of the Arab World.

Egypt was no exception to the wave of protests during the Second Intifada. Images

of Islamist affiliated and leftist students gathering inside universities all around the

country dominated in the month of October. The authoritarian regime could neither

support the massive protests nor quash them completely due to a predictable political

backlash. In a rare demonstration of moderation towards contentious acts, Mubarak’s

government adopted a middle-ground strategy of “toleration”, thus occupying a “space

between repression and facilitation” (Tilly, 1978, p. 107). According to the data collected

for this thesis, out of the 67 pro-Palestinian demonstrations coded in October, in about

one third some sort of police repression was reported, normally related to attempts at

barring protesters from leaving campuses, with only six resulting in arrests and injuries.

The  accommodation  was  extended  to  the  diplomatic  camp  when  Mubarak,  in  yet

another unusual act, recalled the Egyptian ambassador to Israel (Ginat & Noema, 2011).

For the regime, it was an opportunity to appease public opinion and the street.

Some groups exploited this opening and some incipient organisational efforts ensued

among the still loose array of discontents. In the words of “Nawal”, one prominent

organiser of some of the actions and movements coming out of this watershed moment:

“The Palestinian issue was always something people agreed, regardless of the political

faction. […] 2000 is, indeed, when everything started” (“Nawal”, personal

communication, 12 April, 2015).

On the other side and almost simultaneously, the “legal opposition” was preparing

to contest the parliamentary elections. Wafd, Tagammu and the Nasserist party ran

under their own banners, while the banned Muslim Brothers filed independent
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candidates in the individual majority circles. As previously discussed, participation in the

parliamentary elections, as opposed to boycotts, was an effective tool to expose and

discredit the purported political liberalisation efforts of the martial regime. This time

around, neither the repertoires nor the scenes witnessed at the polling stations marked

a departure from the contentious performances of the near past. Just as in 1995, the

organised effort of voter suppression was met in several districts with anger and

indignation that quickly morphed into contentious outbursts and even riots.

Contrary to what would happen in 2005, though, synchronicity was a mere

coincidence. Except for the presence of the Muslim Brothers in the actions in support of

the Second Intifada and in the electoral protests, there is no evidence of broad

coordination among different parties and groups. At this point, there was a clear

distinction between the electoral and the contentious fields, even if protests could and

did occur during the parliamentary elections.

In any case, the most relevant element to keep in mind from the first wave is that,

following decades of absence, sustained political contention was back on the streets of

Egypt. The numbers from my protest event data support these findings. The analysis of

the issues, targets, repertoires, and spaces of contention allows us to further elaborate

and partially test the range of hypotheses H2 and H5.

Figure 9 General Issue Categories (First Wave Peak)

N= 192
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As detailed elsewhere (see “Guidebook”, Appendix), my protest event dataset

orders the issues for each coded episode in two categories: a general one related to the

broad thematic insertion and a more specific one describing the concrete claims

expressed by the actors. The analysis of the first wave peak, in 2000, is very conclusive

concerning the issues that dominated the arena of political contention (see

Figure 9). Almost half of all protests reported in that year had an international frame

of reference and one third a political component, thus perfectly mirroring the two foci

of contention: solidarity with the Second Intifada and contested parliamentary

elections. A closer look at the specific issues confirms that Pro-Palestine/Anti-Israeli

actions alone accounted for 38 per cent of the reported protests, while demands for

free elections and claims of electoral fraud combined reached 11 per cent (see Figure

10).

Figure 10 Specific Issue Salience (First Wave Peak)
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In both cases, the protesters tended to implicitly recognise the legitimacy of the

incumbent government by asking for direct intervention or policy changes, rather than

regime change, in 18 per cent of cases. Appeals for political resignation, including

president and cabinet, were residual at 1 per cent. The détente with Israel and the attack

on voter’s rights were fought on the streets, but kept within the limits of the

authoritarian interaction patterns. There was no stated intention to break loose and

transform the existing power arrangements. Protests were maintained at the single-

issue level, instead of being translated and elevated into permanent platforms for

political demands. Accordingly, the main targets of the contentious actors were “foreign

states” (in this case Israel) and the national authorities.

Figure 11 Protest Targets (First Wave Peak)

N=192
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democracy (e.g. occupations, railway blockade, etc.); violent acts range from riots to

armed attacks (with political intent) and are only coded as such when protesters are

identified as instigators, and; declarative means public communication of dissent (verbal

or written). We ought to consider as well that in Egypt all street protests were technically

illegal under the permanently extended state of emergency. For that reason, the

boundaries between conventional and unconventional or legal and illegal are not as

straightforward as in democratic regimes. The inclusion of a “declarative” strategy is

precisely related to the logical assumption that in an authoritarian regime with severe

limitations on freedom of expression and association voicing a demand publicly has to

be considered a form of protest.

Figure 12 Protest Strategies (First Wave Peak)

N=192
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Figure 13 Protest Forms (First Wave Peak)

N=192
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in almost all governorates and the collected data, despite the biased news coverage,

confirms that fact.

Figure 14 Protest Distribution by Governorate (First Wave Peak)

N=192
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space. Protest enclaves are governed by a mix of regulations and tradition or mutually

acknowledged rules of engagement according to which both the police and the students

or worshippers know in advance their respective boundaries and which red lines are not

to be crossed. Inside the university, protests were tolerated so long as they were

confined to the campuses. Any attempt to cross the gates of the university would face a

police charge. In 2000, students started pushing barriers and testing boundaries. On

several occasions, the actions spilled over to the adjacent areas. Typical examples

include sit-ins in front of the gates or foiled attempts to march towards the Israeli

embassy. The repressive action of the Egyptian police was particularly felt on these

occasions.

The dynamics of protest were similar across the first protest wave with collective

action peaks coinciding with pro-Palestinian and anti-Israeli/American actions. Some

events in 2001 and, particularly, the sizable demonstrations of the spring of 2002, when

thousands converged to Tahrir condemning the deadly Israeli army offensive in the West

Bank, were moments of affirmation of an interconnecting movement. The actions

organised were not substantively different from those of the year 2000, but the

collective actors appeared now as early risers of a mobilisation spiral that resembles the

previous stage but pushes the wave to an ulterior phase of contentious aggregation with

increased intensity. The March 2003 demonstrations, when Egyptians took to the streets

to protest the American military intervention, were another opportunity for the

contentious actors to meet and organise. The sweeping popular outrage and widespread

protests led the government to briefly rehearse an associative interaction pattern by

staging a moment of national mobilisation. It was a multitudinous demonstration, at

Cairo International Stadium, in Nasr City, which counted with the official participation

of Tagammu and the Muslim Brotherhood, two recurring targets of selective

accommodation. (Schem, 2003; “Mohamed”, Muslim Brotherhood, personal

communication, Cairo, 14 April, 2015).

The evolution of the international situation, with the military stabilisation of the

conflict in Iraq and the return to the statu quo in Palestine, determined an inevitable

street demobilisation and the protest wave receded. Nevertheless, diverse groups were

still coalescing away from the limelight. The structural configuration and evolution of
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these loose networks will be analysed later, but the immediate results could be gauged

on the streets as early as the end of 2004.

In December 2004, passers-by in the streets near the Supreme Court were

confronted with an unfamiliar sight: hundreds of people stood in silence in front of the

building, many with their mouths covered by yellow and red stickers stamped with the

word kefaya (“Enough”). George Ishaq, founding member and first general-coordinator

of Kefaya, gives a detailed account of the event:

We always prepared the demonstrations very carefully: we chose a day and a place

with symbolic value. The day was the 10th of December, the international human

rights day, and the place was the High Court because we want to say the law was

on our side. When we organised the first demonstration we thought that 100

participants would be a big success, but when we arrived to the meeting point, we

found 1000 people. We opted for a silent demonstration with the word kefaya over

our mouths. People were passing and asking: ‘Who are they?’ And everybody knew

this was anti-Mubarak. (George Ishaq, personal communication, 19 October, 2014)

One of the few vocal participants was Kamal Khalil, a well-known Revolutionary

Socialist who made the protesters’ demands loud and clear:  “Leave, enough […]This

silent protest is against inheriting the ruling regime by Gamal Mubarak and against

Mubarak's fifth term."(Abou El-Magd, 2004). It was the first public overtly anti-Mubarak

protest and many would follow.
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VI.1.2 Turbulent	Fluctuations		

The second dynamic protest wave was a period of intense agitation that coincided

with the rise and demise of Kefaya, the byname of the Egyptian Movement for Change,

between the end of 2004, when it was founded, and 2006, the moment when the

movement’s  vitality  started  to  wither  and  make  way  for  new  and  more  complex

organisational forms. The most noteworthy innovation in the collective action along the

second protest wave is the inclusion of internal claims and demands in what constituted

the first open and continued act of defiance toward the president, the emergency law

and the concomitant suppression of basic freedoms.

Building on the recent upsurge of the networked movement Kefaya and taking

advantage of three electoral acts programmed for 2005, the opposition mobilised

around issues of domestic politics, questioning the very core of the regime. There was

already a widespread consensus over the fraudulent nature of elections, but the

constitutional referendum to approve the direct election of the President of the

Republic was an occasion for the emerging collective action networks to join forces,

work together and appear on the public stage with a common platform. During some

months, large sectors of the Egyptian opposition, led by Kefaya, but followed by others,

such as the Muslim Brotherhood and some professional groups, from judges to doctors

and professors, made campaigns, demonstrations and called for a popular boycott to

the referendum. This suggests a tendency for a cross-sectorial oppositional confluence

around certain issues, both national and international, in what seemed to inaugurate a

momentum of intense networking among groups and organisations.

Another key shift was manifest in the very anatomy of protests. Even though the

dimension, types, social and political relevance of the network of demonstrations and

demonstrators will be a matter of the fine-grained analysis of the next chapter, an

analytical argument can be derived from the statistical data. During the second protest

wave we went from massive but very episodic contentious happenings to smaller, but

more strategic and sustained protest periods.

The rippling effects of these actions throughout the years and the following protest

waves  can’t  be  ignored.  It  is  an  expression  of  the  limitless  power  that  small  events

acquire in the course of history and how a mobilisation spiral can develop. The second
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dynamic protest wave is not important for having reproduced the spectacular public

demonstrations of 2002 and 2003 or the occupation of public places that would occur

in 2011, but rather for the ordinary and permanent work in the organisation and

reorganisation of an opposition camp. Their first achievement was breaking the barrier

of silence on the ground through the symbolic appropriation of the public space as an

arena for political struggle. In the words of George Ishaq, “we broke the wall of fear,

gained the right to demonstrate without any permission and the right to criticise the

president.” (personal communication, Personal Interview, 19 October, 2014).

Figure 15 Second Dynamic Protest Wave

Source: ICEWS

If the first wave had been delimited by international events in Palestine and Iraq, the

second wave revolved around internal issues, starting with anti-Mubarak protests at the

beginning of 2005 and ending with anti-Mubarak protests in 2007. Indeed, zeroing in on
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the second wave peak, we verify that the defining feature of this period is the

emergence of opposition movements whose main target was the president (see Figure

16). In this context, building bridges across the divided political field, Kefaya emerged as

the central hub of the Egyptian opposition.

Figure 16 Protest Targets (Second Wave Peak)

N=283

As we can observe in the second wave peak,  the street  actions of  2005 gravitate

around two broad topics: civil rights and political rights. Detailing the issues and

contrasting with the previous wave it seems evident that the range of topics increased.

The demands for political resignation, addressing directly the president and his

entourage, were the most salient issue, followed by freedom of expression and protests

against the arbitrary decisions of the judiciary and the perpetuation of the state of

emergency. The claimant character of demonstrations seen in the first wave was being

gradually replaced by a more confrontational stance and the appeals for governmental

intervention decreased significantly. This signals the transition from contentious

outbursts to a more structured political opposition eyeing the office of the president.
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Figure 17 Specific Issue Salience (Second Wave Peak)

N=283

Aside from the reduced salience of international issues and the spike in the demand

for political and civil rights, another difference in relation to the previous period was the

interconnection between actors and the inexistence of a clear separation among issues.

Events to protest against election rigging were co-attended by social movement

organisations and events to condemn the harassment of protesters were co-attended

by political parties.
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Figure 18 General Issue Categories (Second Wave Peak)

N=283

An example of these bridging activities is the sustained contention between

February and July  2005.  In  my dataset,  a  total  of  203 protest  events occurred during

those  six  months,  which  in  practice  meant  daily  demonstrations  on  the  streets  of  a

country that was in theory subject to a state of emergency that curtailed the right of

assembly. Furthermore, in a political environment traditionally characterised by isolated

actors and actions, more than 50 per cent  of the protests were reportedly networked

with different groups and parties crossing in the same space, mobilising for the same

cause.

Quite naturally, contentious performances had evolved into an identifiable

repertoire. Small demonstrations in symbolic places demanding the resignation of

Mubarak encircled by the security forces was a choreography that spread throughout

the country. Kefaya (“Enough”) had become both a network and a repeated call

replicated all over Egypt indicating the diffusion of the movement and the use of what

Charles Tilly defines as “modular forms of protest [… whereby] performances in the

repertoires transferred easily from place to place, issue to issue, group to group” (Tilly,

2006, p. 54).
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Figure 19 Protest Forms (Second Wave Peak)

N=283

On 27 April this loose network of Nasserists, Socialists, Islamists, Liberals and

independents organised one of its biggest protests and probably the only one with a

truly national dimension. According to the collected data, Kefaya and allies were present

on  the  streets  of  17  governorates  across  the  country.  The  movement  was  trying  to

escape its nature as an ‘urban vanguard’ composed of excluded elites and the aspiring

middle classes by summoning the entire country to the streets. However, Egyptians did

not respond as intended and none of the actions gathered more than a couple of

thousand participants. While the multitudes sought by Kefaya never materialised, the

actions were nevertheless a harbinger of 2011.

This coordinated national action was also an example of the transformations

operated in the spatiality of protest. Due to the centrality of the urban movement, Cairo

has continued to be at the centre stage of collective action (see Figure 20). Other

governorates have been, nonetheless, similarly integrated in the logics of contention of
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the opposition networks as sites of demonstrations where issues, targets and

performances are continuously replicated.

Figure 20 Protest Distribution by Governorate (Second Wave Peak)

N=283

Additionally, a very peculiar mix of oppositional “choreographies of assembly”

(Gerbaudo, 2012, p. 40) and police manoeuvring has come to light. At the peak of the

second protest wave, “protest enclosures” consolidated as the most common

interactive dynamics of contention. By enclosure I meant a clear boundary separating

the inside and the outside of the protest, cordoned off by the police in concentric rings.

Again, just like in “protest enclaves”, the unwritten rules governing the inside of the

space are different from the laws applied to the outside. On the one hand, there was a

tacit space for speech within the contained grounds of the demonstration; on the other,

there was an attempt to contain it and many times literally stifle it through kettling or

corralling. A socialist activist describes the dynamics of the protest enclosure:

With kettling things are very difficult because we don’t move and they keep us

within. Unlike a march, every newcomer wanting to join the demonstration has to
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take people to the demonstrations and bring them through the line. This sounds

very strange. (“Seif”, personal communication, Cairo, 20 October, 2014).

The available literature on protest policing is scarce and even the reference works in

this area (della Porta & Reiter, 1998; Earl & Soule, 2006) do not cover the policing of

political protests in non-democracies and the peculiar practice of kettling or corralling.

Its use in some anti-globalisation protests was, nevertheless, well documented by the

media and in protesters’ individual accounts. In terms of the spatial disposition of forces

and display of force on the ground, the combined image of demonstrators being

surrounded by circles of officers with an inner-ring gradually closing in on them until the

crowd was confined reminds us of a livestock enclosure or a kettle containing boiling

water, hence the names “corralling” or the more commonly used kettling. In fact, most

times, the “enclosure” or “kettle” is assembled through jostling and thrusting, but

truncheons are often, and in Egypt commonly, used. The encirclement freezes when the

crowd  is  contained  in  a  space  whose  entries  and  exits  are  controlled  by  the  Police.

Officers frequently hunt down astray demonstrators with the intention of confining

them to the enclosed area.

In Egypt, the enclosure and its surroundings were highly repressed, but mostly

reserved for political protests. As the general director of one NGO active in the

monitoring of protests and defence of protesters clarified, this tactic was not the norm:

“the cordon was not a rule nationwide. When the demonstration was political, in a

central area and the security knew beforehand, then they would do it. For all the political

protests, like the Kefaya demonstrations, they would be ready.” (“Sara”, personal

communication, Cairo, 27 October, 2014).

Once the security apparatus decided to enforce a protest enclosure and a spill over

manifestation was observed (with people from “outside” joining through words or

gestures), the normal laws – in this case regulated by the state of emergency – were

immediately imposed. It was not uncommon for the police to arrest people shouting

from outside (on the grounds that this was an illegal gathering of a group of more than

five people), while conditionally allowing the bounded event to continue. On the other

side, exiting the enclosure was not an option. In the widely-covered protests in Europe

and North America and, more recently, Hong Kong, the ultimate goal of corralling was
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first and foremost to restrain movement, with demobilisation appearing only as a

secondary concern. In Egypt, the most common upshot of corralling was massive

beatings and detentions. Often, at the end of the action protesters were carried away

from the enclosure to police vans parked on side or back streets for identification. As

recalled by members of some human rights NGOs, on many occasions, these people

ended up arrested, tortured or even victims of enforced disappearance. (“Mona”, NGO

worker, personal communication, Cairo, 27 October, 2014)

The second wave is also punctuated by the intentional use of symbolic sites, such as

the mausoleum of Saad Zaghlul (hero of the 1919 revolution), the Supreme Court (a

reference to the rule of law and justice), or Tahrir Square. This indicated that the

movement was fully aware of the importance of revisiting historical places of contention

or invoking figures of the past. As one of the coordinators of Kefaya stated, these sites

were not chosen by chance. Gathering next to the mausoleum of Saad Zaghlul, for

example, would draw attention to the struggle against a regime perceived as

illegitimate, thus equating the pro-reform movement with the national liberation cause

and the current government with Egypt’s former colonisers (George Ishaq, personal

communication, 19 October, 2014).

This site was at the centre of an episode of contention that entered in the collective

memory of the opposition movements. On 25 May, the network took to the streets to

contest the constitutional referendum and the conditions set for the realisation of a

multi-candidate presidential election. The symbolic spaces of contention, like Saad

Zaghlul’s mausoleum or the Journalists’ Syndicate were revisited, the traditional

repertoire was re-enacted with small crowds of 50 to 200 people surrounded by a

security apparatus (some ten times larger than that) enacting the protest enclosure.

However, some of the incidences of that day would ignite the street and lead another

culturally oppressed and physically repressed segment of Egyptian society – women –

to join the “Enough” crowds and mobilise as such.

My research focuses on collective action networks and not on any specific social

group. For that reason, the collective trajectories of individual categories, regardless of

gender, class or religion, are somewhat neglected. Nevertheless, women led

mobilisation for human rights in the aftermath of an episode of targeted repression that
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became infamous as “black Wednesday” and that deserves some reflexion. On that

Wednesday, the Kefaya demonstration was enclosed by the police, as usual, but

something unusual happened. Journalists and women were singled-out and extracted

from the group by plainclothes, pro-Mubarak “thugs”. The journalists were beaten up

and women were sexually molested under the collaborating eyes and incentivising

words of the police forces. In another location, near the Journalists’ Syndicate where

Kefaya activists  had  marched,  a  group  of  women  was  forcefully  removed  from  a

pharmacy and harassed. A female journalist reported a similar incident (Agence France

Presse, 2005).

Five days later, Kefaya and independent women launched a “white ribbon national

apology campaign” and “Fatma”, a professor from Cairo University, made an online call

for a symbolic “black robes” protest. At this stage, coordinating efforts were already an

acquis of the contentious actors and this occasion was no exception. In the first days of

June, a few thousand men and women would converge on the Journalists’ Syndicate to

demand women’s rights and condemn sexual harassment. Side by side in these actions

were people like “Fatma”, a veiled Muslim and candid feminist, and “Nawal”, a leading

voice of the secular left. From this networking process, also in June, emerged a campaign

called  “The  Street  is  Ours”  to  raise  awareness  about  human  rights  abuses  and,

particularly, sexual harassment.

I published a statement on behalf of Egyptian mothers calling for a demonstration.

I didn’t aspire to become neither a movement nor an organisation. We did form a

group, after the demonstration, called a-Shara Lena, to protest against harassment.

The  group  is  born  after  a  group  of  different  women,  with  different  activist

backgrounds, met in my house. It was a movement formed overnight. (“Fatma”,

personal communication, Florence, 31 May, 2015.)

The campaign itself was not a success, but this movement was crucial to alert and

educate the public, including opposition activists, to the widespread and often socially-

condoned harassment of Egyptian women.

It wasn’t just the women’s cause that the emerging collective action network

integrated into their repertoire. In 2005, a new focus of contention contributed yet

another link to the growing network. Judges were beginning to mobilise after
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denouncing gross irregularities during the constitutional referendum. They were

demanding real judicial oversight of the electoral process, as prescribed by the

constitution, and more independence from an executive with extensive political controls

over the judiciary. The “revolt of the judges” was a series of contentious episodes that

would  reach  a  peak  in  2006.  Nevertheless,  the  events  of  July  2005  are  telling  and

relevant to understand the evolution of the pro-reform opposition network.

On 20 July, a rare 5000-person strong demonstration in front of the Lawyers’

Syndicate assembled several opposition groups, including Kefaya, leftists, the Labour

Party and the Muslim Brothers, who formed the bulk of the crowd. These groups joined

the judges’ demands for independence and fair elections. In most second wave events

co-attended by the Kefaya-led network, protesters resorted to highlighting “gateway

issues”; that is, they used one topic as an opportunity to introduce another. As the then

general coordinator of Kefaya explained to me: “regardless of the theme […] every

protest was to be transformed into an anti-Mubarak demonstration” (George Ishaq,

personal  communication,  19  October,  2014).  The  same  happened  on  20  July.  As  the

protesters were demanding civil and political rights, groups not affiliated with the

Muslim Brothers started chanting “Down with Mubarak!”, “Enough!” The Islamists, very

keen on reformist policies and wary of personalised attacks, left the demonstration: “It

was incredible. Someone clapped and in a few minutes they were all gone” (idem).

The judges’ revolt followed the typical authoritarian interaction pattern of the

Mubarak era, continuing unabated throughout 2005, with the two approaching

electoral acts, intensifying in 2006 with regime retaliation, and waning in 2007 with

partial accommodation. Numerous sit-ins were organised (Bernard-Maugiron, 2009, pp.

2–4), always with the support of the opposition CANs and the Muslim Brothers, who

formed an important current in the movement. However, the bond of trust or the level

of mutual tolerance inside Kefaya had reached a threshold. As the episode of July 2005

shows, the links were weak and not merely among Islamists and seculars. There were

widening ideological gaps separating revolutionaries from reformists and generational

differences dividing the older generations from the younger. While this was happening

inside Kefaya, new connections were being forged, groups being founded, and coalitions
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being planned. The collective action network was branching out in different directions,

independently from the command of its central hub.

A particular fault-line, identified by the youth and the leftists, was the disconnection

between the urban movement of the middle class and a working class that had been left

behind, both by the executive and the opposition. Notwithstanding, assuming their role

as the most important contentious constant in the country, the workers were mobilising

in parallel. All along the second protest wave, their actions multiplied, but the actors

remained divided and there was “no evidence of logistical coordination among

workplaces” (Beinin, 2009, p. 83).

With the intensification of the neoliberalisation process in 2004 under the guidance

of Prime Minister Nazif and his technocratic government, the number and rhythm of

privatisations increased and workers felt the impending threat to their livelihoods. The

resources diverted to the business elites at the expense of the state budget and gradual

elimination of consumer subsidies was an additional social hazard (Farah, 2009, pp. 50–

51). But workers were still disorganised and depoliticised. There was no independent

representative organisation able to translate their local demands into a national

discourse on economic, social and political rights. Instead, they mobilised for “bread and

butter” causes on a case by case basis, only to demobilise as soon as their immediate

demands were satisfied.

The economic and political situation produced the inevitable conditions and

contradictions for a more or less permanent state of contestation by the workers, who

would show the first signs of politicisation. In Egypt, “workers” means, essentially, those

employed in the textile industry, which has been the biggest second-sector employer in

the country since the implementation of the colonial capitalist model in the nineteenth

century (Zubaida, 2009, p. 243).  It follows that labour action is bound to happen either

on  the  industrial  textile  centres  or  among  the  large  body  of  civil  servants.  The  most

relevant episodes of contention during the second wave illustrate this fact.

Take  the  strike  wave  at  the  Misr  Spinning  and  Weaving  Company  in  Mahalla  al-

Kubra. It started in December 2006 and the fallout would be felt along the next years.

The contentious point was the failure to pay a promised salary bonus. For four days

workers struck, occupied the factory and organised demonstrations gathering



174 | P a g e

thousands of participants. Workers and administration of the state owned enterprise

eventually reached an agreement, but, as the news of the Mahalla industrial action

travelled,  other  workers  protested  for  equal  treatment  and  the  state  was  forced  to

negotiate and, in many cases, meet the demands (Beinin, 2009, p. 80). However, this

time the mobilisation didn’t cease and the workers, particularly those at Mahalla, went

beyond the “moral economy” of protests “that erupt when feelings of entitlement are

violated” (Posusney, 1993, pp. 118–19) towards demands that signalled the

development of a class-consciousness pushing for unionisation rights and the

instatement of a national minimum wage (El-Mahdi, 2011, pp. 392–93). This was clear

in the strikes of 2007 and then with the attempt to organise a general strike in 2008, a

crucial event of the third protest wave.

As the data indicates, industrial action did not avoid a downward movement of the

mobilisation spiral and, indeed, the workers kept it moving. In 2007, a receding year of

the protest wave, they took the place of the urban middle classes and spearheaded the

contentious space. The next wave would be, once again, a reinforcing spiral that covered

more ground than the preceding ones.
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VI.1.3 Tidal	Change	

The final dynamic protest wave identified in my analysis started in 2008 and would

extend for three years, reaching a peak in 2011 with the 25 January revolutionary

situation. This third protest wave built on the characteristics of the previous two and

created the necessary conditions for the anti-Mubarak camp to storm to power. At that

point, all opposition currents and a considerable part of the “social movement sector”

were mobilised, albeit not united, and involved in one way or another in the organisation

of a series of cascading events that would eventually flood the streets of Egypt.

On the one side, the international agenda regained some influence over domestic

actions, with continuous Israeli aggression in the Palestinian besieged territory of Gaza

drawing public attention and spurring popular tension. The year of 2008, with a peak in

November, was marked by the return of anti-Israel demonstrations, but this time with

the Egyptian government being portrayed, simultaneously, as an Israeli ally and enemy

of the people.

Figure 21 General Issue Categories (Third Wave Peak)

N=558
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then alien to the vanguard movement of professional middle classes and urban

intelligentsia, like workers’ rights or economic hardship. Figure 21, a snapshot of the

general issues addressed during the 2010 wave peak, clearly depicts these trends.

As we will see in the next chapter, the evolution of Collective Action Networks is not

linear. It follows a dependent but irregular path shaped by historical successes and

setbacks. The insufficiencies of Kefaya and its rather narrow social appeal were quickly

internalised by several groups united under the umbrella coalition. In 2007, it was

already obvious for many participants that the opposition movement had to network

with other social groups and spread out the anti-regime coalition.

The workers were, perhaps, the most important missing piece within the Collective

Action Networks. The failure to include them from the outset was a strategic blunder in

the sense that it neglected the inclusion of a set of issues and a category of actors, which,

historically, occupy a prominent position in the Egyptian contentious landscape. As

mentioned before, labour actions gradually incorporated some political components,

but the workers were still a highly atomised social force. This might help explain the

neglect, but the reflexion inside the participant organisations pointed to other causes.

A founder of one of the left-wing groups created to address the perceived gaps within

the opposition networks told me:

Some said that the involvement with a petit bourgeois movement, like Kefaya, had

been a mistake and stressed the need to move to the masses. There was a shift

from the united front perspective to the workerist, organisation building

perspective. Through 2007 and until 6 April 2008, certain segments of the

population that had joined the democratic movement started to reorient their

concerns towards economic and social issues (“Malik”, Socialist activist, personal

communication, Cairo, 21 April, 2015).

The third protest wave arose from the need to remedy these shortcomings and move

towards causes and social groups that had been marginalised by the oppositional

practices and discourses. At the other end, workers were also shifting towards the

political sphere translating their struggles in the workplace into wide demands for better

living standards across the board. The 6th of April, 2008 is the critical juncture where this

converging dynamism of the two forces coalesces.
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What started as a local industrial action at Mahalla al-kubra in 2006, had evolved two

years later into demands for a national minimum wage, calls for a full-blown general

strike,  a  protest  spike  and  a  shared  cause  across  the  opposition.  Razed  by  soaring

inflation and food subsidy cuts, the purchasing power of a worker’s salary was not

enough to meet the basic needs of a household. The struggle for a national minimum

wage of  E£1200,  effectively  twice the average income at  that  time,  led thousands of

workers and their families to the streets of Mahalla al-Kubra in February (Beinin, 2009,

p.  85).  Two  months  later,  this  time  supported  by  a  comprehensive  Collective  Action

Network, the incipient labour movement was confronted with the organisation of a

solidarity general strike.

The calls started circulating thorough text messages, emails and online social

networks at the beginning of April. At that point, contention levels were already high

with protests and repression in the run up to local elections. To the Muslim Brothers’

demonstrations across the Nile Delta demanding free elections, the regime responded

with a clamp-down imprisoning hundreds of members in just a few days. The Brothers

reacted to the calls for a general strike with their normal vacillating position, first

supporting it, only to retreat and retract on the eve of the action (BBC Monitoring, 2008;

“Mahmoud”, Muslim Brotherhood, personal communication, 10 April, 2015) Other

groups showed more resolve: the weakened but still active Kefaya joined the calls and

planned street actions, and liberals, Nasserists and leftists followed suit.

The idea of a general strike seems to have fermented both in physical and virtual

spaces with online groups joining the workers’ struggle. Particularly important was the

“April 6” Facebook group, which saw 64,000 people joining the call in less than a week

(Agence France Presse, 2008a). The suggested contentious performances were

particularly innovative and diverse, moving away from the established “protest

enclosures”  typical  of  the  second  wave.  Among  the  suggested  actions  were  work

stoppages, shopping boycotts, wearing a specific colour, or hanging the Egyptian

national flag from windows all over the country (Associated Press International, 2008).

The innovative repertoire of contention would be a hallmark of the third protest wave,

especially in association with the media-conscious and tech-savvy actions of the April 6

Youth Movement, the physical spinoff of the online group.
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The regime did not passively accept this wave of activism and made use of its most

common authoritarian interaction pattern; namely, association by partial

accommodation and dissociation by targeted repression. Three days prior to the

announced strike, the president decreed tax exemptions on foodstuffs, commodities

and medicines. On the same day, the parliament approved legislation banning

demonstrations in places of worship (idem), thus supressing one of the most important

“protest enclaves” in the country, the mosque. Finally, in Mahalla al-Kubra, apart from

conspiring to split the workers (Beinin, 2009, p. 85), the government deployed the full

weight of its security apparatus, arresting over 150 people in the industrial centre and a

further 95 across the country (Agence France Presse, 2008b).

The 6th of April would remain in people’s memories for two reasons. One was the

image of workers trampling on Mubarak posters and the other was the foundation of

the April 6 Youth Movement. A leading member of the youth movement recounts the

relevance of that moment:

The  call  for  the  strike  was  put  forward  by  two  people  only  […].  The  strike  was

important in the sense that, for the first time, we had people taking down pictures

of Mubarak, demanding his removal from power. It was not just the typical sectorial

demand but a political one confronting the regime and asking for its end (“Wael”,

youth movement activist, personal communication, 16 April, 2015).

As an industrial action, the general strike of April 2008 did not achieve the intended

objectives,  but  as  a  networking  event  it  was  a  resounding  success.  With  the

development of online platforms and social network websites the state had lost the

monopoly of information and now faced competition from citizen journalism and

anonymous exposés. Traditional news outlets were still censored, but the new channels

could reach a wide audience without authoritarian filters. The April 6 Youth Movement

tapped perfectly into this new media environment. Named after the general strike and

born in solidarity with the workers, it was another attempt to bridge one of the many

chasms affecting Egyptian society; namely, the gap between the working class and the

usually more affluent and influential intellectual elites:

We thought that a link had to be made with the worker movement struggles. Our

connection with the workers was merely symbolical: we never coordinated with
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them and just tried to spread the message, make it national and political. So all we

did was calling for a national strike on the same day of the Mahalla El-Kubra one

(idem).

Reaching out to the workers, if only rhetorically, was crucial. As stated before, they

are, together with the students, Islamists and leftists, a constant variable in the Egyptian

culture of contestation, being present when the rest of the population is absent and

rising up when the protest curve plunges down.

But the spiralling mobilisation was not only fuelled by the hope to create and seize

political opportunities, but also by the existential threats coming from the state security

apparatus. The recurrent repressive acts became a trademark of the regime and a

banner for the opposition movements. Denouncing the repeated, and often gruesome,

episodes of torture perpetrated by the police was, by 2010, a trivial act and a moral duty.

Both human rights organisations and individuals would bring the cases to public

attention, turning them into national causes. Among all, there was one with far reaching

effects for the emergent collective actions: the detention, torture, official cover up and

posterior exposure of the murder of Khaled Mohamed Said at the hands of plain clothes

policemen at a cybercafé in Sidi Gaber (Alexandria). Contrary to other episodes human

rights advocates had brought forward or the several anti-torture campaigns that

preceded the assassination of Khaled Said, this incident captured the hearts and minds

of the entire Egyptian public. When pictures of this severely beaten, dead young man

surfaced  (discrediting  the  official  version  of  events),  there  was  an  outbreak  of

commotion and indignation, not just for this particular victim, but for the anonymous

martyrs of the regime and the emergency law. In the aftermath of the killing, a solidarity

movement was born, with a strong online following (see Chapter VII) and street

presence, organising campaigns and demonstrations in the second half of the protest

peak year of 2010.

Between 6 June (the date of Kahled Said’s death) and 25 June (the day of a

demonstration in Alexandria that would unite all sectors of the opposition led by

Mohamed El-Baradei), a contentious spike within the 2010 wave peak can be observed.

Online and on-the-ground organisation converged and the upwards mobilisation spiral

escalated. A brief chronological reconstruction of the events allows us to detect the
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evolving dynamics of collective action. The first reported demonstration in my dataset

is a small, albeit heavily repressed, gathering organised by the April 6 Youth Movement,

four days after the murder, in front of the Sidi Gaber police station. On the next day,

during Khaled Said’s funeral, relatives, friends and some activists fused mourning with

indignation and protested against the security apparatus. From here onwards, we see

protests diffusing to other physical and virtual locations. In Cairo, Human Rights

organisations, the April 6 movement, and some opposition parties took the lead, voicing

their discontent and organised a small “second wave style” demonstration in Lazoughly

Square, in the vicinity of the ministries of justice and the interior. This direct

confrontation within the spaces of power is also a characteristic of the third wave. The

event assembled no more than few hundred participants, but it followed the unwritten

rules of the protest enclosure and was heavily repressed.

In the meantime, two Facebook groups demanding justice for Khaled Said had

sprung up. The first, “My Name is Khaled Said”, was launched by April 6 activists and in

a  few  days  gathered  almost  150,000  members.  The  other,  “We  are  all  Khaled  Said”,

created shortly afterwards as an individual initiative, proved equally popular, quickly

reaching 100,000 members (Ghonim, 2013, p. 93). Although adopting diverging tones –

the former more confrontational  and the latter  more moderate (idem, p.  73)  –  both

groups converged in their main demand: justice for Khaled Said. Moreover, they agreed

about the need to activate this online mobilisation on the ground through innovative

contentious performances able to catch the public eye without risking participants’

safety (idem, p. 78). On 18 June, the combined efforts of the online platforms were

visible on the streets of Alexandria. The call was for a “silent stand”, during which people

in black garb spread along the Alexandria corniche would hold hands and turn their

backs to the road to face the sea in silence. At sunset, people started gathering and,

although distant from the desired cordon linking the Bibliotheca Alexandrina to

Muntazah (a 14km stretch), the images of hundreds of citizens lined up along the

promenade circulated on the internet and popularised the event. The success of this

contentious performance can be gauged through the number of times it was replicated

across Egypt. Innovative repertoires using tools familiar to the traditionally alienated

youths would be broadly employed as a mobilisation strategy. As a youth movement
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activist highlights: “Social network websites and new technologies overall were a

breakthrough in the sense that it gave us a new space and new tools to organise and

spread our message. But the online tactics worked in parallel with the street actions,

they complemented each other” (“Wael”, personal communication, 16 April, 2015).

Mohamed El-Baradei and the new umbrella coalition National Association for

Change (NAC) were, at this point, caretakers of the opposition imaginary. El-Baradei had

returned to Egypt in February and since this time had presented as the opposition

alternative to Mubarak. His platform was a mix of second and third wave elements. On

the one side, it tried to assemble the entire anti-Mubarak spectrum, from the

revolutionary socialists to the Muslim Brothers. On the other, it made extensive use of

online tools and youth groups, particularly April 6, appearing as a support and

organisational basis. El-Baradei’s Facebook page, a centrepiece of the campaign

administered by the same duo that would launch the “we are all Khaled Said” group,

had reached 200,000 “fans” by June.

 Two events that month exemplify the shifting dynamics of contention in the

country. On 24 June, the NAC, including the Muslim Brothers, socialists, Kefaya, April 6

and intellectuals, gathered for a demonstration in front of the parliament to protest

against the fraudulent Shura Council elections. They were present in the spaces of

power,  but  once  again  the  masses  were  absent  and  the  protest  enclosure  was  re-

enacted. Fifty protesters surrounded by a police force backed up by twenty loaded

trucks parked along the adjacent roads. Repression and detentions were the inexorable

end (Daily News Egypt, 2010). One day later, the same collective action network

organised two protests in Alexandria to denounce torture and demand justice for Khaled

Said. The first took place after Friday prayers at Ali Ibrahim mosque in Sidi Gaber. Protest

enclave was followed by protest enclosure, with roughly 4000 people encircled by the

police forces. The second was a repetition of the “silent stands” that were proliferating

around the country with hundreds of attendants, mostly unharmed by the police,

producing powerful images that would spread across the internet as promoting frames

of the opposition cause. All actions were representative of third wave repertoires, but

the innovative performances were proving more effective and viral. These would be

repeated at several locations during July and August.
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The next months would see labour struggles and networked collective action by the

opposition in spaces of power, such as the protest against hereditary power at the

presidential palace on 21 September, and the continuation of the anti-torture campaign.

Some of these events were met by counter-demonstrations organised by the regime

and NDP supporters. An example of this is the 26 September gathering on the stairs of

the Alexandria courthouse where the hearings of Khaled Said’s murder case were being

conducted. Around one hundred self-identified police supporters charged the Khaled

Said campaigners. Until the removal of Mubarak, these small but coercive counter-

demonstrations, whose participants were a blend of hired thugs and plainclothes

security forces, became increasingly frequent.

The end of 2010 was spent gearing up for the traditional contentious cycle that

would inevitably come with parliamentary elections. In the middle of October, most

political groups and legal parties refused to legitimise the window-dressing exercise and

called for a boycott. Among the historically or socially relevant forces, and excluding the

duplicitous Tagammu, the Wafd and the Muslim Brothers were the only participating

groups filing official or “independent” candidates. Confronted with widespread election

rigging, both joined the rest of the political opposition by boycotting the runoff.

Egypt underwent a year of unprecedented mobilisation. In the same period, people

mobilised against rising food prices, state torture, Mubarak’s succession and

parliamentary election rigging. At the end of 2010 one could easily spell out a

comprehensive list of opposition demands: revoking the emergency law, free and fair

elections, stopping corruption, punishment for torture and police abuse, lifting up living

standards and, fundamentally, bringing down Mubarak.

In the third dynamic protest wave, the mobilisation spiral was reinforced, with all

opposition sectors activated, albeit not in a totally coordinated manner. Opportunities

and threats, but above all persistent contention, made CANs garner material and

immaterial resources, frame a discourse, occupy the public space with clearly identified

targets  and  set  of  demands,  and  emerge  as  a  structural  challenge  and  an  agent  of

change. Another feature of this third protest wave, particularly at the 2010/11 peak, was

that almost every action morphed into an anti-Mubarak initiative. Irrespective of the

underlying cause, the target of most protest events was the government and the stated
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goal its removal. As we can observe in Figure 23 the government was the main focus of

contentious episodes in 2010 and two-thirds of the protests organised in the first twenty

five days of January 2011. All other categories of actors appear as subsidiary agents of

the main target: Mubarak.

The analysis of the third wave peak shows us, nonetheless, that having a single target

would not preclude espousing multiple issues. Contrary to 2000, when the protest

landscape was dominated by the Palestinian cause, in 2010 the set of demands was

comprehensive and extended across all general categories.

Figure 23 Protest Targets (Third Wave Peak)

N=558

As previously seen in Figure 21, civil rights take the edge over all other issues

accounting for almost 40 per cent of the protests, but political, international and labour

issues are also prominent. Figure 24 allows us to detail the protest agenda adopted in

the third wave peak.
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Figure 24 Specific Issue Salience (Third Wave Peak)

N=558

At the top we find several specific issues, almost evenly divided across different

general categories: police violence (civil), claims of electoral fraud (political) and

disputes around salaries and payments (labour) are all salient, but no single issue

represents more than about nine per cent of the total protests.
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In terms of proportional relevance, sectarian tensions reach a relatively high value

(five per cent) due to concrete incidents, namely an armed attack against the Coptic Al-

Qiddissin (Two Saints) church, in Alexandria, on the first day of 2011. The angry Coptic

reaction and some solidarity actions fuelled contention and sparked several contentious

episodes that would, simultaneously, demand rights for the Copts and condemn

Mubarak. The confrontational wave of emotionally driven contention, together with a

hypothetical severance of the Coptic link connecting some Christian elites to the regime,

are research clues that deserve closer attention in future analyses of the power-elites’

dynamics in the build-up to the 25 January revolutionary situation.

A particularity of this final wave peak, accentuating a tendency of the second, is the

fact that opposition movements did not turn to the government as a solution, but turned

against it as the main problem. Demands for political resignation were three times

greater than requests for governmental intervention. Protests against police violence

rose to the top of the contentious actors’ agenda. Moreover, in a year with an electoral

act partially boycotted by the political opposition, claims of electoral fraud and demands

for freedom of expression and political association gained prominence.  The workplace

issues, such as grievances over salaries and due payments, appeared for the first time

as one of the most salient topics. Finally, my protest data for the issues pushed by the

opposition on the first twenty-five days of January 2011 (not covered by Figure 24),

reveals another important trend: economically-driven protests, until then mostly absent

from the discourse of the pro-reform movements, emerged as the second most salient

issue (16.3 per cent) among reported protest events, only surpassed by the demands for

the downfall of Mubarak (30 per cent).
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Figure 25 Protest Forms (Third Wave Peak)

N=558

As  for  protest  forms,  not  even  a  fine-grained  analysis  can  accurately  capture  the

evolution  of  the  repertoire  of  contention  during  the  third  wave  (see  Figure  25).  The

social relevance of the innovative performances – coded here as “performative action”

–  is  buried  under  the  statistical  significance  of  the  demonstrations  and  sit-ins  as

dominant protest forms in any contentious landscape. This is another example of the

need to triangulate methods. An exclusively quantitative approach, without the

qualitative interpretation previously laid out in the analysis of the third protest wave,

risks concealing the occurrence of symbolic protests, an important innovation of the

third protest wave.
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Figure 26 Protest Distribution by Governorate (Third Wave Peak)

N=558

Finally, another transformation in the contentious sphere not immediately

understandable through a simple analysis of quantitative geographic distributions, is the

spatiality of protest. The global outlook indicates that, similar to the first and second

waves, Cairo was a central hub of the collective action networks (see Figure 26)25. This

is  more  so  in  the  third  wave  due  to  a  noticeable  transformation  in  the  selection  of

protest  sites.  In  broad  strokes,  we  go  from  protest  enclaves  in  the  first  wave  and

symbolic places in the second to spaces of power in the third. Courts, ministry buildings,

the parliament and even the presidential palace are added to the universities, mosques,

factories, historical invocations and professional organisations’ headquarters as central

sites of contention. In my dataset, a total of 42 protests took place, either in front of the

parliament, Shura (consultative) Council or in the vicinity of ministries. This stands for

ten per cent of all non-declarative protest events reported in 2010.

In this context and emboldened by the events in Tunisia, it is no surprise to see the

collective  action  networks  planning  to  target  directly  the  centres  of  power.  On  15

25 It should also be noticed that a significant number of protest events took place in Alexandria
and that the relevant contentious activity in Gharbia reflects the strong labour in the regional
textile sector.
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January, the “We are all Khaled Said” group created a Facebook event: “January 25:

Revolution against torture, poverty, corruption, and unemployment”  (Ghonim, 2013, p.

153). Internet activists would coordinate with April 6 and the broad coalition united

under the NAC banner to organise a demonstration on the police day demanding

political, civil and economic rights. On 25 January, several groups representing the

diverse currents of the emerging Collective Action Network would depart from different

locations and converge to Tahrir. As “Wael”, a youth movement activist and organiser

of  the  protest  explains:  “it  was  the  national  day  of  the  police  and,  every  year,  our

movement had its own special way of commemorating it, with demonstrations […]. We

were preparing again to protest. But, we were not expecting a revolution, with

thousands of people joining” (personal communication, 16 April, 2015). Mubarak

resisted for 18 days, but the regime itself proved more resilient.
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VI.1.4 Understanding	the	Currents	

Some partial conclusions can be derived from the analysis of the three waves and

respective peaks, which we summarise as follows.

First protest wave. Regarding the actors, analysis of which will be detailed in the next

chapter, the preliminary evidence of the first wave points to the inception of bridging

processes connecting previously non-communicating camps, such as socialists and

Islamists, and the consolidation of the coalition linking students and Islamists. The co-

organisation of some initiatives and co-attendance of events, mainly at the university,

are indicators of a period of interconnections at the beginning of the mobilisation stage.

Regarding the form of the adopted frames, we notice a clear predominance of single-

issue protests linked to international causes. The most salient contentious issues have

an international scope: solidarity with Palestine and antagonism towards Israel and the

US. Stemming from that fact, the focal target of the first wave was not the government

or the security forces, but foreign states. Demonstrations restricted to the universities

were the main contentious performance. The repetition of these actions and

consequent transformation into a reproduced repertoire of contention converted

campuses into permanent “protest enclaves”. As relevant episodes of contention, which

remain as landmarks in the contemporary history of Egyptian collective action, we

identify the massive street protests of the springs of 2002 and 2003. They represent an

emancipation of the protest enclave and anticipate the coming waves. Finally,

concerning the spatiality of protests, the bulk of the action is still contained within the

university  or  the  mosque  space,  which  appear  as  the  main  protest  enclaves.  This  is

consistent with prior research describing the function of campuses and mosques as

mobilisation facilities and facilitators (Tétreault, 1993, p. 278; Zhao, 1998). The

contentious outbursts of 2001, 2002 and 2003, during which thousands of Egyptians

took to the streets, are neither spontaneous, like the riots of ’77 or ’86, nor carefully

organised and choreographed, like the protests that would take place in the next protest

wave.

Second  protest  wave.  As  main  illation,  at  the  agency  level,  we  can  underline  the

emergence of broad coalitions reaching out across the political spectrum. In a moment

when the protest wave was already ebbing, this was followed by the eruption of a
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sustained period of industrial action. Concerning issue framing, we went from single to

“gateway issues”; that is, an instrumental use of different topics as a tool to confront

Mubarak. Indeed, contrary to the first wave in which external events and actors appear

as the focus of contention, the second wave represents a shift towards internal issues

and Mubarak starts being singled out as the chief target. Protest choreography suffered

a complete transformation and most contentious performances were now small acts

revolving around political and civil rights issues. The repertoire of contention, based on

demonstrative expressions in symbolic sites, were modular and easily re-enacted all

over the territory. Collective actor networks further encroached on the contentious

arena enlarging the boundaries set by the authoritarian state, but were largely confined

to what could be termed “protest enclosures”, limited contentious site occupying a

delimited public space selected by the collective actors but under heavy control by the

security apparatus. Although subject to repeated acts of repression, oppositionists were

able to organise chains of protests and produce a mobilisation spiral with relevant

episodes of contention that would resonate and empower the anti-Mubarak camp. The

“black Wednesday” and subsequent anti-sexual-harassment campaign and the Judges’

Revolt were protest events determinant of the history and development of stronger

identity and solidarity bonds among the networked opposition.

Third protest wave. This is the phase I equate to a scale-shift in the collective action

spiral of contention. At its core there is a transformation in size and scope on the nature

of the opposition brought about by the magnitude of the CANs. They now possess the

capacity to confront the government and endanger the regime. This emergence of an

ever-growing network is a paramount characteristic of the third protest wave and will

be tested in the next chapter. Concerning protest framing and goals, during the third

protest wave we witnessed a broadening of the issue categories, but a narrowing of the

target and collective goals, which were subsumed in the intent to remove Mubarak from

power. For example, labour questions represent the biggest increase in comparison to

the  other  two  waves,  but  even  these  followed  the  general  line  and  gained  some

discernible anti-Mubarak political contours. Also relevant was the mobilisation for civil

rights and a sudden upsurge of economically-driven protests in what seems to be a final

convergence between oppositional aspirations and popular needs.
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The third wave is one of innovative performances and repertoires. Performative

actions with a penchant for publicity and social contagion surged as an alternative to the

logics of the protest enclave and enclosure. The link between online platforms and on-

the-ground protests favoured the tactical flexibility of groups that could spread more

easily away from the security apparatus’ control. Together with the virtual platforms

where real and vicarious activists aggregated, the “spaces of power” became the main

locus of contention. At the end of the third wave, the collective action networks were

challenging the regime on its own turf. As for eventful episodes of contention, the foiled

general strike of 2008 and the campaign demanding justice for the torture victim Khaled

Said were the cardinal points of the third protest wave; the former for its capacity to

integrate the workers’ problems into the opposition repertoire and the latter for being

one of the possible tipping-points that decisively swayed the public opinion to the

opposition side.
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VI.1.4.1 Litmus	Test	

Even before scrutinising the structure and evolution of the collective action

networks, the chronological inquiry of the eventful decade produces significant insights

that allow us to address directly some of the research questions regarding the existence

and structure of protest waves, as well as the hypothesis derived from its characteristics;

namely, issue framing, targets, repertoire and spaces of contention.

The first and by now obvious conclusion of this longitudinal analysis is that, indeed,

there were protest waves in Egypt during the first decade of the twenty-first century

(H1a), which differ from the contentious outbursts of the previous decades. More

precisely, the ebb and flow of the dynamics of contention shapes three dynamic protest

waves with corresponding peaks and receding periods: 2000–2003/4 (peaking in 2000

and receding in 2004); 2005–2006/7 (peaking in 2005 and receding in 2007), and 2008

to 25 Jan 2011 (peaking in 2010 and during the revolutionary situation). All waves have

elements of continuity and rupture, combining a considerable degree of path

dependence – relative to previous contentious patterns – with the integration of

novelties. Each wave appears not as a mere continuation of the preceding one or a new

cycle, but as a reinforcing spiral in which historic and innovative elements are

recombined pushing agents increasingly closer to a position of structural challengers. In

this  sense,  we  can  observe  the  presence  of  mobilisation  spirals.  It  seems  clear  that,

during the eventful decade, the ebb and flow of protest waves was determined by the

nature and intensity of mobilisation spirals.

Regarding the structural opportunities and agent dynamism my data and analysis

back the hypothesis of an evolution from “contained contention” to “transgressive

contention” through the opening the protest space (H4b). Still, at the structural level,

elections did seem to play a central role as opportunity-generating mechanisms, which

were seized by the opposition to publicly espouse their causes, while simultaneously

exposing the lack of fundamental liberties and democracy (H2a). As mentioned before,

participation in the elections produced more contention than boycotts, thus proving

more effective as a delegitimising strategy.

Furthermore, some contentious performances did resonate beyond their space and

time of emplacement, becoming landmarks and symbols of the opposition. These
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“eventful protests” contributed decisively to transformations occurring inside and

outside the collective action networks respectively as networking tools and instrumental

frames that furthered the organisational structuring and the oppositional narrative

(H3b).

The hypotheses related to issue framing and targets fare differently depending on

the protest wave under analysis. As we saw earlier, the first wave was dominated by

single-issue framing, revolving around international topics. In the second, the

appearance of “gateway issues” and a strong emphasis in civil and political rights stood

out. In the third, economic demands gain unprecedented prevalence, but the main

feature is a multiplication of issues and the unification around one target: Mubarak.

Consequently, we can conclude that, rather than having been always dominated by the

same topic, contentious action was permeated by different issues and, at a certain point,

zoomed in on Mubarak’s regime (H4d).

Concerning the repertoires of action, contention did reveal consistency, but not

rigidity. Performances from the past, particularly demonstrations, were maintained, but

also showed flexibility, with the progressive introduction of tactical innovations (H4c) in

a constant interplay between the regime’s efforts to supress protests and opposition

attempt to spread the mobilisations.

While the conclusions over issue articulation can only be drawn with the analysis of

the “issue networks” performed in the next chapter, we can mention some preliminary

findings solely on the basis of issue salience. International issues linked to claimant

actions dominated the first protest wave and, from 2005 onwards, civil and political

issues spread. Economic matters seem to have been marginalised within the repertoire

of oppositional demands. Taking stock of the reported protests, the hypothesis pointing

to the relative scarcity hypothesis is, at this stage, disputable (H9b).

This leads us to the hypothesised targets. These varied according to the protest wave

and neither the president nor the security apparatus were the main targets from the

outset. The salience of international frames implies that, at the beginning, the main

targets were also external. By the second protest wave, though, the government and, to

a  smaller  degree,  the  police  had  already  been  elected  as  the  main  target  of  the

opposition networks. This is in line with hypothesis H4a.
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The spatiality of protest evolved with the emergence of the collective action

networks. The overall geographic distribution confirms some centrality of Cairo and, to

a lesser extent, Alexandria, the two biggest Egyptian cities26. However, it also depicts

contention as a national phenomenon spread all over the territory (H5a). In fact, there

is little doubt the Egyptian protests leading to and resulting from the revolutionary

process were an important urban component, but with rather complex patterns. The

showdown was evidently in the big cities spreading to the rest of the country in a

centrifugal way, but the build-up was scattered all over Egypt with relevant episodes

happening outside Cairo. One example of this would be the industrial actions in Ismailia,

torture incidents in Alexandria and concomitant popular reaction observed under the

form of communitarian protests all over the country. According to the data gathered,

the cities of Cairo and Alexandria were, indeed, the site of a significant amount of protest

events during the analysed period. However, we should not overlook the relevance of

other areas. If it is true that, on average, 50 per cent of protest events took place in the

capital of Egypt, this means that about the same percentage occurred in other cities and

governorates. This arithmetic evidence is far from being an established academic fact.

Finally, and still on the spatiality of protests, secluded spaces, either protest enclaves

or protest  enclosures,  were being used.  But,  as  the protest  waves evolved,  collective

action networks entered processes of boundary testing. Trying to expand the physical

limits of contention, they eventually encroached on the authoritarian controlled public

space using symbolic sites and, towards the end, sieging the spaces of power (H5b).

26 On this topic, we ought to be wary of “media blind spots”, the overestimation of central
regions in detriment of peripheral ones. Notwithstanding news outlets’ reasons for this coverage
bias  – be their  economic limitations or  editorial  choices – some areas tend to be marginalised.
Generally speaking, a protest event in Cairo will be more mediatised than an equivalent one in
any other city or region in Egypt. When drawing conclusions about the Egyptian protest landscape
with data on reported events, the existence of “media blind spots” should be taken into account.
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Chapter	VII The	Emergence	of	Collective	Action	Networks		

	

Introduction	

Revolutions are naturally unpredictable phenomena, but more so when we narrow

our analytical spectrum to include only formal macro-structural variables that minimise

the importance of informal micro-agency processes. In this context, it is no surprise that

the international community, at large, and academics, in particular, were caught off

guard when, contrary to the common scientific wisdom, the Arab Street contested the

avenues of power in the now emblematic squares and public spaces of the MENA region.

The dominant narrative that insisted on the immobilisation of the Arab world was being

contradicted, frame by frame, by the images broadcast on international news channels

showing millions of activists mobilising. All of the sudden, the big puzzle was not the

alleged persistence of authoritarianism (Schlumberger, 2007) but seemingly permanent

revolutions.

One of the lessons of the “Arab Uprisings surprise” is that we should never rule out

the role of the people. Citizens are not bystanders, but fundamental actors of the

historical  process.  It  is  thus  my  belief  that,  if  we  want  to  find  the  root  causes  of

transformative events, we should start paying more attention to bottom-up

mobilisations.

The present chapter is an attempt to bridge this structural hole in the literature by

looking at the actors who took to the streets and the networks they formed.

Additionally, we keep addressing the challenges and biases put forward in the

introduction. First, in our attempt to circumvent the limitations of ahistorical

structuralist approaches and complementing the dynamic longitudinal analysis of

Chapter VI, this chapter emphasises the relational dimension of the interconnecting

actors and emerging networks. Second, we will go beyond the Networks In Name Only

(NINO) perspective, which is based on employing network theories while remaining

indifferent to their analytical procedures. Some researchers already made valuable

contributions by introducing the global audiences to the idea of networks in the MENA

region (Denoeux, 1993; Heydemann, 2004; Singerman, 1996), but my research goes one
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step further. It is, to the best of my knowledge, the first comprehensive study using both

the concepts and the measures of social network analysis to understand the evolution

of collective action in 1) a non-democracy; 2) a country located in the MENA region, and

more specifically; 3) Egypt. And this leads us to the third challenge. Choosing to study

collective actors in Egypt, we escape the tendency to concentrate on western, reformist

and, for the most part, institutionalised actors (McAdam & Tarrow, 2011, p. 1).

My proposal is to dive into the internal structure of protests and protesters in order

to map out the collective actors responsible for the ebb and flow of protest waves in

Egypt. The events linked to the aggregating agents are the nodes of opposition networks

whose interconnecting process eventually caused the emergence of new contention

agents in Egypt with the capacity to challenge the structural order.

This chapter is organised along the lines and logic of the previous one. Each of the

following three sections concentrates on the analysis of the three time periods selected

as  windows  of  observation  to  test  and  attest  the  evolution  of  collective  actions  and

actors in Egypt. We look at the individual categories of salient groups, identify others

that being more silent played important roles, and map the interconnecting processes

happening during the protest events. Included in the social network analysis exercise

are both the agents who organised and co-participated in protests during the “eventful

decade” and the “issue space networks”, relational claims and demands made during

the contentious acts. The next part sums up the findings of the social network analysis

process along the three protest waves by focusing on the dynamics of the whole

network of collective actors. Here, the three periods converge and the content and form

of  the  evolving  network  are  analysed.  Finally,  the  last  section  is  dedicated  to  a  brief

discussion about the hypotheses tested, confirmed and rebuked through the social

network analysis of the Egyptian contentious actions and actors.
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VII.1 Take	I:	First	Segments	

As we have seen, the nexus between internal and external factors is very much

present in the history of mobilisation in Egypt. Some of the most significant contentious

outbursts happened in the aftermath of perceived national humiliations with

international contours, like the military defeat in the Six-Day War or the Camp David

diplomatic compromise (or capitulation, depending on the perspective), always with

Israel on the opposing side. The first protest wave was no different: a mix of endogenous

and exogenous causes with the Arab-Israeli and other transnational conflicts looming on

the horizon.

The protests of October 2000 might be considered as the spark that would fuse

actors and diffuse mobilisation in Egypt for rest of the eventful decade. From that

moment on, the interconnecting bases for activists were set in place and the networking

process was set in motion. The actions in support of the second Palestinian Intifada were

the first milestone of a movement that would produce spirals of mobilisation during the

three dynamic protest waves. The mutual experiences and goals gave rise to common

identities and frames, instrumental to establishing inward relations of solidarity and

outward relations of conflict directed towards an identified adversary: Mubarak and the

ruling order.

We already detailed the form and content of the first protest wave and respective

peak. However, the analysis of the actors responsible for the first sustained mobilisation

surge in decades was intentionally left for this chapter. Knowing that universities and,

to a smaller degree, mosques were the main protest enclaves in this period, students

and Muslim groups should have played the leading role in the contentious arena.

Indeed, as we can observe in the figure below, the former were present in about one

third and the latter in one fifth of all protests reported at the first time-period (t1).

Individuals, not directly identified as belonging to any particular social group or

organisation, were responsible for ten per cent of the contestation during the whole

year of 2000. This is a general category included to document communitarian protests
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or, using Asef Bayat’s term, “social non-movements”, “the collective actions of non-

collective actors […] ordinary people whose fragmented but similar activities trigger

much social change, even though these practices are rarely guided by an ideology or

recognizable leaderships and organisations” (2009, p. 14). The remaining prominent

categories of actors are human rights organisations (8 per cent), intellectuals and artists,

and journalists (4 per cent).

Figure 27 Main Actors at t1

Concluded at this point, the analysis would suggest a hierarchy of isolated actors as

the main agents of protest in 2000. The advantage of the relational approach is the

ability to look at the ties between actors, rather than simply the actors themselves, and

confirm if, indeed, contentious action was commanded by isolates or coordinated by

some sorts of networkers. Having showed which groups were more salient, we now look

at their interactions. By conducting a social network analysis on the one-mode
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projection of the affiliation matrix built for t1, we’ll submit to a partial test some of our

hypotheses regarding network structure, positions and roles, and frames.

Figure 28 Segmented Collective Action Networks at t1

Mean Std Dev Sum Variance SSQ MCSSQ Euc Norm Minimum Maximum N of Obs
0.241 0.521 436 0.272 596 490.742 24.413 0 9 1806

The image above is the output of the transformed affiliation matrix based on the

co-attendance of protest events during the year 2000. Vertices (grey squares) are the

categories of actors and edges (lines) indicate the co-participation of a dyad (two

groups) in the same collective action. The network is valued and undirected. Edge

thickness means tie-strength; that is, the thicker the line the more events a dyad co-

attended. As all visualisations in this chapter, the data is rendered using the spring

embedding layout, which distributes the vertices in proportion to their geodesic

distances, putting those with small path lengths closer to each other (repulsion: 2).

Regarding the descriptive statistics, “N of Obs” is the product of rows and columns and

refers to the total possible occurrences of dyadic ties. In our matrix, it corresponds to an
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ActorXActor multiplication. With a total of 43 actors, we would have 1849 observations,

to which we subtract the diagonal values to exclude all reflexive ties (the 43 relationships

of an actor with itself), which is equal to the given 1806 observations. “Minimum” and

“Maximum” indicate the range of tie-strength scores, here between 0 and 9; “sum” the

sum of all tie-strengths (436); and “mean” the average tie-strength for our valued matrix

(0.241). The remaining values measure variance and distribution, comprising

“Variance”; “Std Dev”, standard deviation; “SSQ”, Sum of squares; MCSSQ, Mean

Centred Sum of Squares; and “Euc Norm”, Euclidean Norm (the square root of SSQ).

Visualisations are not always telling, but this projection is clear. In 2000, there was

an upsurge in street action, but the reported protests did not possess an underlying

network structure. What the above figure reveals is a highly segmented set of 43 actors

with only 206 unique edges. It demonstrates that at t1 collective actions still conformed

to the traditional image of an atomised protest landscape. Judging from the public

reports, the interconnections were incipient. At first glance, the above figure depicts

two centres of networked activity by occupational groups and human rights

organisations, but both components are dominated by small numbers of co-

participations. The interesting finding of this “raw network” (one-mode projection with

no further transformations) is precisely the singularity, at that moment, of the

occurrence of open events organised or attended by more than one organisation or

group.

Running a (weak) component routine (see Table 4 below) on a dichotomised version

of the valued matrix used to produce the graph, we confirm the results already evident

in the image: a disconnected network. There are five components, out of which only

three (2, 3, and 5) form clusters with three or more nodes. The fragmentation score,

which indicates the proportion of nodes that cannot reach one another, is high at 0.591,

another pointer of the segmented nature of the network. Components 3, at the top of

the graph (unions, journalists, lawyers, other occupational), component 5, in the middle

of the graph comprising professional organisations, and, fundamentally, component 2,

at the left, predominantly constituted by human rights organisations but integrating

several distinct groups, occupy the biggest proportion of the segmented network. It is

in this human rights component that we find the maximum geodesic distance of the
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segmented network: the two most distant nodes, Religious-left and any of the groups in

the HR 1-clique, are reachable in four steps.

Table 4 Components at t1

Component Nodes Proportion (%)
1 2 4.7
2 26 60.5
3 4 9.3
4 2 4.7
5 9 20.9

The relational perspective over the protest landscape yields a distribution of power

different from the one resulting from the aggregative analysis. Node “Bonacich Power”

is the measure we choose to evaluate the quality, rather than just the quantity, of an

actor’s  salience  and  influence  (see  Table  5).  Bonacich  power  or  beta  centrality  is  a

variation of degree centrality very similar to the concept of Eigenvector (Bonacich,

1972),  close to the idea behind the now familiar  PageRank,  which lies  at  the base of

Google’s search-engine ranking algorithm (Page, Brin, Motwani, & Winograd, 1999, p.

3). Bonacich power calculates centrality not simply as the number of ties one node

possesses but as  a  function of  the centralities  of  the actors  with whom it  shares ties

(Bonacich, 1987, p. 1170). A good way to define beta centrality is to conceive it as “a

measure of the total amount of potential influence a node can have on all others via

direct and indirect channels, where indirect channels are weighted [inversely] by their

length, and β controls how much the longer walks are counted” (Borgatti et al., 2013, p.

171). The principle is simple: our power or influence is a function of the power of the

ones who surround us, controlled by an ascribed weight to the distances we need to

walk to reach one another.

In this case, the results of the Bonacich power routine (β parameter: 0.0584218)

reassert the relational influence of human rights organisations. Their “neighbourhood”

is by far the most powerful. Due to the segmented nature of the network at t1, a raw

ranking of the main influencers would be a pure reflection of the structure of the biggest

connected component. In order to gain more knowledge about the connected influence
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of other categories of actors at this point, Table 5 includes the general category human

rights and excludes the specific human rights organisations visible in the graph (HR_n).

This allows us to observe that, from a network theory perspective, t1 is mostly a period

of unequally distributed and disconnected action.

Table 5 Bonacich Power at t1

Power Normalised Score

Human Rights orgs. 3591 10.4

Intellectuals and Artists 496 1.4

Parties (unspecified) 271 0.8

Student groups 19 0.1

Muslim groups 19 0.1

The exception and truly relevant element of the graph, however, is the strong

connection between student and Muslim groups. Although not associated beyond the

dyadic dimension, these two overlapping aggregates have the strongest (thickest) link,

meaning they co-occurred more than any other pair of nodes in the same events and

are responsible for the 9-mutual-tie maximum value. Consequently, albeit falling one

node short to qualify as a network, the two leading groups of the first-wave protest-

peak were connected. The majority of protest events organised at the university

“protest enclaves” were the product of this student-Muslim strong dyadic relation.

There are other interesting network patterns not revealed in the macro analysis of

the protest waves and only detectable when we dissect the interconnecting processes

at the micro level. Even though extrapolations based on small samples should be taken

carefully, the brokerage role of human rights organisations and groups of artists and

intellectuals is an interesting clue.
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Table 6 Flow Betweenness Rank at t1

To assign broker roles, I use “flow betweenness centrality", a measure that can be

computed for valued matrices, such as the one used to map our t1 segmented network.

Traditional betweenness centrality works only for binary matrices and assesses the

number of times an actor stands in the optimal way connecting a pair of other actors,

more specifically, it weighs occurrences on the geodesic of two vertices. The primary

assumption is that, when people or organisations want to meet or communicate with

each other, they tend to choose the shortest road, the most direct channels or the path

of least resistance. Flow betweenness centrality extends this concept to “all

independent paths between all pairs of points in the network” (Freeman, Borgatti, &

White, 1991, p. 141) and not only the shortest ones thus giving a more accurate

evaluation of the entire intermediated flows circulating in the network. The underlying

principle is that, when two actors are not directly connected, there is more than one

way to link up and many intermediate points will stand between the multiple options.

Flow betweenness centrality measures the extent to which one actor falls in that

position and the assumed capacity to filter or control the flows. An actor “will be seen

as standing between other points to the degree that the maximum flow between those

points depends” (idem, p. 147) on that intermediary point. In my opinion, flow

betweenness centrality is a fitting estimate for the brokerage role in a network.

As we can see in Table 6, the two general categories Human Rights organisations

and Artists considered together intermediate almost one-third of the relations in their

connected segment. In the concrete case of protest events, this means a capacity to

bridge different groups that were not directly linked by co-attendance but shared ties

Flow Betweenness Normalised Score
Human Rights orgs. 315 18.3
Artists 170 9.9
Relatives 48 2.8
Specific Human Rights org. 22 1.3
Political Groups (unspecified) 18 1

Mean Std Dev Sum Variance Minimum Maximum
Normalised FlowBet 1.319 3.009 56.717 9.053 0 18.283
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with either group through common participation in other events. Here, we could say

that flow betweenness centrality measures multiple intermediated co-attendance

opportunities or connective capacity and the output is an absolute value or a percentage

(normalised score) of the instances in which a certain organisation is in the position to

broker a relationship between two actors, who did not yet participate in the same event

together. Human rights organisations were able to filter or control 18 per cent of the

entire co-attendance opportunities, whereas 10 per cent of these opportunities passed

through artists and intellectuals. This brokerage inequality is attested by the low mean

and high amount of variation. The level of centralisation is, nevertheless, small.

Considering a theoretical maximum of 100% given by a star shaped network, it reaches

only 17.4% due to the high segmentation. The caveat of this measure is that scores are

only relevant within the range of connected actors. In our t1 segmented network of

collective action, the values reveal the structure of the biggest component (see Table 4,

component 2), but do not necessarily indicate these organisations and groups would be

the ones creating co-attendance opportunities across the network by reaching out to

the disconnected segments.

The relevance of the human rights sector as a connector or a resource provider is,

undoubtedly, a feature of the evolving CANs in Egypt along the whole decade. The

general director of an Egyptian human rights NGO confirms this role: “We act as service

providers, mostly on the legal front. Many activists, organisations and even political

parties come to us and, even if they can’t pay, we give them assistance. We hold that

rights are indivisible and political rights are obviously connected to economic and social

rights” (“Sara”, personal communication, 27 October, 2014). At t1, human rights

organisations occupied a prominent position as both leaders and brokers of the

opposition networks. As mentioned before, this sector introduced a technical or

technocratic element in the Egyptian contentious sphere. On the one hand, they were

instrumental to open the protest space to authoritative dissent and “discursive

opportunities” (Koopmans & Olzak, 2004). Their collective action strategy was almost

exclusively declarative, in the form of reports, press releases or petitions, but the

creation of a public sphere to convene debates and convey demands is no small feat in

an authoritarian regime. On the other hand, the non-ideological positioning of the
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human rights organisations deprived the opposition networks from an alternative

political narrative that went beyond the language of certain classes of rights, as opposed

to the rights of certain classes.

The regime has always kept a tight grip on the “civil society” organisations. Legally,

they have to register with the ministry of social affairs (M. M. Abdelrahman, 2005, p.

120), making them vulnerable to informal pressures, formal sanctions and various forms

of “bureaucratic repression”. In my codebook, human rights organisations are

equivalent to the growing body of “advocacy groups” (idem, pp. 136-38) stemming from

the  creation  of  the  Egyptian  Organisation  for  Human  Rights  (EOHR),  in  1985.  A  non-

exhaustive list would include organisations such as the Nadeem Centre for

Rehabilitation of Victims of Violence (1993), the Land Centre for Human Rights (1996),

the Hisham Mubarak Law Centre (1999), and its offshoots. Together with these, we

count the numerous international human rights organisations with offices in Egypt and

extensive  activity  in  and  about  the  country.  In  2000,  this  sector  already  played  an

important brokerage role that would be re-enacted during the entire decade.

The relative prominence of artists and intellectuals is a frequently neglected aspect.

Even though the network at t1 can’t be considered as a definitive proof of their

contribution to stir up the protest waves, my qualitative data seconds these quantitative

results, proving once again that telling personal stories can be as important as tallying

impersonal numbers. In 2000, either connected or in isolation, artists and intellectuals

show up in declarative and demonstrative protest events in what seemed to be an

expression of collective self-awareness of an increasingly important role as public

mediators and advocates of different causes, ranging from Palestine to Iraq and artistic

freedoms.

Some Egyptians involved in the arts point to a “cultural reawakening” at the

beginning of the century as an important source for the formation of a critical spirit and

rebellious body of citizens. Alaa Al-Aswany, arguably the most celebrated contemporary

Egyptian writer and himself an eminent opposition figure, asserts that, indeed, “the

whole society was waking up” (personal communication, 18 April, 2015). He identifies

the pro-Palestinian political actions as a turning point, but underlines the importance of

the arts, particularly literature:
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Egyptians were without their literary leaders for twenty years; nobody would read

and not even the big names would sell. Downtown bookshops were closed and

replaced mostly by apparel shops. In 2000, readership numbers sharply increased,

new bookshops opened and since then a new generation of readers was shaped

(idem).

He identifies his own “Yacoubian Building” (Aswany, 2004), written in the form of

an allegorical critique of the Egyptian political and social state of affairs, as a contribution

to a popular awareness of the irreversible decline of Mubarak. Other cultural agents,

from filmmakers to street theatre actors, see eye to eye on this outlook stressing the

surge in cultural activities and the multiplication of associations and other collaborative

projects in the area. A movie director and co-founder of an independent production

house in 2001 corroborates the story and the nexus between political mobilisation,

cultural awakening and incipient networking: “There is a long list of spaces created on

the cultural and artistic scene from 2000 to 2005. They weren’t overtly political, but they

were all against the regime.  There was a culture of silence: we ended up together in the

squares even without talking to each other” (“Mona”, filmmaker, personal

communication, 19 April, 2015).

Other less visible movements were launching platforms for future collaboration.

Some are not present in our visualisation at t1 because they only came to light after our

window of observation and others because of the nature of their activity in the shadows

of the protest waves. Behind them though, were brokers we already identified, like the

human rights organisations, and other actors, from leftists to Muslim groups, whose

interconnections at the micro level would produce significant network effects that

increased the reach of the opposition collective action networks. In 2001, we witnessed

one of the first outcomes of these germinal coordinating efforts: the foundation of the

Popular Committee (Lagna Sh’abia), short for Egyptian Popular Committee in Solidarity

with the Palestinian Intifada (EPCSPI). As seen before, the first protest wave was spurred

by a pro-Palestinian mobilisation particularly felt at the university protest enclave but

soon propagated to the Egyptian streets. On the campuses, inside the Popular

Committee and through the subsequent initiatives, some of the long lasting divides in

Egyptian politics started being mended. Brokers united different and divergent actors

across the political and religious spectrum breaking taboos. In the EPCSPI participated
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Human Rights organisations, leftists, Islamists and occupational groups, which would be

involved in diverse protest actions, like boycotts or the popular demonstrations of 2001

and 2002, but also non-contentious activities, from fundraising to relief convoys, always

in solidarity with Palestine (M. Abdelrahman, 2014, pp. 31–32). This is corroborated by

one of the co-organisers of the EPCSPIs:

I personally believe that the popular committees were a strong factor. This was the

first time we formed such a committee in public without political cover. We didn’t

pretend to be a part of Tagammu, for example. We seized the right to organise by

organising, not by asking permission. We would collect aid house to house, in

public, and the government couldn’t do anything about it because we had wide

popular support (“Nawal”, university professor, personal communication, 12 April,

2015).

The experiences in the Popular Committee proved important for the coordination

efforts that, in the following years, led to the organised demonstrations against Israel,

the  United  States  invasion  of  Iraq  and,  eventually,  Hosni  Mubarak.  “Seif”,  a  socialist

activist who took a leading position in several of these networking efforts underlines the

importance of this shared experience:

Maybe the Palestinians didn’t need the aid we collected, but we certainly needed

it ourselves. It gave a concrete purpose to a vast number of individuals, who would

have otherwise sat in front of TV. The regime did allow some space and we always

expected it to be crashed, but kept on pushing (personal communication, Cairo, 20

October, 2014).

Other  projects  in  which  the  prevailing  idea  was  the  need  to  organise  on  a  more

permanent basis were also emerging. An illustration of this is the attempted conversion

of the massive protests that occurred on 20 March 2003 into a “March 20” social

movement network. According to the organisers, “the structure was very loose, NGOs,

ex-leftists, with a MB presence, and the activities mild and reformist. This got us radicals

annoyed at first, but we had to backtrack and admit we were wrong” (idem). Apart from

being flexible and diverse, this emerging network was uniquely equipped to take

advantage of unexpected opportunities permeating turbulent events:
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Each time a new movement appears there are thousands who weren’t involved

before that come along. One of the surprises of 2003 was the heavy participation

of AUC students for example. The campus was right off Tahrir and by the police

didn’t have time to cordon off the square. These surprise factors were very

important. Each of these surprises made it easier for the demonstrators (“Nawal”,

university professor, personal communication, 12 April, 2015).

The relevance of a “surprise-generating mechanism dependent on connectivity”

(Casti,  1998,  p.  91)  is  one of  the basic  tenets  of  emergence,  the previously  discussed

phenomenon central to our theory of collective action.

The “Cairo Conferences”, focusing on the struggles against imperialism, Zionism and

neoliberalism, were another example. Organised along the lines of the alter-

globalisation social forums of Proto Alegre or Florence, the Cairo Conferences were a

networking opportunity both at the national and international levels. Internally, it was

another trial of the umbrella coalitional model that would be reproduced along the

decade. Side by side were, again, human rights organisations, the Muslim Brothers,

leftist groups and opposition parties, like the Nasserists or the Labour Party (M.

Abdelrahman, 2014, p. 34). In terms of brokerage, I stress the strengthening bond

between revolutionary socialists and reformist Islamists. In the shared recollections of

one leftist promoter of those contacts:

We started to know personally middle and leading figures of the Muslim Brothers.

And this continued because there was always some kind of coordination, coalition

and even united front. After 2003, the Cairo Conference was the place that created

the space to build bridges between our group and the Muslim Brotherhood. They

were part of the organising committee and maybe one or two-thousand attended.

They invited a certain layer of their membership: university graduates, middle class,

who knew English  and weren’t  hard liners.  Perfect  for  the socialists  to  relate  to

(“Samir”, personal communication, 21 April, 2015).

Both the network analysis and the testimonies of the actors directly involved in

contentious politics  during the first  years  of  the 2000s confirm that  t1 was,  in  fact,  a

fundamental period for the inception of opposition networks.
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Until this point, we’ve been observing network effects, particularly emergence,

through the intersection of organisations and protests. But, equally important to test

our hypotheses are the way issues were put forward and, either intentionally or

incidentally, interconnected. In the previous chapter, we looked at the form and content

of isolated categories of issues. Here, we assess the way different issues were articulated

in the same protest events. The issue space networks map the interconnection of all co-

occurring issue dyads at the different windows of observation. Figure 29 is the graph of

our Issue Space Network at t1.

Figure 29 Issue Space Network (t1)

Mean Std Dev Sum Variance SSQ MCSSQ Euc Norm Minimum Maximum N of Obs
0.545 2.039 72 4.157 588 548.727 24.249 0 16 132

The underlying matrix is symmetric and valued. In this particular projection, the

sizes of vertices are arranged according to their centrality degree and edge thickness is

related to tie-strength. Each of the vertices corresponds to a specific issue and is labelled

according to its code (see “Guidebook” in the Appendix). At t1 the graph shows 12 active

vertices and 28 ties that should be interpreted as 14 undirected issue-dyads. Their added
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strengths across the 132 total observations is 72 (36 dyadic issue co-occurrences). Tie-

strength ranges from 0 to 16, with a mean value of 0.545.

When we sort the network by dyadic issues that co-occurred twice or more in the

same event, we are reduced to eight salient relational issues, all revolving around

Palestine and cultural matters. Except for the “claimant dimension”, in which protesters

instigate the authorities to act on their behalf, national politics does not occupy a central

place in the Issue Space Network a t1. This reinforces our finding of non-relational

framing and issue salience at the same period.

Concerning the specific relationships, a simple analysis reveals interesting dyadic

and triadic patterns. Reflecting the pure hierarchy of issues in the year 2000, “pro-

Palestinian actions” (101) appear as the most central vertex of the graph. Within the

network, it forms a strong issue dyad with “demands for governmental intervention”

(305). The “Maximum” tie-strength value (16) reflects the total number of protest

events in which these two issues were voiced simultaneously.

The second dyadic issue gravitates around religious rights, more specifically the

“rights of Muslims” (222) and “Police abuse” (211) related to the repressive action on

the occasion of a surge in protests against an allegedly blasphemous novel authored by

the Syrian writer Haidar Haidar. This incident would give “cultural issues and

behaviours” (806) an important mediation position in the network, standing between

calls for “freedom of expression” (201) and religiously based demands for banning the

book Banquet for the Seaweeds. Somewhat surprisingly, this campaign was partially

orchestrated by a sector of the opposition facing governmental persecution. This brings

us to the other relevant issue relationship, a triad that connects “press freedom” (203)

to claims of “unlawful detention” (213) and, again, requests for “government action”

(305). It represents a chain of protest events linked to the regime clampdown on the

Labour Party and its mouthpiece “Al-Shaab”. After passing hefty sentences on

journalists, who had accused the government of collaboration with Israel, the regime

made use of the judicial expedients to suspend both the party and the newspaper using

the “seditious actions” around a specific cultural matter as the basis for the decision. At

the same time, the international shockwaves of French internal politics reached Egypt.

On the occasion of a ban over conspicuous religious symbols in French public schools,
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the first of a series of legislative acts targeting the Muslim minorities in the country,

many took to the streets to protest against the perceived intolerance towards the

“cultural habits” (806) of Muslims, particularly headscarf wearing young women.

Relational leadership and brokerage are crucial functions to perform in the

development of a collective action network. The former determines the network’s

direction and frames, while the latter provides a privileged position to create co-

attendance opportunities: introduce actors to one another and open channels of

communication or bring them together in future events. These are also the main drivers

of our issue space networks, which map how the opposition was articulating different

categories of issues at the same time and in the same spaces.

The effects of the networking processes at t1 can be gauged by studying the

network at different times and look at different complexity indicators, such as

centralisation, density and fragmentation. Only then can we see if co-attendance

opportunities and connective capacity converted into direct links. We perform this

analysis in the final section of this chapter. Before that, we detail network evolution at

t2 and t3.
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VII.2 Take	II:	Complex	Plots	

The second stage in the evolution of the collective action networks could be

qualified as the Kefaya period. This pro-reform network brought together a significant

portion of the opposition and cleared the way for further propagation of street politics

in Egypt. The shared experiences of the first protest wave, particularly the Popular

Committee, provided an exemplary blueprint for future networking processes across the

political spectrum. Besides that, the interconnections made at t1 constitute elementary

units giving rise to complex networks at t2.

However, at the beginning of 2005, the opposition camp was still divided along

traditional demarcation lines, like geography, class, age, religion or ideology, and

stranded in a downward spiral of demobilisation. Far from being just analytical evidence,

the segmented character of the Egyptian contentious sphere shown in the analysis of t1

was by t2 a commonly known fact. Confronted with a receding wave at the macro-level

–  and  apathy  and  atomisation  at  the  micro-level  –  the  most  crucial  task  of  the

contentious actors was to instigate the interconnections aimed at recruitment and

aggregation, both in the intra- and inter-organisational dimensions. Only then could the

movements  muster  enough  social  force(s)  to  take  to  the  streets  and  stir  up  another

mobilisation spiral.

While there is no shortage of scholarly research about the influence of prior ties on

individual recruitment (McAdam, 1986; D. A. Snow et al., 1980), the same cannot be said

about the role of tied structures (i.e. networks) on the evolution of mobilisation. Roger

Gould was among the first to criticise and move beyond the tautological explanations,

which justify the complex phenomena of recruitment and mobilisation with the simple

existence of prior ties, “a bit like noticing that people who are stricken with plague have

had contact with other plague victims, but failing to connect….these facts to a broader

germ  theory”  (Gould,  2003,  p.  237).  His  theories  were  examined  in  an  article  on  the

structuration of the French commune where it was asserted that ”network influences

on mobilisation operate on a supra-individual level” (Gould, 1991, p. 717).
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In this section, we will start observing how network structures and effects relate to

passing time, changing roles and, fundamentally, the aggregation/fragmentation of

collective  actors.  For  example,  it  will  be  possible  to  test  if  the  co-attendance

opportunities created by the intermediation of brokers or by direct co-participation in

protest events were translated into further collaboration and a more complex network.

The analysis of the most salient actors at t2, taken in isolation, already hints at the

evolution of the contentious landscape. Being present in about one-fifth of all protests

reported in 2005, the Muslim Brothers repeat the top position of t1. Without pondering

the network factor, this would just confirm the Brother’s status as a central contentious

constant in Egypt. Consequently, in the network analysis we will try to verify if this

salience continues to be the product of a special dyadic relationship with the students,

who still rank high in the number of attended protests, or if they acted on opportunities

for co-attendance and multiplied ties within the network.

Irrespective of the brotherhood’s prominence, the novelty of t2 is the

“Opposition/Pro-reform group” category, completely absent from t1 and now the

second most relevant actor, with presence in about 13 per cent of the protests events

(see  Figure  30).  On  almost  all  occasions,  the  Egyptian  Movement  for  Change  (aka:

Kefaya) is identified as the specific attending group. Kefaya was a repository of multiple

belongings. The movement was put together as a broad range network of former

enemies launching bridges across traditional social, political and ideological divides.

Different generations, political groups, ideologies and denominations designed the

contours of an umbrella coalition. In its midst were three generations of activists

(Browers, 2009, p. 112). Some of Kefaya’s founding members were veterans of the

struggles that occurred in the ‘50s or the ‘60s and ‘70s student movement, joined by

younger cadres politicised at the protest events and groups multiplying at the beginning

of the 2000s. Acting on co-attendance opportunities, some had already been amongst

the early movers, who constituted and spread the EPCSPIs and the anti-war

demonstrations that swept the country, region and world after the United States led

invasion of Iraq in 2003.
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Figure 30 Main Actors at t2

It wasn’t a tight-knit group of like-minded people, but a loose aggregate of groups

with different backgrounds and, frequently, divergent projects. Nevertheless, these

groups had some mutually reinforcing links based on previous common experiences,

either as victims of repression or instigators of contention. As we know from the Social

Movement Studies acquis, these networking processes help forge identifies and foster

collective action (della Porta & Diani, 2006, p. 115). As we are about to observe, at t2

the mobilisation started addressing and confronting directly the government, electing
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political reforms as general objective. With this contextually radical but consensual

agenda, they could reach a common ground in what was thought to be a minefield of

conflicting identities and ideals. As a result, Kefaya became an oppositional network that

established bonds across the oppositional socio-political spectrum, interconnecting

young and old, seculars and Islamists, Marxists and liberals, elites and professional

middle-classes, nationalists and internationalists, reformists and revolutionaries, in

defiance of the emergency law and, more importantly, of Mubarak himself.

The Founding Declaration, adopted in September 2004 and based on a petition

signed by three-hundred intellectuals, politicians and public figures reflects the

aforementioned linkage between domestic and foreign politics. George Ishaq, Kefaya’s

founding member and first general coordinator, describes the painstaking process: “we

started  meeting  in  2003  and,  due  to  the  different  ideologies,  it  took  us  one  year  to

elaborate the declaration. But we succeeded. We connected the Israeli occupation of

Palestine to the topic of the presidential inheritance. Our focus is what happens inside

the country” (personal communication, 19 October, 2014).

The statement is framed by two interrelated claims and dimensions. The first, with

an international and pan-Arabist scope, calls our attention to the threats posed by

regional  and  global  powers  to  the  greater  Middle  East  and  underlines  the  need  “to

confront the American-Zionist project.”27 The second, more focused on internal issues,

denounces tyranny and asks for a “comprehensive political and constitutional reform.”28

The anti-Zionist and anti-imperialist rhetoric of the first dimension could be interpreted

as a dual strategy: government containment and street contention, which takes

advantage of the fact that Palestinian struggle against occupation is one of the few

widely shared causes in the MENA region. However, the more confrontational

formulation of the second layer shows that, from the onset, the movement didn’t have

a hidden agenda or even an appeasement strategy. In fact, the clear repeal of a

hereditary power succession (from Hosni Mubarak to his son Gamal) and the ensuing

27 http://www.aljazeera.net/news/pages/7be33967-87a2-4df1-8a9f-63fe7b509172 (In Arabic,
own translation)

28 Idem.
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appeal to a national mobilisation against it opens and sets the tone for the entire

declaration and future actions of Kefaya.

Following the broad characterization of the problems faced by the Egyptian society,

the document includes four specific demands to reform the system: (1) end the

“monopoly of power” 29  by  the  regime;  (2)  respect  for  the  “rule  of  law” 30  and

independence of the judiciary; (3) attack the root causes of an unequal and iniquitous

wealth distribution, such as corruption, and; (4) restoration of national dignity tarnished

by the pact with Israel and the alliance with the United States. To achieve these goals,

both the founding declaration and the Kefaya manifesto31 proposed some concrete

measures, chief amongst which were the revoking of the state of emergency laws and

the instauration of the fundamental liberties of association, expression and assembly.

This would create the conditions for constitutional reforms to end the single-party rule,

implement free and fair elections and guarantee the separation and limitation of all

branches of power.32

The founding declaration of Kefaya expressed a clearly defined conflict opposing a

movement pushing for reformist change to a government imposing authoritarian

permanence. As our analysis will show, Kefaya and sister groups formed a new reformist

network that doubled as leader and broker within the wider collective action network.

Just as in the t1 visualisation, the protest events graph (see Figure 31) is produced

from an undirected valued affiliation matrix of protest event co-attendance. A cursory

analysis of the network at t2 shows striking differences with the previous period: it is a

much more complex structure permeated by more nodes (63) and unique ties (360),

29 Idem.
30 Idem.
31 http://web.archive.org/web/20130118143656/http://harakamasria.org/manifesto Kefaya’s
website is currently offline, so these elements were retrieved resorting to a cached version using
the Wayback Machine Internet Archive: http://archive.org/web/web.php
32 Considering the power configuration at the time, the declaration and the manifesto aim directly
at the President’s figure conjuring new constitutional arrangements and a system of checks and
balances. These would include the direct election of the President and his deputy, a two-term limit
and a redefinition of the back then quasi-absolute mandate of the office of the presidency, in URL:
http://web.archive.org/web/20130118143656/http://harakamasria.org/manifesto (In Arabic, own
translation).
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with an average strength of 0.37. Simply put and contrary to the preceding period, it is

a proper network. In terms of cohesion, it seems obvious this network is significantly

different from the CAN at t1. First and foremost, in place of several unrelated segments,

we have a sizeable connected component comprising almost all nodes (59), with a

maximum geodesic distance of 4.

Figure 31 Polycephalous Collective Action Network

Mean Std Dev Sum Variance SSQ MCSSQ Euc Norm Minimum Maximum N of Obs
0.372 1.968 1454 3.874 15674 15132.75 125.196 0 32 3906

The exception is the appearance of a new “Pro-Mubarak” cluster, identifiable at the

right of the graph. It represents a new form of authoritarian handling of collective action.

From this point onwards, the presidency resorts more often to the “counter-

mobilisation” dissociative interaction pattern. Our dataset includes all reported
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protests, not just oppositional collective action. It is only natural that, at t2, when

Mubarak started deploying mixed teams of security forces, NDP supporters, and hired

thugs to confront the opposition on the street, those actors appear integrated in the

visualisation. As evidenced by the graph though, this inclusion is only theoretical for this

group forms a separate component. Not surprisingly, the “pro-Mubarak” cluster is

disconnected from the bulk of the Collective Action Network.

The principal component of co-affiliated opposition groups is now much more

complex than the t1 segmented structure. Consequently, running a component routine

is not enough to identify the internal configuration of the network. The chosen

alternative to test cohesion was the identification of cliques, which identifies 11

overlapping cliques.

Table 7 Bonacich Power at t2

Power Normalised Score
Muslim Groups 28547 30.6

Pro-reform 28117 30.1
Radical Left 25066 26.8

Centre-right/Liberal 22749 24.4
Nationalist Left 22639 24.2

Students 11653 12.5
Centre-left 4362 4.7

Far Left (specific group) 3307 3.5
Journalists 3038 3.3

Centre-right/Liberal (specific) 2530 2.7
Parties (unspecified) 1853 2.0

Lawyers 1690 1.8
Religious-left 1591 1.7

Human Rights orgs. 1398 1.5
Youth movements 1287 1.4

Using the beta centrality measure, the most active groups coincide with the most

influential. The Bonacich power (β parameter: 0.0067641) of the groups (Table 7) has

slight variations from the simple assiduity ranking of Figure 30. The differences are less

conspicuous than at t1, but relevant. Human rights organisations, for example, lose their

leading role, while keeping the intermediation capacity intact (see flow betweenness at

t1), and the students’ neighbourhood is still fairly influential. On the other side, in large
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part due to the electoral periods and the connections with other central vertices, such

as Kefaya, two political parties ascended in the power scale: Karama (Dignity), a

nationalist left (Nasserist) party and the centre-right/liberal Ghad (Tomorrow). Both

parties had charismatic leaderships. The former was headed by the eclectic Hamdin

Sabahi, the future 2012 contender to the presidency in the first and only democratic

election in Egypt. The latter was led by the populist and outspoken oppositionist Ayman

Nour, the only opposition candidate in the 2005 “multi-candidate” presidential election.

Nour, through multiple episodes of prosecution and persecution by the regime, was

himself a contentious issue having been jailed in the run-up to the election and again in

its aftermath, this time for almost three years.

The most remarkable observation in the clique structure and beta centrality

measure  is  the  intense  activity  and  combined  power  of  the  trio  or  triad  at  the  top

comprising Muslim groups, Pro-reform movements and Radical leftists. The socialist-

Islamist (re)conciliation, worked out at the university during the ‘90s and then

strengthened in meetings, like the Cairo Conferences, would be consummated through

the pro-reform movement Kefaya, even if the Brothers weren’t formally integrated.

Thenceforward, their joint action passed from the backstage to the centre-stage and

they would appear together in many demonstrations of the “Kefaya period”. Other

organisations and parties were also present, but the revolutionary socialists were,

arguably, the ones who made the stronger case for the collaboration between Muslim

Brothers and Kefaya. In the words of a prominent leftist member of Kefaya: “We were

the ones who pushed for discussing issues with the Muslim Brotherhood within Kefaya.

Our argument was yes, they should join and others said no in different ways” (“Samir”,

personal communication, 21 April, 2015). This was in line with an aggiornamento of the

revolutionary  socialist  camp  made  in  the  1990s  through  the  adoption  of  a  strategy

proposed by Chris Harman in an article titled “The Prophet and the Proletariat”. In the

document, Harman makes a critical appraisal of the leftist stance towards Islamist

movements in the Middle East underlining the erroneous character of the polarising

perspectives, both appreciative and depreciative, over the Islamists: “It has been a

mistake on the part of socialists to see Islamist movements either as automatically

reactionary and ‘fascist’ or as automatically ‘antiimperialist’ and ‘progressive’”(Harman,
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1994). As an alternative, he proposes a collaboration with the Islamists that could win

them over to the cause of revolution and, at the same time, defeat the oppressive state,

a common enemy. (idem).

In fact, together with high-profile veteran Brothers from the student struggles of

the 1970s, the young cadres of the Islamist group were the main protagonists of this

phase of diligent interconnections with other groups. The socialists were an important

interlocutor, but some human rights organisations had forged relations at the personal

level or as resource providers, most times of legal aid to Islamist detainees and victims

of  various  forms  of  state  sponsored  abuse.  “Omar”,  a  Muslim  Brotherhood  activist,

confirms this cooperation across the ideological divide:

From 2000 onwards there was a constant process of connection and disconnection.

Both the Muslim Brotherhood and the socialists were mobilising inside the

university. Sometimes we’d get together and some others we wouldn’t, but we

were always aware of the each other’s activities. The Islamist component was there

from the beginning (personal communication, 10 April, 2015).

As a historical contentious constant, we were aware of the centrality of the Muslim

Brothers in the opposition to the successive manifestations of the authoritarian regime.

Likewise, the fact that they maintained this status during the 2000s is confirmed in all

our windows of observation. However, if confirmed in the final dynamic analysis, their

centrality inside the  Collective  Action  Networks  leading  up  to  the  25  January

revolutionary situation would be an important finding and an outright refutation of the

“free-riders hypothesis” (H8c).

Within the Kefaya and sister groups’ hub,33 tensions between independence and

integration were a permanent source of contention. Out of the differences, a common

33 As mentioned before, Kefaya was a networked movement integrating parties and serving
as model for other groups. The prevalence of the professional middle-classes can be gauged
through the numerous by-products of Kefaya,  a  series  of  sister  groups  created  based  on
occupational affiliation, which reproduced the demands of the original umbrella coalition. Almost
all prominent professional groups ended up forming a new “for change” suffixed collective,
sometimes created by members of Kefaya and some others as the product of a spontaneous
adherence to its principles, methods and goals. In this array, we find: “Doctors for Change”,
“Writers and Artists for Change”, “Journalists for Change”, “Lawyers for Change” or “Engineers
for Change”.
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denominator had to be found to keep the network together and achieve the goals

manifested in their declarations and expressed in the protests. Unsurprisingly, there was

not a maximalist approach revolving around a political programme that could bring

about a revolution, but a minimalist strategy of agreement over a modicum of reformist

demands. In 2005, not even the slogan “bring down Mubarak” was consensual due to

the Brother’s refusal to confront people, rather than ideas. This might explain why

Kefaya fell short on its own declared intentions and goals.

As described in the previous chapter, some groups gravitating in the sphere of the

pro-reform network would progressively change this non-confrontational stance and, in

the following years, create other movement organisations that increased the connective

capacity of the agents and the size of the Collective Action Network.

Table 8 Flow Betweenness at t2

Flow Betweenness Normalised Score
Human rights orgs. 2008 53.1

Pro-reform 581 15.4
Centre-left 388 10.3

Muslim groups 276 7.3
Relatives 211 5.6

Liberal-right 160 4.2
Journalists 148 3.9

Nationalist left 144 3.8
Radical left 136 3.6

Unions 120 3.2
Mean Std Dev Sum Variance Minimum Maximum

Normalised FlowBet 2.396 6.905 150.948 47.675 0 53.096

Regarding the brokerage role, human rights organisations, although losing their

degree centrality, strengthened their connective capacity. According to our analysis (see

Table 8), there is an uneven distribution of flow betweenness scores with a low mean

and a very substantial variation. Human rights organisations intermediate more than

half of all co-attendance opportunities at t2 and the overall flow centralisation score

reaches 57.4%. Irrespective of this oversized brokerage capacity, the position of human

rights organisations in this period is more consistent with what one could expect from
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structures whose original idea was to advocate on behalf of others or to provide services

and resources to those in need. Spearheading the opposition camp comes across as a

rather uncommon task for human rights organisations. Conversely, assuming

coordination or gatekeeping functions seems more in accordance with their stated

mission.

Pro-reform groups (read: Kefaya and sister organisations) are both leaders and

brokers, which is easy to understand if we consider that, when it comes to this

movement, we are analysing a networked group within a network of protesters.

Accordingly, Kefaya as such co-attends many protest events with other organisations,

but is in-between the potential contentious paths of some others. According to the flow

betweenness measure, Kefaya intermediates 15 per cent of the co-attendance

opportunities in the collective action network at t2.

The “Centre-left” category represents the twofaced Tagammu whose relation with

the authoritarian regime and the “non-legal” opposition constitutes a case study in

itself. In fact, the party has a convoluted identity since its inception. It is an heir of the

“left platform”, Sadat’s cosmetic opening to a multi-party political system that would

wind up in a single-party authoritarianism. In a way, Tagammu was born to confer a

veneer of left-wing legitimacy on a regime that had decided Nasserists, communists and

leftist were threats to its survival. As mentioned before, during the first two decades of

Mubarak’s presidency, the party was co-opted and accommodated by the regime.

However, in the 2000s, they co-attended several events with other groups, hence their

elevated intermediation value of 10 per cent. The extent to which these co-attendance

opportunities were acted upon could be measured through the analysis of the evolution

of their ego-network, which is not our focus. In any case, we have first-hand accounts of

the utilisation of Tagammu’s organisational resources, namely the material

infrastructures (e.g. local or regional headquarters), as a meeting place of activists and

communitarian actors. This “occupation of Tagammu” both by the state and the

opposition networks would be an interesting line of investigation for party and

movement scholars alike.

Lastly, trade unions appear, for the first time, as brokers of co-attendance

opportunities. The percentage is small (three per cent), but an early sign of some



224 | P a g e

attempts made to include workers’ demands and/or representatives in the repertoire

of contention of the urban middle-classes embodied by Kefaya.

Just like in the previous period, some groups are not captured at t2 because they

were active outside our window of observation or boundary specification. At that point,

a  considerable portion of  the opposition sector is  activated and protest  events are a

good measure for their positions and roles within the broader Collective Actions

Networks. Some actors and movements, though, became prominent for the symbolic

content, rather than the volume or form of their demands. The Judges Revolt, already

detailed in chapter VI is an example of this. Coupling the struggle for the independence

of the judiciary with demands for free and fair elections, they captured the imagination

of the political opposition. The gravitas borrowed by the judges to the fight for reforms

was seen by many as a harbinger of revolution. A prominent member of the youth wing

of the Muslim Brotherhood puts it as such: “The revolt of the judges […] is a landmark

because it was the beginning of a post-ideological movement. People took to the streets

with common demands in a non-ideological way. This brought the country closer to the

point of rupture that would occur in 2010” (“Mahmoud”, personal communication, 10

April, 2015).

Concerning the Issue Space Networks, the second wave marks a quantitative and

qualitative evolution. The episodic articulation at t1 is transformed into series of protest

events with recurring issue dyads.

Like the graph at t1, the matrix used to produce the issue space network

represented by the visualisation at t2 (see Figure 32) is symmetric and valued. Vertices

and edges have different size and thickness according to degree centrality and tie-

strength, respectively. At t2, our network is much more complex including 42 nodes and

122 ties or 61 undirected issue dyads. Out of 1722 observations, we have an

accumulated tie-strength of 366 or 183 dyadic issue co-occurrences. The spread of tie-

strengths is also wide, between 0 and 24, with a mean value of 0.213.



225 | P a g e

Figure 32 Issue Space Network (t2)

Mean Std Dev Sum Variance SSQ MCSSQ Euc Norm Minimum Maximum N of Obs
0.213 1.328 366 1.763 3114 3036.209 55.803 0 24 1722

The centrality of “demands for political resignation” (308) had already been

ascribed by the hierarchy of salient issues. The relational perspective allows us to

analyse in which contexts this demand was being articulated and how it relates to other

issues not included in the sphere of politics strictu sensu, such as “corruption” (801),

“freedom of expression” (201), “judicial actions and unlawful detention” (213) or the

“emergency laws” (216).

Beyond this point and due to its increased complexity, the issue space network

cannot be analysed with the naked eye. Only a more analytical lens can help us

understand the dyadic interconnections. Focusing on relationships rather than actors,

tie-strength is a fundamental operative concept in network analysis. Arguably, one of

the most ground-breaking findings within network science, the “strength of weak ties”
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(Granovetter, 1973), is based on this elementary component. However, the traditional

analytical routines are based on notions of distance applied to binary relations,

emphasising closeness in detriment of frequency or duration (Marsden & Campbell,

1984, p. 499). There are, of course, good reasons for this, chief amongst them being the

proximity bias (i.e., the necessarily strong relationship between neighbours), be it

people, organisations or countries. In the context of framing though, once eliminated

the  assumedly  strong  intra-issue  correlation  (see  pp.  86-88),  I  don’t  see  a  motive  to

discard the simple, yet informative, concept of frequency. This is accentuated by the fact

that the range of available measures to assess valued pairwise tie-strengths is scarce

and hasn’t developed that much since the original formulations (Marsden & Campbell,

2012). Therefore, I recover the basic idea of measuring frequencies with a

straightforward formalisation for valued dyadic affiliations: the Dyadic Strength (DS) of

two vertices (u, v) is equal to their intersection in the same event (E) and measured as

the sum of the incremental co-occurrences.

DS(u,v) = (E(u) ∩ E(v) ∆ [E(u) ∑ E(v)]

This measure can be further normalised by dividing the individual result of each

DS(u,v) by the total, hence creating an index of relative dyadic strength (DS index). This

basic number or index of frequencies has the advantage of: 1) identifying the elementary

unit of issue articulation (issue dyad); 2) concentrating on the relationships themselves,

rather than on “egos”, and; 3) measuring dyadic strength beyond the binary values. On

the downside, it has the disadvantage of isolating dyads from their surroundings thus

cancelling out relevant network effects, such as the information flows or cascades.

Table 9 reflects this idea and ranks the frequency of issue dyad co-occurrences at

t2. Overall, issues articulated five or more times across different events account for 45.3

per cent of the total dyadic strength.

Consistent with the idea of a second wave with identifiable reformist traits, the

articulation  of  the  contestation  to  the  emergency  law  (216)  with  demands  for

government intervention (305) occupies 13.1 per cent of the dyadic issue space

network. At this point, when it comes to the state of emergency, the predominant

stance of the opposition networks is not calling for the government or the president to
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stepdown. Instead, they reiterate the claimant tone, typical of t1, which entrusts the

powers that be with the legitimacy to dictate and change the laws of the land.

This attenuates the more confrontational attitude shown by other issue dyads. For

example, protesters frequently escalated their demands to political resignation (308) as

a response to incidents revolving around freedom of expression (201) and judicial

actions (213). Abuses by the judiciary also motivate mobilisation for freedom of political

association (302). The most distinctive feature of this Issue Space Network is, indeed,

the strong association between civil rights and political demands. All recurrent issue

dyads at t2 belong to these two general categories.

Table 9 Frequency of Issue Dyad Co-occurrences (t2)

Issue	Dyad	 Intersections	 Frequencies	 DS	index	

Emergency	Laws;	
Demands	for	government	intervention	

216 ∩ 305 24 13.1%

Demands	for	political	resignation;	
Freedom	of	expression	

308 ∩ 201 21 11.5%

Demands	for	political	resignation;	
Judicial	actions	and	unlawful	detention	

308 ∩ 213 8 4.4%

Judicial	actions	and	unlawful	detention;	
Freedom	of	political	association	

213 ∩ 302 7 3.8%

Judicial	actions	and	unlawful	detention;	
Emergency	Laws	

213 ∩ 216 7 3.8%

Claims	of	electoral	fraud;	
Freedom	of	association	(civil)	

306 ∩ 202 6 3.3%

Women’s	rights;	
Security	apparatus	abuses	

204 ∩ 211 5 2.7%

Freedom	of	expression;	
Right	to	vote	

201 ∩ 301 5 2.7%
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VII.3 Take	III:	The	Denouement	

Rising from the seeds sown in the preceding periods, the Collective Action Network

would use the interconnecting agents at its root to circumvent authoritarian repression,

sprout in unprecedented directions and produce new structural patterns. From 2008 to

2011, network dynamics impelled organisations and groups to fragment, aggregate and

decisively emerge in times of acute contentious politics with the potential to instigate

country-wide transformations, with regional and even world resonance (Shihade,

Fominaya, Cox, & others, 2012). This is a stage I liken with a denouement, the resolution

of a sequence of protest events carried through by an evolving CAN. Etymologically,

denouement means untying the knots or nodes and this is, precisely, the highlight of

this section. We will proceed to an analytical disentanglement of the complex plots,

already observed at t2, and try to understand how the final outcome unfolded. Within

the context of this study, the denouement coincides with the immediate antecedents of

the 25 January revolutionary situation.

In section VI.2.3, “Tidal Change”, we examined the most relevant aspects of the third

protest-wave, except for the actors themselves. This section is an in-depth analysis of

the interactive collective agency, which may have caused a decisive mobilisation spiral.

As we are about to see, the third window of observation is a period of structural growth

during which the CAN consolidated pre-existing links and acted on co-attendance

opportunities to extend its outreach. The connective elements at t2 are generative of

the emergent network observed at t3.

Reeling back from a downward spiral of demobilisation, the opposition networks

multiplied the issue space and unified against a single target: Mubarak (see VI.2.4.1).

The receding wave of 2006/7 sunk in when the inflated expectations of the opposition

burst. The heavy-hand of repression, on the regime side, and the incapacity to maintain

high mobilisation levels, on the opposition side, led to a downturn. As ascertained

earlier, during the period covered by this study, the repression curve was always above

the protest curve. Repression of political protests is a persistent feature of the Egyptian

contentious landscape and its overall variation does not seem to hold enough

explanatory value to understand both the downturns and the upturns of the collective

action networks (see V.1.4). As we have seen, some self-inflicted blows prior to 2010,
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like the failure to maintain the organisational logics of broad opposition networks in the

wake of Kefaya’s demise or the inability to sustain contentious action at critical junctures

(e.g. electoral periods, economic crises and phases of heightened social conflict) may be

at least as important to make sense of the demobilisation as state-led repression.

Bottom-up agency is determinant to understand the intertwinement of collective

action networks and mobilisation spirals. In 2008, crackdown on political protests did

not ease up and, yet, the Collective Action Network pushed back the ebbing protest

wave and gave rise to a new protest peak. The workers were the ones coming to the

rescue of a debilitated CAN. When the entire opposition was stranded, in the aftermath

of failed electoral battles and the “judges’ revolt” in 2005/6, the workers muddled

through and agitated the waters. Although lacking strong connections with other

contentious actors, labour actions kept the mobilisation spiral spinning. The 2007

upsurge in labour related contention is particularly telling. As mentioned before, sources

on Egyptian protest events are scarce, but the available numbers are consistent with a

sharp increase in industrial action in the lead up to wider protest peaks. This was so in

2004 and 2007, two years preceding the mobilisation spirals of 2005 and 2008. In both

occasions, labour actions increased roughly three-fold relative to the preceding period:

from 86 to 266 in 2003-2004 and from 222 to 614 in 2007-2008 (Beinin, 2011, p. 191).

My own data goes in the same direction.  As we can observe in Figure 32,  if  we pool

together all categories of work-related protesters, including private sector workers (4.5

per cent), independent trade unions (3.2 percent), public servants (2.5 percent) and

unspecified unions (2.4 per cent), we reach 12.6 percent. Just tabbing these numbers,

without further contextualisation, we can assert that workers rank second among

protest groups. Naturally, this dynamic mirrors the proliferation of labour motivated

protests during the third protest peak. In 2010, we were three years into a seemingly

uncoordinated streak of strikes across the country. Labour issues became increasingly

central, even if workers themselves occupied a peripheral area of the emerging CAN (see

Figure 34).

As illustrated by Figure 33, there is also a resurgence of the category “individuals”

(see  VII.2).  Like  at  t1,  these  can  be  unidentified  protesters  coded  as  such,  isolated

incidents, like violent attacks (also coded as protests), and pro-Palestine actions by
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anonymous citizens. But, contrary to t1, in 2010, the category “individuals” applies to a

few novelties. Firstly, the intensified activity of pro-regime demonstrators playing the

role of “anonymous citizens” and secondly, the increasing number of communitarian

protests.

Figure 33 Main Actors at t3
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The latter are “social non-movements” (Bayat, 2009, p. 14) or people using what Mario

Diani calls the “communities mode of coordination, “a process in which inter-

organizational linkages are sparse, yet there are widespread feelings of identification”

(Diani, 2015, p. 28). Essentially, it includes organised protests without formal

organisation. Examples of this are residents of a neighbourhood demanding electricity

or gas, relatives protesting the treatment given to an imprisoned kin or anonymous

mobs mobilising for safer roads in the wake of a local traffic accident. According to an

NGO researcher involved in protest monitoring in Egypt, “communitarian protests

sharply  increased  already  in  2010.  [….]  Protest  was  being  used  as  a  tool,  not  just  by

workers or political activists, but by many people”, (“Sara”, personal communication, 27

October, 2014). As I have shown elsewhere (Leal, 2013), communitarian protests

foreshadowed mobilisation and reproduced it. While in the aftermath of the

revolutionary situation they just reflected a contentious climate that favoured an

expansion of street politics through the replication of similar contentious repertoires

across different segments of the population, in 2010 communitarian protests had a

prefigurative dimension and demonstrated how mobilisation was permeating all levels

of society. The extent to which this sort of “capillarity of dissention” contributed to

undermine the authoritarian structures is largely unknown and should deserve further

attention in future studies of mobilisation.

Finally, the last preliminary finding of the isolated categories of actors is the

prominence of human rights organisations, Muslim groups and pro-reform movements.

They continue to be the most salient actors in the Egyptian protest landscape, at t3. We

should bear in mind that, in Figure 33, the “networks of networks”, diverse groups

integrated in single movements, appear disaggregated. For example, all actors

participating in a protest event of a specific pro-reform movement are counted

individually.

If we were to reduce our analysis to this ranking of isolated collectives, we would

lose the relational content. Once again, this highlights the importance of the

interactionist approach adopted in this study. Analysing the patterns of co-participation

among actors avoids the reductionist deception and yields a more integrated

perspective about the emergence of collective action networks in Egypt.
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Figure 34 Complex Collective Action Network

Mean Std Dev Sum Variance SSQ MCSSQ Euc Norm Minimum Maximum N of Obs
0.283 0.840 2854 0.705 7926 7119.533 89.028 0 21 10100

Figure 34 is a transformed projection of the protest (co-attendance) affiliation matrix

regarding the third window of observation, between 1 January 2010 and 25 January

2011. As in the previous time-periods, vertices or nodes represent categories of

collective actors and ties or edges indicate co-participation of a dyad (two groups) in the

same protest event. The matrix at the base of this network is valued and symmetric. It

comprises 101 actors with 986 reciprocated ties. Tie-strength ranges from 0 to 21

connections, which translate as the maximum number of co-participations of the same

two groups across different actions. The sum of all tie-strengths reaches 2854, an

indicator that this network has a higher edge density than its predecessors. The

diameter of the network’s biggest component, comprising 95 of the total 101 groups, is
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4. This means that, within the opposition CAN, four steps is the longest path a node must

travel in order to meet any other node.

Although the underlying matrix and descriptive statistics draw exactly on the same

configuration, the graph projection results from a partition. Due to the increased

complexity of the network, I set up a cut-off point to dichotomise the matrix at two or

more co-attendances. Co-participation is still statistically taken into consideration below

this threshold, but does not show up in this particular projection. The objective is to

artificially reduce network complexity in order to facilitate a naked-eye appreciation of

the network structure, before going into a more in-depth social network analysis of

power and brokerage.

The visualisation of the complex network emergence at t3 contrasts with the

segmented network at t1 and represents a sharp increase in the number of

interconnections relative to t2. As we will explore ahead, this is the result of groups and

organisations acting on their connective capacities.

In the graph, whose layout is arranged by closeness proximity, we can clearly

identify different regions. Looking at the more densely connected segment of the

network, we find radical leftists, Muslim groups and pro-reform coalitions.  The human

rights organisations’ sub-graph is visible in the bottom-left and consolidates some

characteristics already detectable at t1 and t2. They have a considerable overall

centrality, but it is their brokerage role or capacity to intermediate and generate co-

attendance opportunities that stands out. The emergence of youth movements is,

together with the labour actions, one of the most distinguishable features of the

Collective  Action  Network  at  t3.  Largely  absent  from  the  preceding  windows  of

observation, they rise to relevance from 2008 onwards and reach the apex in 2010,

dividing their contention between street and cyber activism.

Moving from the network centre to the periphery, Copts also acquire some salience.

They were intensively active at the beginning of 2011 and well integrated in the CAN.

This might be perceived as yet another indicator of growing oppositional

interconnection and Mubarak’s deepening isolation. The pro-Mubarak niche continues

to appear in the bottom-right, evidencing the regime’s newfound will to stage popular

support and engage in street action. As expressed before (see Table 3 Authoritarian
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Interaction Patterns), dissociative counter-mobilisation was not the most typical

authoritarian interaction pattern of the Mubarak era. It was, nonetheless, employed

during electoral periods and, particularly, in the year leading to the revolutionary

situation of 2011. The deployment of “pro-regime thugs” is a relatively well-known

phenomenon, but the attempt to create a pro-Mubarak support network, which mimics

the anti-Mubarak one, hasn’t deserved sufficient attention. Many times, the entire mise

en scène re-enacted the oppositional events and resorted to the same tools. The regime

support groups were, usually, composed by anonymous, “concerned citizens” and their

actions tended to coincide in time and space with their counterparts’ contentious

events. Sometimes they literally mirrored the initiatives of the opposition. For example,

when the pro-reform coalition National Association for Change (NAC) set up a website

and an online social network campaign to collect signatures on behalf of El-Baradei, the

regime sympathisers reproduced it, but in support of Gamal Mubarak, the son and

anointed heir of the dictator. This is in line with what we qualified as “counter-

mobilisation” dissociative interaction pattern. It seems to have been used as a last ditch

effort to simulate popular support to a government, which was then subject to

permanent contestation from all sectors of society.

Finally, in the top-right region of the graph, we see the labour related sub-graph with

independent unions occupying a mediating position that will deserve further

consideration.

Table 10 Bonacich Power at t3
Power Normalised Score

Youth movements 29251 46.6
Pro-reform 27731 43.8

Muslim groups 22776 35.9
Radical Left 19808 31.3

Centre-right/Liberal 17182 27.1
Nationalist Left 16055 25.3

Human Rights orgs. 16018 25.3
Journalists 10604 16.7
Professors 8630 13.6

Pro-reform (specific) 8163 12.9
Centre-left 7567 11.9

Copts 7449 11.8
Intellectuals/Artists 5853 9.2
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When it comes to the relational dimension, these are the most powerful

“contentious centrals” of the emerging Collective Action Network. The Bonacich power

(β parameter:  0.0149924) at t3 (Table 10) confirms the influence of all three categories

of actors. Relative to t2 and as a function of increased interactions, we observe that

power is more evenly distributed across the Collective Action Network. When comparing

this relational measure of influence or power centrality with the mere aggregated

frequencies displayed in Figure 33, the projection of radical left groups is particularly

striking. Once we consider the connection patterns, although participating in only 3.4%

of all protest-events during the third wave peak, radical leftists appear as the fourth

most influential contentious group within the CAN. This indicates the strengthening of a

central core of influential actors with mutually reinforcing power. Apart from leftist

groups, the relational analysis reveals the influence of two otherwise overlooked actors:

Nasserists (“nationalist left”) and liberals (“centre-right/liberal”). The relatively high

ranking of these categories of parties is related to the powerful configuration of their

neighbourhood and not to their individual links. Considered in isolation, they occupy a

modest position among the contentious actors (see Figure 33), but duly inserted in an

interactive context with N powerful others they acquire new relevance. This is a

fundamental network effect that could not have been captured by the mere aggregative

analysis.

The main change in relational power from t2 to t3 is the influence of youth

movements. Bearing in mind the source of our data, it is not difficult to concede that

these results may be somewhat skewed by the public prominence of certain youth

groups in the year leading to the 2011 revolutionary situation. Their attention grabbing

contentious performances had a considerable social media impact, which was then

amplified by traditional media coverage in Egypt and abroad. The emergence of youth

groups  inside  the  CAN  was,  nonetheless,  in  the  making  for  some  years.  They  were  a

direct product of the downturn of 2006/07, the downfall of Kefaya, the upsurge of new

forms of activism and, above all, the need to close the gap between the political

demands of the “intellectual vanguards” and the economic aspirations of the Egyptian

people. From 2007 onwards, mobilising for justice and the general improvement of the

national living standards and reaching to other sectors, such as the workers, became the
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focus of these groups. This category includes, of course, a number of different

collectives, often times deeply divided across the ideological spectrum, but united by a

general agreement about the failures of the recent past and the needs of the immediate

future. Maha Abdelrahman explains the progressive intertwinement between the youth

movements and other contentious actors:

The […] groups organized campaigns to support specific acts of protest by workers

and other diverse groups by providing them with legal advice and media coverage.

They also worked on connecting labour activists and other protestors with a

network of human rights and labour lawyers. A small yet highly visible and active

number of  human rights  NGOs and civil  society  groups were at  the forefront  of

these support and solidarity campaigns (2014, p. 127).

As our data confirms, by 2010 youth groups were an influential component of the

Collective Action Network, placed at the forefront of the mobilisation efforts against

Mubarak and the impact of his economic and repressive policies. The youth groups tried

to build bridges above some of the CAN’s fault lines. In 2010, they were directly involved

in  the  creation  of  the  National  Association  for  Change  (NAC),  a  new  coalition  of

opposition groups and personalities, and elevation of Mohamed El-Baradei to the role

of chief opposition figure. An activist of a youth movement recounts their connective

actions:

We were close mainly to the socialists and, sometimes, to the Muslim Brotherhood.

Then, in 2010, when Dr Baradei came back to Egypt, we started working with him

in the National Association for Change, organising demonstrations and signature

collections on his behalf. Dr Baradei’s return was like throwing a stone to a lake: it

caused change and movement in the Egyptian political landscape (“Wael”, personal

communication, Cairo, 16 April 2015).

Confronted with the foundation of yet another broad alliance that federated large

swathes of the opposition, one could be tempted to describe the National Association

for Change as a new incarnation of Kefaya. Indeed, the NAC bore some resemblances

with its predecessor, namely the reunion under the same umbrella-coalition actors

representing various political tendencies. Similarly, NAC’s nature as a network of

networks rapidly drove the newly created movement to a position of influence within

the wider Collective Action Network. In Table 10, the category “opposition (specific)”
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corresponds to the NAC. However, the historical context and the organic structure were

significantly different. Five years had passed since the foundation of Kefaya and the

intense mobilisation period that ensued. The past experience taught important lessons

to the participating groups, organisations and parties. In a political environment that

revolved around single authoritarian strongmen for more than five decades, the lack of

an inspirational opposition figure was perceived as a weakness. While Kefaya had

presented itself as a leaderless movement, the NAC proposed a direct alternative to

Mubarak, Mohamed El-Baradei. His social belonging, international prestige and political

neutrality  made  him  a  difficult  target  for  the  regime.  In  the  words  of  movement

participant: “We thought he could be the missing link we had lacked. To a certain extent,

there  was  an  increase  in  expectations,  not  just  by  the  organisers,  but  of  people  in

general. For the first time maybe there is an alternative, there is life after Mubarak”.

(“Seif”,  Socialist  activist,  personal  communication,  Cairo,  20 October,  2014).  The NAC

learned from the organisational evils that had haunted Kefaya and some groups

considered El-Baradei could play the symbolic role of president-in-waiting, not simply as

opposition, but as a replacement to Mubarak. Another activist stresses that “El-Baradei

legitimised the movement for being part of the elite […]. They needed somebody who

belonged to them to say no to them. But this revived the people and the movement”

(“Samir”, Socialist activist, personal communication, Cairo, 21 April, 2015). Mobilising

their own resources and acting on political opportunities to mobilise, from the Khaled

Said movement to the electoral contestation, the opposition had captured once again

the attention and, more importantly, the imagination of the people.

The configuration of the Collective Action Network during the third protest-wave

provides the final piece of evidence to debunk the idea that Muslim groups, an actor

type that is for the most part synonym with the Muslim Brotherhood, joined the

bandwagon merely as free-riders. During 2010, this category reaffirmed its centrality,

both in the aggregative and relational dimensions. It is one of the few categories of

actors that maintains its salience and influence across all periods. At t3, the Bonacich

power of Muslim groups attests their action in the centre, rather than at the margins, of

the emerging CAN. Most interviewed participants confirmed that the Muslim

Brotherhood had ulterior motives. For example, George Ishaq, a founder of Kefaya and
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supporter of the NAC is very adamant about the mistrust:  “I had a close relationship

with many of them. We had common interests and they too suffered for eighty years.

But it is always the same: once they assure their position, they forget everyone else. I

will  never  trust  them  again.”  (personal  communication,  Cairo,  19  October,  2014).

Regardless of the distinct agenda, many times at odds with the goals of other influential

opposition groups, the hypothesis that the Brothers were just free-riders is not

sustained by our data. As a matter of fact, their participation in the broader opposition

network was the outcome of a process of internal discussion dating back to the

beginning of the century:

We took a secret and very strategic decision to demonstrate in the streets if  the

occasion justified. There’s seven stages in MB thinking: this was the third, the one

of  moving  from  the  family  to  the  community,  the  social  community.  We  are

created, not to work with each other, but to interact with people. The final decision

was taken by the supreme council. I think this encouraged a lot of people to

collaborate and realise the power of acting together on the street (“Mohamed”,

Muslim Brotherhood, personal communication, Cairo, 14 April, 2015).

An all too common misconception about the Muslim Brotherhood is to consider the

organisation a monolith based on top-down impositions and bottom-up obedience

without internal debate. As every social group, the MB is a complex organisation that

should not be reduced to a caricature. Regardless of the post-revolution disconnection

between the Muslim Brothers and former allies, their increasing interconnection with

the rest of the opposition before 2011 was the outcome of internal dialectics. Writing

on the aftermath of the revolutionary situation, Carrie Wickham traces the history of

internal divisions in the Muslim Brotherhood and identifies the various currents,

concluding that “although the Brotherhood was never a monolith, its leadership is more

internally diverse today than ever before” (2011, p. 209). Together with the veteran

reformers, once associated with the student movement and the professional

organisations, the youth wing of the organisation became ever more vocal. One of its

most prominent leaders asserts:

There was always a debate between the youth and the elders. Sometimes, when

some idea proved successful, they adopted it. […] In 2010, in the run up for the

November elections, our stance was that it wasn’t going to be a free and democratic
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process. At that point, we presented the fil mishmish (“it will never happen”) paper,

whose argument was that, under Mubarak, change would not be possible (“Omar”,

Muslim Brotherhood, personal communication, Cairo, 10 April, 2015).

The decision to join the opposition CAN was taken in stages and at different

organisational levels. In a climate of growing tensions, reformers and youth wing were

always the first and main points of contact between the Brothers and other contentious

groups. Frequently, the organisation would throw its weight behind certain protest

events that did not clash with their cautious and conservative approach to political

action and change. Both the groundwork and the aftermath of the 2011 revolutionary

situation are an expression of this dynamic. While first-hand accounts proof that some

youth Brothers were actively involved in the preparatory meetings for 25 January and

joined the street action on that day (“Omar”, Muslim Brotherhood, personal

communication, Cairo, 10 April, 2015; “Wael”, youth movement activist, personal

communication, Cairo, 16 April, 2015), the organisation as such decided that members

could participate in individual capacity only, failing to lend institutional backing for the

anti-regime programmed protests. This support would only came three days into the

revolutionary process, on 28 January, when it was clear that Egyptians, as a community,

were demanding the immediate removal of Mubarak: “we adjusted our shoulder with

the people’s shoulders, but we do not create revolutions. We followed the will of the

people. This was a very exceptional period in MB’s history and, after that, we went back

to being evolutionary rather than revolutionary” (“Mohammed”, Muslim Brotherhood,

personal communication, Cairo, 14 April, 2015).

Two Brothers, who ended up on different sides after the uprising, converge in their

assessment of the organisation’s stance towards abrupt change and political positioning.

“Mahmoud”, who left the Brotherhood after 2011, is of the opinion that “going to the

street doesn’t turn you into a revolutionary. The MB had a body, but no vision” (personal

communication, 10 April, 2015). “Mohammed”, who stayed in the organisation and

witnessed the 2013 coup from inside the Presidential Palace, concurs and provides some

clues to understand the post-revolution divide: “We do not believe that revolution can

produce sustainable change. Change is incremental and has to occur step by step ….,

[but]…  our  political  imagination  was  very  poor,  at  that  stage.  We  couldn’t  find
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alternatives or solutions, other than confrontation with our friends” (personal

communication, Cairo, 14 April, 2015).

In conclusion, as shown in our analysis of the distribution of power within the CAN

at t3, the Brotherhood was in a privileged position to influence the future direction of

the Egyptian protest landscape. And they did so. On the one side, their decision to

connect with the broader opposition contributed to mobilise the street, take down

Mubarak and reap the benefits after the first and only democratic presidential election

in Egypt. On the other side, their decision to disconnect from the former allies and try

to accommodate entire sectors of the authoritarian regime, immediately after winning

the presidency, dealt a deathblow to the Collective Action Network that had decisively

emerged in 2011. In the space of some months, the social capital squandered by the

Muslim Brotherhood was being mustered again on the streets of Egypt, this time around

against their government. The military intervention and the return to a martial regime

in 2013 is, in my opinion, directly linked to the breakdown of the emerged CAN.

Table 11 Flow Betweenness at t3

Flow Betweenness Normalised Score
Human Rights Orgs. 4347 43.9

Radical Left 708 7.2
Pro-reform 531 5.4

Muslim groups 521 5.3
Independent Unions 475 4.8

Youth movements 467 4.7
Centre-right/Liberal 265 2.7

Students 253 2.6
Peace movements 208 2.1

Individuals 208 2.1
Residents 178 1.8

Mean Std Dev Sum Variance Minimum Maximum N of Obs
Normalised FlowBet 1.315 4.419 132.774 19.525 0 43.907 101

In terms of connective capacity, the CAN at t3 retains some elements of the prior

window of observation concerning the distribution and salience of brokerage roles. The

statistics show a great deal of variation around a fairly low mean. Table 11 points to an

unequal distribution of flow betweenness scores, which translates in asymmetric

brokerage possibilities. Human Rights organisations concentrate the biggest portion of
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capacities to generate co-attendance opportunities, intermediating almost half of the

flows within the opposition connected component. This is reflected also by a relatively

high flow betweenness centralisation of 43%.

We should notice that the human rights category combines human organisations

and campaigns. Consequently, in 2010 two factors contributed to this prominent

brokerage position. On the one hand, human rights organisations maintained and

consolidated their connective capacity and role as resource providers to the wider CAN.

The collaboration with the labour movement is a case in point.  On the other hand,

during the second half of the year, the Egyptian contentious landscape was marked by

two human rights campaigns against the security apparatus: the detention, torture and

murder of Khaled Said and the abuses that took place during the electoral period, in

October and November. Most of these actions and protest events assumed a declarative

form, rather than demonstrative or confrontational. They were, nevertheless,

fundamental for coordination and outreach purposes.

The radical left doubles as a central influencer and intermediator. During the third

protest wave, their connective capacity is not nearly as significant as the one evidenced

by human rights organisations, but they mediate more than 7% of the flows within the

CAN. Their constant attempt to link up the opposition is one of the main findings of our

analysis and study. Aside from the bridges made with the Islamists, the participation in

the umbrella coalitions and constant street presence, most radical left groups see eye-

to-eye regarding the CAN’s shortcomings. In addition to the demands for political

reforms, the opposition movement needed to bring to the fore economic and social

issues, which could resonate beyond the traditional activist networks and mobilise new

sectors of the Egyptian population. Once again, the radical left made a critical exam and

acted on it, launching various campaigns whose main focus was the attempt to reach

out  to  the  workers  and  integrate  them  in  the  CAN.  Some  activists  involved  in  these

actions are, nevertheless, somewhat sceptical about the nature and outcome of this

linkage. Referring to the way some groups engaged with the labour causes, a socialist

leader confessed that:

Middle class activists faced a depoliticised workers’ movement and thought of

them as leverage to their own agenda and discourse. […] After a few months, the

workers were being incited by the same activists, who felt they were not moving
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and wanted to use them for their own self-interest. This selfishness, narrowness

and backwardness is neither the incorporation nor the elevation of the worker’s

demands into a political discourse. (“Samir”, Socialist activist, personal

communication, Cairo, 21 April, 2015).

  The radical left took upon itself the task of patching up the long-lasting breach

separating middle-class driven political protests from the more widespread but less

connected demands of the Egyptian working classes. Making use of their influential and

mediating positions in the opposition CAN, between the end of 2007 and the eve of the

revolutionary situation, the leftists pursued at least three outreach initiatives (M.

Abdelrahman, 2014, pp. 125–128) with the objective of linking political contention to

economic demands. This “journey to the people”  arks back to the historical origins of

revolutionary socialism (Pedler, 1927, p. 130) and, curiously, is not all too dissimilar of

the Brothers’ founding teaching of “going to the community” (“Mohamed”, Muslim

Brotherhood, personal communication, Cairo, 14 April, 2015) to “expand the social

network” (al-Anani, 2013, p. 58).

In the radical left’s case, this reification of the working class clashed with the reality

on the ground. Placing some of the responsibility in the underdevelopment of a

proletarian collective consciousness of sorts among the Egyptian workers, another

leading socialist activist affirms:

We did have connections with the workers, but this needs to be analysed in a critical

way.  The  worker’s  movement  failed  to  evolve  in  any  concrete  way  along  the

traditional class lines going from the economic to the political. It stayed economic

and all the attempts to coordinate failed. The workers were very strong in terms of

achieving the economic goals of the protests, but their impact on the general

politics was very mild. We didn’t see any solidarity (“Seif”, Socialist activist, personal

communication, Cairo, 20 October, 2014).

This mismatch between the political long-term goals of the leftists and the short-

term essence of the workers’ economic demands wasn’t enough to prevent a certain

interconnection level, but maintained the labour movement on the margins of the

Collective Action Network. As seen in Figure 34, workers and their newly formed unions

do appear integrated in the CAN. The flow betweenness analysis (see Table 11) is the

product of these gradual efforts to connect (with) the workers. For the first time, they
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are endowed with the capacity to generate co-attendance opportunities and

intermediate a small portion of the micro-level interconnections.

I contend that the groundswell of anti-regime sentiment would have been very

difficult to put forward without the workers’ backing. For example, the real-estate tax

collectors struggle is a landmark in the path to a more organised and interconnected

labour movement. Starting with a roughly 50,000-person strike in December 2007

demanding similar conditions to the income-collectors, these public-sector workers

would  scale  up  their  goals  and  vie  for  union  rights.  Even  after  the  state  decided  to

accommodate the initial demand with a 325 per cent salary increase (El-Mahdi, 2011, p.

392) the real-estate tax collectors stood their political ground until they formed the

Union of Real Estate Tax Authority Employees in 2009. It was the first independent union

since the corporatist assimilation under Nasser. Although this action could be seen as

yet another short-lived success of a group fighting for its own self-interest, the URETAE

became a landmark that inspired demands for more independent unions and an

example of collaboration between opposition sectors (Beinin, 2011).

In 2010, workers and other opposition groups, chief among which NGOs, acted on

their capacity to create co-attendance opportunities joining forces in several occasions.

The  struggle  for  the  minimum  wage  was  one  instance  in  which  we  could  see  some

networks paying more than just lip service to the workers’ cause and, in turn, the labour

movement mobilising for national rather than sectorial causes. While the socialist

aspiration of the Egyptian proletariat as an all-powerful revolutionary subject never

materialised, there was an evolution in the labour struggles, which progressively moved

from blue collar to white collar, from the industry to the services and from local to

national demands (Ali, 2012, pp. 22-3). Like the opposition groups and sometimes with

them, workers were also moving to the spaces of power to demand their rights. This in

line with the identified third wave characteristics of the spatiality of protests. The

novelty brought by the relational analysis is their integration into the broader opposition

CAN. This peaked in 2010 and receded after the revolutionary situation.
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Figure 35 Issue Space Network (t3)

Mean Std Dev Sum Variance SSQ MCSSQ Euc Norm Minimum Maximum N of Obs
0.196 1.059 560 1.122 3320 3210.426 57.619 0 23 2862

The rationale applied to map the actors is the same used to plot the articulation of

issues, complementing the aggregative description of the previous chapter with a

relational analysis. As we established before, the third protest wave is marked by the

multiplication of demands and the unification of the CAN against a single target:

Mubarak’s government.

Like in the other two windows of observation, the matrix used to produce the Issue

Space Network at t3 is symmetric and valued. Vertex size is determined by degree

centrality  and  edge  thickness  reflects  tie-strength.  In  the  year  leading  up  to  the

revolutionary situation of 25 January 2011, most topics raised in protest events had a

relational dimension. As a result, the Issue Space Network comprises 54 nodes and 204

ties, which indicate 102 undirected issue dyads. Out of 2862 observations, we have an
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accumulated tie-strength of 560 (from 366 at t2) or 280 (from 183) dyadic issue co-

occurrences. The spread of tie-strengths varies between 0 and 23, with a mean value of

0.196.

Table 12 Frequency of Issue Dyad Co-occurrences (t3)

Issue	Dyad	 Intersections	 Frequencies	 DS	index	

Economic	and	welfare	policies;	
Demands	for	political	resignation	

401 ∩ 308 23 8.2%

Security	apparatus	abuses;	
Victim’s	Rights	

211 ∩ 207 10 3.6%

Pro-Palestinian;	
Infrastructure	and	planning	

101 ∩ 611 10 3.6%

Sectarian	conflicts;	
Anti-violence/Terrorism	

224 ∩ 807 9 3.2%

Sectarian	conflicts;	
Demands	for	political	resignation	

224 ∩ 308 8 2.9%

Judicial	abuse;	
Demands	for	governmental	intervention	

213 ∩ 305 8 2.9%

Pro-Palestinian;	
Demands	for	governmental	intervention	

101 ∩ 305 8 2.9%

Victim’s	rights;	
Demands	for	political	resignation	

207 ∩ 308 7 2.5%

Judicial	abuse;	
Freedom	of	expression	

213 ∩ 201 7 2.5%

Claims	of	electoral	fraud;	
Freedom	of	Association	

306 ∩ 202 7 2.5%

Rights	of	Copts;	
Property	issues	

221 ∩ 613 6 2.1%

Oil	and	gas	prices;	
Provision	of	services	(WGE)	

402 ∩ 701 6 2.1%

No dyad dominates the Issue Space Network at t3. As we can observe in Table 12,

the DS index values are evenly divided, with a fairly low maximum. The link connecting

economic claims (401) to political resignation (308), although more frequent than any

other, only accounts for 8.2 per cent of the total dyadic strength. All other salient issues

fall between six and ten co-occurrences, with the DS index spreading from 2.1 per cent

to 3.6 per cent. These seemingly modest values represent, nevertheless, a significant

proportion of issue articulation across protest events. More precisely, the accumulated

DS index value of all issue pairings with more than five co-occurrences accounts for 39.2
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per cent of the whole dyadic tie strength at t3. The denser and less centralised nature

of this Issue Space Network suggests that we should zoom in on the basic structural

patterns.

Running a (weak) component routine with a cut-off point of six dyadic co-

occurrences, we identify five components, of which only two are connected beyond the

dyadic dimension. The biggest connected component is a 6-node star-shaped structure

that accounts for almost one-fifth of all issue co-occurrences (19.6%). It is centred on

demands for political resignation (308) linked directly to other three issues: economic

and welfare policies (401), victim’s rights (207) and sectarian conflicts; and two steps

away  from  security  apparatus  abuses  (211)  and  anti-terrorism  (807).  The  second

connected component assumes a typical 5-node chain network structure (Leavitt, 1951,

p. 42) reaching 11.8% of all issue co-occurrences. Demands for governmental

intervention (305) is the most central node, sided by pro-Palestinian action (101) and

judicial abuse (213), in turn, linked to policies of infrastructure and planning (611) and

freedom of expression (201) respectively. This confirms that, at t3, the opposition

Collective Action Network honed in on Mubarak. When the issue is the economy and

the living conditions of the Egyptians, there is an outright demand for government

deposal. The claimant action is adopted only on protest events in support of the

Palestinian cause or when it comes the promotion of basic freedoms.
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VII.4 Final	Take:	Analytical	Flashback	

This section is the final takeaway regarding the evolution of contentious networks in

the  timeframe  covered  by  our  study.  We  begin  with  an  aggregative  analysis,  a

comparison of the combined measures for group category participation in protest

events across our three windows of observation. Afterwards, we move to conclusions

about the emergence of Collective Action Networks in Egypt. I touch upon questions of

issue articulation (H9*) and address the relational agent hypotheses (H7*, H8*) using

social network analysis and going from the node to the whole-network level. We will

start by verifying the hypotheses related to the positions and roles played by the

different agents, then proceed to the ones dealing with structural configuration across

time periods and finish up by answering our main questions regarding the emerged CAN,

the issues it articulated, and its potential macro-structural impact on the country’s

authoritarian leader and regime.

Figure 36 Salience of Group Categories (all periods)

N = 1033

The Egyptian revolutionary situation of 25 January 2011 would not have been

possible without the mobilisation of large sectors of the society. Figure 36 shows the

aggregated contribution each category of actors gave to the mobilisation on the ground.
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The numbers offer some hints to solve Beissinger’s puzzle about the over-representation

of Civil Society Organisations among the Egyptian revolutionaries (Beissinger et al.,

2015, p. 10). The steady growth of participation in protest events by this group of actors,

which includes human rights organisations, pro-reform/opposition movements and

youth groups, suggests that long before the revolution they were statistically salient.

This is consistent with the hypothesis that CSOs did occupy a central position in the

contentious landscape (H8a) and needs to be validated by the analysis at the network

level. Indeed, SNA gives us the chance to go one step further and investigate, in a

relational context, what this centrality meant to the different actors that comprise the

categories shown in Figure 37.

Figure 37 Evolution of Group Power Centrality (Bonacich)

Human rights organisation are the group that comes closer to a clique-like structure.

As we have seen, they were already a fairly well connected niche at t1. Departing from

a relevant position in the 2000 segmented network, human rights organisations

assumed a brokerage role in 2005. Their connective capacity made them back then and

in 2010 the gatekeepers of the Collective Action Network, mediating more than half of

the co-attendance opportunities. Even though human right organisations also exerted a

considerable amount of influence within the opposition sphere, for the most part, they

carried out the expected role of resource providers to other actors.
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This helps us to understand the reason why pro-reform/opposition movements

ascend to a position of power (centrality) in 2005 (Figure 37). Virtually non-existent

before that date, these coalitions of ideologically diverse and, at times, antagonistic

groups were structurally fitter to lead the anti-Mubarak camp. Two nested networks of

overlapping affiliations, Kefaya in 2005 and the National Association for Change in 2010,

became the public face of the opposition and dominant force in the CAN.

The only competing pole was also a cooperating one. Religious groups and, in

particular, Muslim ones were numerically and relational influential during the entire

decade. While by 2000 they do not go beyond forming a strong dyad with students, their

interconnection with the rest of the opposition in the following years is extensively

documented and measured throughout Chapter VII. This constitutes one of the most

important findings of our research. Contrary to what we hypothesised, Muslim groups

and organisations did have a prominent position and active role in the CAN. Qualifying

them as mere “free-riders” might be an acceptable subjective opinion, but it is,

according to our data, scientifically inaccurate (H8c). The Muslim Brotherhood,

specifically, went through a gradual evolution from a position of oppositional

collaboration with the regime to one of collaborative opposition with the pro-reform

camp. As conservative reformists, the Brothers were united with the liberal reformists

by a common set of claimant actions, which progressively evolved to transgressive

demands  (H1.2b).  However,  the  two  interconnected  poles  were,  at  the  same  time,

divided about the political direction of the reforms and country. This alliance around a

minimum common denominator, which in the revolutionary situation of 2011 was the

demand to bring down Mubarak’s regime, is consistent with our “negative coalition”

hypothesis (H4b). The non-revolutionary character of the CAN seems to have been both

a strength that contributed to build bridges across different currents and a weakness

that prevented the emergence of a more “positive coalition”. A truly revolutionary CAN

could have shared emancipatory values that lasted beyond the attainment of the chief

“negative demand”, the downfall of Mubarak.

In Figure 36, we can observe that parties and political groups, even operating in a

legal limbo between toleration and suppression, also constitute a category of actors

with a fair amount of salience during the eventful decade. This demonstrates that
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authoritarianism does not necessarily imply the existence of two poles, with co-opted

or accommodated parties on the one side and outlawed, dormant political groups on

the other. In Egypt, parties and political groups, from the right-wing liberals to the

radical left socialists, were active during the entire decade. They had, in fact, a

structuring position. The ones the regime allowed to operate, even though limited in

number and ideological spectrum, played an important role. For example, in the course

of window-dressing elections, they took advantage of said political opportunity to

expose and denounce the frauds (H2a). The ones outlawed by the regime, like socialists

and Islamists, had the important function of keeping political demands front and centre

in the opposition repertoires.

Our network analysis evidences that, however small in size, some political groups

were highly influential (see Figure 37). This seems to have been the case of the radical

left, which was instrumental to get across chasms of mutual intolerance that had kept

the opposition apart for generations. Their actions contributed to patch the long lasting

secular-Islamist gap at the beginning of the eventful decade and to promote a dialogue

between the political opposition and the worker’s condition in the run-up to the 2011

revolutionary situation. The bridging efforts are known and well documented (M.

Abdelrahman, 2009, 2012). However, the position of the radical left at the centre of the

Collective Action Network’s most powerful neighbourhood (see Table 10 and Figure 37)

and their non-negligible connective capacity (see Table 11) is, I believe, a major finding

of this study.

If we pooled together the numbers of the occupational groups and professional

organisations with those of the unions, we would be inclined to conclude that workers,

as a functional concept, were the single most salient actor (see Figure 36). However, we

should bear in mind that these are aggregated categories and values, which include

diverse sub-categories and exclude the relational dimension. Even using an ideologically

neutral concept of “working class”, it would be a stretch to include in it judges or small

business owners. Consequently, for the relational analysis, we use a stricter concept and

look at the position and role of blue and white-collar workers and unions. What our

analysis demonstrates is that labour struggles developed in isolation, at the margins of

the Collective Action Network. Eventually, the connective capacity of some brokers, like
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the radical left, integrated them in the CAN, but they occupy a peripheral position

(Figure 34). These findings are not compatible with the hypothesis that, considering the

relational dimension, workers had an influential role in the Egyptian opposition (H8b).

This doesn’t preclude the fact that, particularly after 2008, the workers plight

provided a powerful narrative to frame the oppositional discourse. On this matter, there

is  one caveat.  I  believe we should avoid falling into the “social  movement fetishism”

trap, a type of analysis that mistakes ephemeral agitations for purposeful movements.

In my opinion and contrary to accounts that qualify the 2004–2010 industrial actions in

Egypt   as  “the  largest  social  movement  Egypt  has  witnessed  in  over  half  a  century”

(Beinin, 2009, p. 77), there is no strong evidence to support the existence of national

coordination and solidarity, common identity and shared goals across the whole period

that justify qualifying the somewhat fragmented labour actions as an aggregated whole

or a “labour movement” proper. In this case, the problem might be related to an over

reliance on aggregative data. Absent the relational dimension, the existence of a

workers driven Egyptian social movement seems to be more of an observational artefact

than a social fact.

This is an issue that stirs up passions and heated debates among reputable scholars

studying the role of workers in the Egyptian protest landscape (Alexander & Bassiouny,

2014; Beinin, 2012; El-Mahdi, 2011; Posusney, 1993). Without intending to settle the

discussion, I reiterate that this research shows a significant degree of identification, but

a low degree of connection between the emerging CAN and the workers’ struggles. The

very nature of their demands, sectorial and episodic, rather than class based and

sustained, might be a clue to understand the workers’ peripheral position.

Some of our guiding questions are directly linked to the phenomenon that gives title

to this study, the hypothetical emergence of Collective Action Networks in Egypt

between  2000  and  2010.  Revisiting  our  definitions,  by  an  emerging  CAN  we  mean a

process by which, from elementary interactions or aggregates within the collective

action space, new properties or structures of increasing complexity present in the whole

but absent from its constituent parts arise.  This means that emergence, as a systemic

rather than an agent property, is to be tested at the whole network level. It is through

the analysis of the evolution and the complexification of the networking protesters that
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we  can  attest  if,  as  a  result  of  their  interactions  at  the  micro-level,  new  dynamic

structures and patterns of contention with some degree of permanence were generated

at the macro-level. This means that network complexification is the determining factor.

Our hypotheses will be tested by comparing complexification over the three windows of

observation and the configuration of the network in each of them (H6*, H7*).

Figure 38 Structural Changes in the Collective Action Network

Structural dynamic across times is, naturally, the first step to network

complexification. A stable structure would indicate network stagnation, whereas a

dynamic structure would demonstrate change. Change does not necessarily equate with

progress and complexification. If the complexity decreases, we have a decaying network

and, as the complexity increases, we have the conditions for an emergent network

(H6a).

Figure 38 is a visualisation of the structural dynamics of the network using metric

Multidimensional Scaling (MDS). The input datasets are the stacked adjacency matrices
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of the selected time points: 2000 (t1), 2005 (t2) and 2010 to January 2011 (t3). For the

specific routine, I used as starting configuration “Gower’s principal coordinates”

resulting in a final stress score of 0.000 (after six iterations). The procedure correlates

the three adjacency matrixes and places each one in a two-dimensional space (Borgatti

et al., 2013, p. 118). The representation should be interpreted as a regular map whose

differences between points do not express exact distances but rather a measure of

structural similarity. In this case, the closer the points the more similar they are.

The disposition of the three networks of contentious actors in the plane

demonstrates that the structure was not stable during the ten years covered by our

study. While there was change in the CAN at every time period, it seems evident that

the most significant structural transformation happened from 2000 to 2005. In 2010,

the Collective Action Network still shows dynamism, but its structure is much closer to

the one of the preceding period. Adding this finding to the dynamic of protest events,

we  can  assert  that,  on  the  eve  of  the  25  January  revolutionary  situation,  there  was

already a Collective Action Network stirring a mobilisation spiral within a wider protest

wave (H6b).

Having established that the CAN went through structural transformations, it is

important to know how those fared against a hypothetical network complexification.

Figure 39 allows us to evaluate the growth in the number of nodes and ties during the

three windows of observation. Along the entire decade, we witnessed an increment in

both the number of actors participating in protest events and connections established

between the several groups and organisations. These figures reveal more than just

quantitative change. They point to a steady evolutionary process of the very nature of

the network. The size of the biggest connected component, a measure of the spread of

the opposition camp, upholds this trend. We go from 26 groups and organisations at T1,

to 59 at T2 and 95 at T3. This means that, in 2010, the opposition CAN comprised almost

all categories of actors covered by our study, which is a marker for the existence of a

broad oppositional coalition (H6).
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Figure 39 Growth of the Collective Action Network

The  analysis  of  Table  13  allows  us  to  complement  the  CAN  visualisations  in  this

chapter (see Figure 28, Figure 31, Figure 34) with the whole-network contextual

measures. In turn, these supply the missing pieces of evidence to solve the network

complexification puzzle. More specifically, by looking simultaneously at the shape and

analytical measures of complexification, we can address our hypotheses on network

configuration and emergence. While a simple observation of the graphs is sufficient to

grasp the basic shape of the CAN, a more detailed analysis is needed to match this form

against the hypothesised models. We admitted three possible structural configurations:

polycephalous or mixed (H7c), segmented (H7a) and star-shaped networks (H7b). From

our conceptualisation, we remember that 1) polycephalous networks are mixed

structures, relatively dense and with a fair amount of centralisation where some focal

points (or clusters) are connected by a few bridging actors; 2) segmented networks are

decentralised and highly fragmented structures permeated by isolated nodes and/or

dyads, which can, however, exhibit some density inside (rather than between) different

disconnected clusters; and 3) star-shaped structures are organised around one specific

node with high point degree centrality levels. As for the measures, we should recall that

centralisation indicates overall integration and its distribution around focal points (Scott,
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2000, p. 89) ; density is size-dependent 34 and reveals “either the proportion of ties

present in a binary graph, or the average value of the observed lines in a valued graph”

(Knoke & Yang, 2007, p. 107); and fragmentation “is interpreted as the number of pairs

of nodes that cannot reach each other by any means” (Borgatti et al., 2013, p. 154).

Table 13 Complexification of the Collective Action Network
T1 T2 T3

Centralisation (binary) (%) 31 44.3 48.4

Density (valued) 0.24 0.37 0.28

Fragmentation (%) 59 12 11

Mean Degree (valued) 10.1 23.1 28.3

Having in mind these concepts and measures, there is no time period in which the

CAN assumes the form of a star-shaped structure dominated by a highly central group

and/or organisation (H7b). The segmented network configuration is only consistent with

the  CAN  state  at  t1  (H7a).  As  it  was  already  evident  in  the  visualisation,  the

fragmentation score indicates that 59 per cent of the nodes where, by then,

unreachable, which reflects a divided opposition sector at the whole-network level. The

network evolves to a polycephalous form at t2 and maintains this configuration in the

following period. In terms of configuration, the change from T2 to T3 is one of degree,

not kind. In both cases, we see mixed (or polycphalous) networks. Together with the

connected component indicator, this confirms our hypothesis of a broad oppositional

coalition assuming the form of a polycephalous network (H7c).

It had already become clear that in 2010 the CAN continued to change, while

maintaining a structural proximity with the preceding network (Figure 38). We can now

analyse the extent of their similarity and try to establish if there was a complexification.

Looking at Table 13, we see change within the same structural pattern with analogous

34 To prevent eventual distortions caused by the comparison of contentious networks that, for
the very nature of its structural change, have different sizes, I use the average valued density and
complement this measure with the average mean degree, which allows us to put into perspective
the intensification of the interconnections, regardless of the network size.
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values across the board. They are equally (non) fragmented, with a small percentage of

unreachable nodes (12 and 11 per cent respectively) and, taking in consideration the

size growth, both have comparable densities. The slight differences appear in the mean

degree and centralisation values, which demonstrate an intensification of the

interconnections between contentious actors and improved levels of integration around

central groups and organisations.

The evolution of the number of nodes, ties, components and the different values of

density, centralisation and fragmentation are, indeed, consistent with an evolution

towards increasing network complexity and the resultant generation of new dynamic

structures and patterns of contention with some degree of permanence. This evolution

proves that Collective Action Networks did emerge in Egypt between 2000 and 2010

(H6a).

The final analysis of the issue space networks is used to test the hypothesis

regarding the oppositional exploration of opportunities and articulation of grievances

and demands (H2*, H9*). First, across all windows of observation, it seems evident that

the CANs did exploit some internal and external political opportunities to interact and

mobilise. Internally, electoral periods were always contentious and used as an opening

to denounce the regime and take common positions (H2a). Externally, both from the

aggregative measure and the issue space network at t1, it is clear that the initial spark

for the revolutionary situation of 2011 was an external issue doubling as an internal

cause. The support for the liberation of the Occupied Territories of Palestine was present

in the political imaginary of the Egyptian population for more than five decades. The

solidarity movement with the second Palestinian Intifada triggered a decade of

contentious interactions during which other external events, like the wars in Iraq or the

aggressive policies of Israel towards Palestine, became mobilisation landmarks (H2b).

On the eve of the revolutionary situation itself, another international episode, the

“Jasmin revolution”, may have resonated beyond Tunisia by diffusing a slogan that

would soon be turned into a collective aspiration throughout the region: the idea that it

was possible for the people to bring down the regime. We collected first-hand accounts

mentioning the inspirational or even tipping-point character of the Tunisian revolution.

However, on the basis of my analysis, I contend that absent a previously existing and
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structurally complex Collective Action Network, with or without the downfall of Ben Ali,

the revolutionary situation of 2011 would not have been possible.

Second, the influence and connective capacity of CSOs, particularly human rights

organisations, explains the aggregative and relational salience of civil rights and issues

throughout the years and, especially, in the last mobilisation spiral (H8a). It seems

undeniable that certain episodes of repression backfired, helping the opposition to build

a  case  and  a  platform  against  Mubarak’s  regime  and  his  security  apparatus  at  the

declarative and demonstrative levels. Episodes like the “Black Wednesday” or Khaled

Said’s murder were transformative events for their impact on popular perceptions, and

formative episodes that allowed the opposition networks to prop up their social impact

(H3b). However, this humanitarian tone of the oppositional narrative may have subdued

topics that are traditionally more associated with popular unrest, namely political

aspirations and economic grievances. The depoliticisation of the CAN and its alienation

from the socioeconomic condition of the Egyptian population are two of the factors

more frequently mentioned by some of the actors involved, particularly those on the

left of the political spectrum.

We should be fully aware that, in the complex realities of everyday life, economic

and political issues are complementary rather than antithetical. Our separation into two

broad categories is, of course, an artificial simplification born out of the necessity to

understand the CAN’s inclination. In terms of issue articulation, our data confirms that

the CAN had a significant political form, but the substance was more reformist than

revolutionary or even pro-democratic. The centrality of Muslim groups and pro-reform

alliances may be the explanation for this stance. Furthermore, from our analysis, it is not

evident a collective aspiration for freedom and democracy translated in the articulation

of emancipatory values. Mass demands for free and fair elections were not pervasive

outside electoral periods (H9a). Likewise, the protests had an economic component, but

economic hardship was hardly the main focus of the collective actors mobilising in Egypt.

The exception is  the last  Issue Space Network,  in  which,  for  the first  time,  economic

issues acquire an unprecedented centrality, in connection with demands for political

resignation. Here, the scarcity hypothesis (H9b) and the political rights mobilisation
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hypothesis (H9a) gain some traction, but not enough to say that the main issue was the

economy or democracy.

In line with other studies on contentious change, we contend that the Egyptian

Collective Action Network was, fundamentally, a “negative coalition” (Beissinger, 2013;

Dix,  1984;  Goldstone,  2011)   with  “inclusive  master  frames  that  allow  sectoral

differences to remain latent” (Osa, 2003, p. 101), namely civil rights and issues, the need

for reforms, from 2005 onwards, and the ousting of the sitting President, in 2010/11. In

conclusion, our hypothesis that the Egyptian opposition was a broad network of groups

and organisations with very different core values that was brought together, above all

other issues, by their rejection of Mubarak’s regime is confirmed (H9c).
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Conclusion	

Using Egypt as a case-study, this thesis traced the emergence of Collective Action

Networks between 2000 and 2011, the years leading to the Arab uprisings. Focusing on

micro interactions of contentious agents, my research challenges the consensus about

macro structural immobility by demonstrating how network dynamics can shake the

pillars of authoritarianism and reshape existing structures.

The guiding questions of this thesis addressed the nexus between protest events,

contentious actors and political change. It all began with a simple interrogation: how do

we go from disorganised discontents to organised contention? I wanted to understand

the changes that prompted a revolutionary situation against a long standing

authoritarian regime. Who were they? How were they organised? And what were they

shouting about? Our main research question is: does the emergence of Collective Action

Networks in Egypt explain the increasing levels of contention and, ultimately, the 25

January uprising?

My  conclusions connect all these elements and, hopefully, find the missing links

and close some academic gaps in the narratives about the origins of the “25 January

Revolution” of 2011. The main findings of my research could be summarised as follows:

the collective actions performed along the first decade of the twentieth century formed

protest waves that transformed the contentious landscape. The emergence of Collective

Action Networks from 2000 onwards is a parallel and related phenomenon. With the

complexification of its structure, the CAN showed a growing capacity to stir up

mobilisations spirals, periods of heightened contentious in the midst of protest waves.

25 January was not a spontaneous happening, but the product of a previously existent

and increasingly complex Collective Action Network. However, the revolutionary

situation was the positive short-term result of a negative coalition, whose posterior

disconnection might have prevented a truly revolutionary outcome and regime change.

We established that the CAN was a broad network of groups and organisations with very

different core values that was brought together by their rejection of Mubarak’s

government, but lacked shared beliefs and a common vision beyond that plan.
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To understand how I reached these conclusions, it is important to retrace our steps.

The original research puzzle was: “having in mind that Egyptians coexisted with a non-

democratic political system without widespread protests and sustained oppositional

mobilisation for almost fifty years, what are the factors that lie behind the hypothetical

emergence of collective action networks during the first decade of the new century?”

I set out to put all pieces of the puzzle together through an extensive exam of the

Egyptian protest landscape. For that purpose, this thesis combined qualitative and

quantitative methods. On the qualitative side, the approach relied on interviews

conducted during four fieldwork missions in Egypt and two in Tunisia. On the

quantitative side, I resorted to protest event analysis and social network analysis, which,

for  the  most  part,  rely  on  my  own  dataset  about  contentious  action  in  Egypt.  Even

though my concerns about the security situation on the ground dictate the need to

completely anonymise the data, both my dataset and “Guidebook: Protest Event

Analysis in Non-Democratic Regimes” will be shared and, hopefully, can be valuable

tools for future research on contentious action in authoritarian countries.

This  methodological  toolbox  equipped  me  to  test  a  wide  variety  of  hypotheses,

which addressed two broad research questions covering protest events, on the one side,

and collective action networks, on the other. The former was subdivided in five sets of

hypotheses: longitudinal dynamics (H1), opportunity structures (H2), repression (H3),

repertoires of contention (H4) and spatiality of protest (H5). The latter was split in four:

network complexification (H6), network configuration over time (H7), distribution of

positions and roles across the network (H8) and issue articulation (H9). I devised the

hypotheses as possible answers for the questions and explanations for the puzzle.

Proceeding by analytical order, I started by trying to understand if the coercion-

contention relationship was enough to explain the growing levels of mobilisation. Our

findings on this matter led us to refute most hypotheses based on regime type and

repression in itself. On  the  one  hand,  as  we  saw  in  the  historical  accounts  of  the

“authoritarian interaction patterns” with dissenting actors, coercion was always present

and, yet, until the 2000s, there were several contentious outbursts, but no sustained

protest waves. On the other hand, our data shows that, from 2000 onwards, the regime

maintains its dissociative interaction patterns, strongly repressing the opposition, but
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the Egyptian contentious landscape goes through a period of radical transformation.

Consequently, we moved the focus from repression in general to specific episodes of

repression that might have backfired. Indeed, the reaction on the wake of the “Black

Wednesday” or the revealed torture and murder of Khaled Said, prove that repressive

episodes can become transformative events and give rise to eventful  protests.  More

specifically, our research showed that certain concrete episodes of violence by the

security apparatus or its agents did have the effect of boosting rather than supressing

protests. Further in-depth study of this phenomenon is needed to gain a better grasp of

the backfire effect. It seems legitimate to conclude, nonetheless, that giving a name and

a face to the generally abstract repression numbers, by campaigning around specific

cases, can captivate people’s attentions, influence their perceptions and, ultimately,

mobilise them against the perpetrators and the very structures of oppression in which

they operate. In summary, while not discarding the effects of some relevant episodes of

repression, I content that these are inherently unpredictable. We should thus

acknowledge the indeterminacy in the relationship between coercion and contention.

This repression nexus provided some clues, but no evident solution for the puzzle.

At this point, we reformulated in the following manner: having in mind that Egyptians

coexisted an authoritarian regime characterised by heavy repression of street politics,

which factors lie behind the appearance and development of contentious agents with

the capacity to change the government and challenge the regime in the 2000s?

At this point, we turned to the analysis of the form, content and dispersion of

protest events from 2000 to the beginning of 2011. The form corresponds to the

longitudinal analysis of the ebb and flow of protest waves, the content to the repertoires

of contention and the dispersion to the territorial spread of the mobilisation along the

eventful decade. Based on political event databases and my own Protest Events in Egypt

dataset, I identified three periods that, contrary to the short lived contentious outbursts

of the past, match the theoretical requirements to be qualified as protest waves. The

dynamics of contention shapes three dynamic protest waves with corresponding peaks

and receding periods: 2000–2003/4 (peaking in 2000 and receding in 2004); 2005–

2006/7 (peaking in 2005 and receding in 2007), and 2008 to 25 Jan 2011 (peaking in

2010 and during the revolutionary situation) and receding in 2012, already outside of
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our window of observation). The tides are determined by the mobilisation spirals, the

swirling movements within the waves that impel them further or make them recede:

wave peaks coincide with upward mobilisation spirals and wave dips with downward

mobilisation spirals.

Each of the identified dynamic protest waves corresponds to an evolutionary stage,

both  in  terms  of  form  and  substance.  The  first  protest  wave  is  directly  linked  to  the

creation and exploitation of contextual opportunities for contention. The initiative taken

by collective actors to protests in solidarity with the second Palestinian Intifada were

met by the regime with rare partial toleration. Invested in extracting political dividends

or at least controlling the costs from a popular mobilisation spiral, the government

briefly relaxed some of the barriers to the right of peaceful assembly within the

contained space of what I call “protest enclaves”, like the university or the reserved

space of the mosque. As the protest wave progressed, at times, contention spilled over

and reached the streets. The total ban on street politics was gradually revoked by the

action of contentious agents and some avenues of protest were now being open. This

created an opportunity to mobilise on the grounds determined by the power, mostly

the “protest enclaves”, but on the terms defined by the opposition, paving the way to

the first stage of the emergent networking process: a phase of intensive interactions and

dynamic recruitment.

The second protest wave is more related to the internal structure of the contentious

actors than to its external consequences. Even within a porous and integrated

environment in which there are no clear boundaries separating endogenous and

exogenous factors, we can identify intra-organisational dimensions composed of

practices directed at the success and/or survival of the emerging networks. Indeed, as a

result of the initial micro-interactions, both at the individual and organisational level, it

was formed a broad coalition cutting across divisions, from ideology to religion. This

second stage is a phase of mobilisation during which the first outburst of protests was

regulated from inside and confronted from outside. The contentious actors control the

opposition message, mobilising around civil and political issues, and the security

apparatus confines them to what we call protest enclosures, limited contentious site

occupying a delimited public space selected by the collective actors, but under heavy
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control by the security apparatus. Moreover, the opposition networks were now

undergoing a process of complexification with form and content; that is, not only a

random structure but a purposeful network with culture and identity.

Finally, the third dynamic protest wave was connected to a phase of wide systemic

effects that departed from the contentious actors, but transcended them in all

dimensions. This is a stage during which the new structures and patterns became

manifest at the macro-level. The emerging networks polarised both the governmental

and oppositional actions. From this moment on, these actors had the potential to turn

the traditionally dispersed opposition camp into a loosely united collective action

network. The opposition was now articulating on the streets a vast number of issues,

namely civil, political and labour related, and mobilising directly on the public space,

showing some innovative performances and repertoires. Besides the previously

connected groups, more politicised workers and a more organised youth joined the

ranks of the opposition to Mubarak.

Finally, the analysis of the evolution of the Collective Action Networks at different

time periods provides us the last pieces and missing links to solve our puzzle. We can

assert that the 2011 revolutionary situation was neither a spontaneous event nor a

linear crescendo that reached its peak on 25 January, but rather a series of mutually

reinforcing upward spirals of mobilisation, intercalated with downward spirals of

demobilisation, stirred up by an emergent Collective Action Network. Each time it

revolved, the spiral would bring us closer to a full blown revolt. The obvious conclusion

is that, in this case, the uprising was not a single moment, but a series of movements

that spread throughout the country in multiple contention waves. A regime base does

not necessarily shake in the face of episodic popular surges. However, its foundations

can definitely be shaken when faced with sustained dissent from Collective Action

Networks. As CANs emerge, regimes legitimacy and authority are corroded and, at a

certain (tipping)-point eventually give place to a new order.  Even though we cannot

speak of a revolutionary outcome proper, the Egyptian case supports the evolutionary

character of revolutionary situations.

To consolidate our findings on this matter, I lay out my understanding about the

process by which Collective Action Networks articulate issues and generate mobilisation
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spirals in the course of the protest waves, such as the ones we have studied. As 2000

proves, a protest wave can occur in the absence of a complex Collective Action Network.

Segmented  CANs  can  rise  up  on  the  streets  but,  most  probably,  won’t  take  down

dictators. For the internal emergence to propagate to the external political environment

in which the contentious actors operate, the protest wave and mobilisation spiral need

to be steered by a complex CAN. In this  sense,  our analysis  shows that,  in  2005,  the

structure of the contentious network was already rather complex. Also, the mobilisation

spiral coincides with this complexification. Revolutions are, nonetheless, more than just

form.  In  2005,  the  issue  space  network  was  still  evolving  and  there  were  few

articulations connected to demands for government or regime change. As late as 2008,

the image of workers tramping down Mubarak’s posters made the rounds in the

Egyptian press because of its novelty within the oppositional repertoires. However, in

2010, the complex structure coincides with a matured issue space network revolving

around transgressive contention. Joining form to content, this Collective Action Network

would eventually bring about a revolutionary situation in January 2011. From this

perspective, it is this confluence between a complex CAN and the maturation of the

issue space network that creates the conditions for the opposition to mount a credible

challenge and enact change. This thesis provides more than mere anecdotal evidence

indicating that there is a relation between the protest waves and the protesting

networks and that CANs were in fact the drivers of the mobilising spirals, which led to

January 25. Our analysis shows an overlap between wave peaks and the

complexification of the opposition networks.

I should state clearly that I am not postulating any kind of “network complexification

point” after which widespread unrest with systemic consequences becomes inevitable.

A vast number of potentially unfathomable contextual variables may also be important.

Consequently, the only certainty about political change will continue to be the central

role of unpredictability and chance.
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Post-Revolutionary Postscript

This study stops on 25 January 2011 and one of its main arguments is that the

“Egyptian Revolution” did not start on that day. But the reality on the ground is not

confined by our artificial boundary specification and the process did not end on that day

either. This justifies a brief post-revolutionary postscript through which I examine the

counter-revolutionary outcome using a good deal of educated guessing, not informed

by the same kind of robust data used for the actual research timeframe.

One of the hunches and maybe a clue to future research, is the idea of an overall

disconnect between the “revolutionary vanguard” and the Egyptian people all along, a

sort  of   “class  struggle from above”.   While the anti-Mubarak movement was voicing

their  demands  for  political  and  civil  rights  and  issues,  the  not  so  silent  majority  of

anonymous Egyptians yearned for an improvement of their economic situation. The

ambitions of a poverty-stricken population were less aspirational and more

instrumental: democracy was not an end in itself but a means to improve the living

standards. Mubarak’s regime failed to do so, despite some macroeconomic progresses

during the first decade of the new century. It is only natural that, when the Muslim

Brotherhood followed on his footsteps and didn’t deliver the goods, Egyptians were

quick to judge and pull the rug on the democratic elected but economically

underperforming government.

Significant portions of the Collective Action Network that made 25 January possible

may have used democratic aspirations as an exploit to advance their own interests. On

the other side, the ones who wanted to remain true to the democratic ideal, could not

accept the short-sighted attempt of a complete take-over by the Muslim Brotherhood.

This destroyed some of the bridges that had been built across the traditional Egyptian

divides, such as class, age, ideology and religion, and brought back the chasms of mutual

incomprehension. The so-called nationalists on the one side, and the Muslim

Brotherhood, on the other, illustrate this assertion, proving once again that even

complex CANs need to go beyond negative coalitions. Allies of convenience throughout

the eventful decade, they split the moment their lowest common denominator,

Mubarak, was removed from the equation. After the subtraction of the dictator, but

long before the investment of a democratically elected leader, the reluctant
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convergence was transformed into a determined divergence and neither camp was

acting on their public words and stated ambitions. While the MB was preparing a

winner-take-all strategy, trying to monopolise power and the state at the expense of

their former allies, the nationalists turned the board around and quickly moved

positions, siding with the forces of the old regime, even if this meant backsliding on the

democratic  motivations  of  the  nascent  regime.  In  less  than  two  years,  people  who

marched hand in hand against Mubarak were pitted against each other embracing the

“eye for an eye” mutually destructive logic.

This leads to the educated guess that the same way a connected opposition paved

the way to the January 25 uprising, their post-revolutionary disconnect caused structural

holes used by the military as building blocks for the 3 July coup d’état. Even detached

from relevant social forces and sentiments, such as the labour struggles or the dual

economy of possessive elites and dispossessed lower classes, I argue that the united

CANs made the uprising possible and their posterior atomisation made the coup

inevitable. The only way the military could find their way back into martial rule was

through the division of a networked opposition.

Breakthroughs, Shortcomings and the Way Forward

Aside from the enunciated substantive findings, I expect to have met the

theoretical, methodological and substantive challenges put forward in the introduction.

As an alternative to the agent-structure dichotomy I proposed studying the dynamics of

collective action; as a solution to the quantitative-qualitative divide, I deployed a set of

methods and techniques, which combine qualitative and quantitative data; and to ward

off the Western bias on the topic selection, I focused on collective action the Middle

East and North Africa Region.

When it comes to the general and specific contributions of my research, I’d like to

stress: epistemologically, the case made for a relational perspective on social

phenomena; methodologically, the triangulation of methods, with an emphasis on social

network analysis; and substantively, the evidence pointing to the relevance of Collective

Action Networks, which has the potential to bring about a new integrated vision on the
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combined processes of interconnecting agents and changing structures. This line of work

could be used to explore the dynamics of important social phenomena, from the spread

of ideas to the ebb and flow of political conflict, the success and failure of social

mobilisations or even the rise and fall of regimes, nations and empires. As for the

“Western bias,” it is my belief that it lies more in the eyes of the beholder than in the

hands of the researcher.

Concerning the thesis’ shortcomings, I list them both as weaknesses and

opportunities to expand the current research. Five relevant shortcomings and respective

ways to overcome them in future studies come to mind: 1) single case-study; 2)

international context; 3) timeframe; 4) SNA methods and techniques; 5) technology and

mobilisation.

1. As we have seen, I qualified the Egyptian revolutionary situation as a crucial case-

study. However, I did not include comparative cases. Due to the used methods, which

involved extensive fieldwork research and intensive data collection procedures,

validation through the analysis of other cases studies and replication is possible, but

necessarily cumbersome. Besides replicating my study and validating its findings,

employing similar research designs to comparative studies and/or single case-studies

could provide new and relevant academic insights to the fields of collective action,

political conflict, democratisation and authoritarianism.

2. A related drawback is the absence of the international context in my analysis of

the unfolding events and networks, a subject that, with a few exceptions (M.

Abdelrahman, 2011; Blaydes, 2010), has deserved scarce scholarly attention. Egypt is an

authoritarian state, but not an isolated political unit. Both the collective actors at the

bottom and the state actors and power elites at the top, have international connections.

While these interactions can be important to understand democratisation progresses

and setbacks, they deserved short-shrift in this study. Future expansions of this research

shall include the analysis of the international dimension.

3.  As  previously  mentioned,  this  thesis  had  a  clear  timeframe  (2000-2011)  that

necessarily excludes the analysis of the post-revolutionary (after the downfall of the

dictator) period, including the events leading to the 3 July 2013 coup d’état. This is both

a shortcoming and a methodological imperative. On the one side, it does not allow me
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to draw scientifically informed conclusions about unfolding events; on the other side, it

is my firm belief that good academic practice advises against studying unfolding events.

This is more evident in the case of inherently unstable and transient phenomena, such

as revolutions. In the short-term, I intend to extend the analysis, at least until the 2013

coup d’état and consequent inception of a power arrangement with some degree of

permanence. Beyond this point, it is important to collect data, but I maintain that we

should refrain from using it to study current events.

4. Regarding the method and, in particular, the social network analysis techniques,

I identify two flaws, which shall be addressed in future iterations of this research: non

exploration of homophily mechanisms and limited affiliation network analysis. The first

was the result of an analysis that concentrated on frequencies of co-occurrence, rather

than on (normalised) structural patterns that could reveal collective preferences and/or

trends (Borgatti & Halgin, 2011, p. 422). Performing this analysis will, I believe, produce

even more robust findings regarding the structural evolution of the Collective Action

Network.  The  second  refers  to  the  fact  that,  even  though  I  use  two-mode  “raw

networks”, the analysis was based on one-mode projections thus losing some of the

information that could be extracted from a very rich dataset. This is related to the

research questions and methodological limitations. On the one hand, overall structural

evolution over time was a broad enough puzzle to monopolise the analytical curiosity

and resources. On the other side, SNA techniques and measures beyond one-mode are

still limited and the ones suitable for dynamic analysis only recently have started to

deliver on their theoretical promises. The field of social network analysis is in permanent

evolution and some of  the latest  advances could be used to analyse my dataset.  For

example, with time tagged data, which includes three types of nodes (events, actors and

issues), it is easy to envisage the employment of innovative techniques, such as

Relational Event Modelling (Stadtfeld & Block, 2017) or “tripartite analysis of agency”

(Christopoulos, Diani, & Knoke, 2017).

5. Finally, my data, both the quantitative and the qualitative, is not sufficient to put

to rest the much-vexed question of the “internet uprisings”. Once again, the educated

guess , informed in equal parts by data and common sense, points to the idea that the

affordances of technology were not more important for these uprisings than they were
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in other historical contexts. On this matter, I have already discussed in the introduction

of  this  thesis  that  academic  research  frequently  drifts  away  into  some  sort  of

technological determinism (Heilbroner, 1967, 1994). In my opinion, the problem stems

from considering technology as something exterior, rather than intrinsic, to society. The

internet determines the way we communicate, but it is not, until proven otherwise, a

determinant of action. The importance of technology should be seen as an integral part

of the social formations and duly inserted in its historical context. Political pamphlets

and newspapers were a strategic element as a “collective organiser” of the Russian

revolutionaries (Lenin, 1961, p. 22), but the 1917 Bolshevik revolution was not the

“political pamphlet” revolution. Likewise, it was found that magnetic cassette tapes

were instrumental during the Iranian Revolution of 1979 (Mowlana, 1979), and yet that

event  did  not  go  down  in  history  as  the  “small  media  revolution”.  Social  network

websites and microblogging platforms were used as communication tools in the context

of the 2011 Arab uprisings, but these were not “Facebook” or “Twitter” uprisings (Aday

et  al.,  2013).  People  and  contentious  actors,  in  particular,  do  use  the  affordances  of

technology to communicate and organise, but there is nothing truly revolutionary about

that fact. Unless our focus is on communication and information circulation (idem),

affordances of technology belong more to the domain of historical givens than to that

of scientific findings. As demonstrated in my thesis, the Egyptian revolutionary situation

had little to do with technological determinism. It happened because of an the emerging

collective action network, which had been staging protest events for many years, finally

converged in the streets of Egypt, united by one chief purpose: take down Mubarak.

In terms of future directions, not just for this thesis, but for internet-based research

as a whole, I think tackling the “dual-world” problem is a critical task. The online and the

offline are either artificially connected through idle extrapolations or treated as

mutually exclusive black boxes. A prospective reconciliation of both perspectives will

have to pass by bridging methods that allow us to study audiences, interactions and,

most importantly, impacts. In this sense, face to face interviews could be essential to

explain internet dynamics, while collecting data on online social networks could prove

vital to understand offline mobilisation. Disciplinary and methodological cooperation, as

opposite to scientific entrenchment, is the way forward.
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A – Guidebook

Procedural Manual and Project Memo

Protest Event Analysis in Non-Democratic Regimes:

Pre- and Post-Revolutionary Egypt

Hugo Leal

(European University Institute)

Introduction

This Guidebook35 intends to provide a framework for Protest Event data collection,

management and analysis in non-democratic regimes. It is an attempt to ascertain the

best methods of aggregating scattered information about protest activities and

converting it into structured data capable of being analysed both by human and machine

interpreters.

The  need  for  such  a  manual  arises  from  the  fact  that,  with  notable  exceptions

(Beissinger, 2002), no systematic and systematised practices of Protest Event Analysis

(PEA) exist for authoritarian or hybrid systems. Despite the quantitative dominance of

non-democratic regimes over the majority of the world’s population and countries

(Economist Intelligence Unit, 2013, p. 2), the most consistent and referenced studies

conducted to date have been limited in terms of geographical and political scope, taking

35 It is not a codebook proper, but a document that describes and explains the predicaments,
options and procedures related to collection and coding of data without focusing too much on the
codes. The actual codesheet, which will appear as an appendix in a more systematised form, is an
implementation of these guidelines.
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as  their  object,  for  the  most  part,  Western  democracies  (Kriesi,  1995;  Soule  &  Earl,

2005).

Most academics were caught off-guard and are still at odds with the popular

mobilisations coming from authoritarian polities in the MENA region, but the

appropriate methods to study the phenomenon were already in place and available to

the community. We only lack concrete research guidelines and procedures to

supplement the previously existing tools. My goal is to build upon earlier works on PEA

(Beissinger, 2002; Franzosi, 1987; Koopmans & Rucht, 2002b; Kriesi, 1995; Schrodt,

2012; S. G. Tarrow, 1989) and adapt the conceptual groundwork and technical know-

how to gather data and grasp the events happening in non-democratic regimes.
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I. Definitions

In the context of the research employing this guidebook, protest events are all

politically, economically and/or socially motivated contentious actions having as a

reference or taking place in a given non-democratic (authoritarian or hybrid) regime,

with a specific target and an identifiable goal.  The  primary  objective  of  the  data

collection and coding procedures is to build a dataset in order to conduct PEA, a method

that “has been developed to systematically map, analyse, and interpret the occurrence

and properties of large numbers of Protests by means of content analysis” (Koopmans

& Rucht, 2002b, p. 231).

Notwithstanding the fact that, in the context of the current project, the guidebook

is  being  used  to  collect  and  structure  data  about  protests  in  Egypt,  it  was  originally

conceived to be employed across a wide spectrum of non-democratic polities.36 This

negative classification (based on absent instead of existing characteristics) intends to

ward off the diligent and occasionally passionate controversy about the typology and

measurement of political systems by including under the same umbrella all political

entities that do not qualify as full (or flawed) democracies.

It seems undisputable that there is more diversity across the non-democratic than

inside the democratic spectrum. Non-democracies are a  complex continuum, ranging

from all kinds of political hybridity (Ekman, 2009) , like “pseudo-democracies” (Diamond,

2002; Levitsky & Way, 2002) to “closed authoritarianisms” and outright totalitarianism.

This scale reveals a (de)gradation pattern concerning the quality of the polity, which

should be perceived as a mere variation on the same shared tone: what all these regimes

make evident, both to the lay observer and the academic expert, are their true non-

democratic colours. The term intends to encompass, although not in an exceedingly

rigorous way, all undemocratic strains, particularly authoritarian and hybrid regimes.

36 By polity I mean any politically organised (different from recognised) unit with a certain
degree of autonomy and self-government within defined (even if contested) boundaries. In this
sense, it is not necessarily a national, sovereign nation. It can be a state, a region within the federal
state or a federation of states.
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Qualifying political systems is never a straightforward issue because no two are

exactly  alike,  so  it  becomes  more  of  an  observed  practice  than  a  theoretical

conceptualisation. In any case, there is a great deal of literature on the subject and more

or less agreed upon definitions. Regarding authoritarianism, the classic one was legated

to political science by Juan Linz: “political systems with limited, not responsible, political

pluralism, without elaborate and guiding ideology…[neither] extensive nor intensive

political mobilisation…and in which a leader...or a small group exercises power within

formally ill-defined limits” (Linz, 2000, p. 159).

Hybrid regime became a scientific category on its own merit and many definitions

have been attempted. The lowest common denominator is the combination of

democratic and authoritarian features within the same political system (Diamond, 2002;

Ekman, 2009). Evidently, we reiterate that there is a considerable degree of variation

between both poles and we have many shades of hybridity. But, at the very least, we

can establish that they all incorporate relevant authoritarian characteristics, such as

military or religious oversight, mitigated by top-down political concessions, like electoral

acts or fluctuating degrees of toleration towards individual and collective freedoms.

Having affirmed my conceptual grounds and for the single purpose of enumeration,

a PEA research project using this guidebook should take as a framework, within the non-

democratic category, the authoritarian and hybrid regime types. The annual editions of

the “Democracy Index” produced by the Economist Intelligence Unit can be used as a

reference source (Economist Intelligence Unit, 2013). It ranks countries according to an

index that divides the analysed political entities in four categories: two comprising

democracies, full or flawed, and other two non-democratic regimes, namely

Authoritarian and Hybrid37.

37 The  EIU  provides  a  clear  definition  for  those  regime  types,  based  on  fairly  objective
indicators with emphasis on the freedom and fairness of elections. The “Democracy List” report
defines these concepts as follows: Authoritarian: “In these states state political pluralism is absent
or heavily circumscribed. Many countries in this category are outright dictatorships. Some formal
institutions of democracy may exist, but these have little substance. Elections, if they do occur,
are not free and fair. There is disregard for abuses and infringements of civil liberties. Media are
typically state-owned or controlled by groups connected to the ruling regime. There is repression
of criticism of the government and pervasive censorship. There is no independent
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Finally, by regime and using Charles Tilly’s definition, which emphasises the

relational dimension, I mean “repeated, strong interactions among major political actors

including a government” (Tilly, 2006, p. 19).

This guidebook is particularly useful when the research design uses PEA to reveal

networking patterns among protesting agents during the collected protests within the

chosen regimes. The variables were built to make possible the combination of methods

and techniques. In this case, the protest event collection will be used as the basis for

PEA and Social Network Analysis (SNA).

II. Procedures

A) Data Collection

For future and past reference, describing the concrete steps of data collection is

essential. Out the several possible information sources and after a selective process of

test and evaluation, news aggregators are found to be generally more reachable (easy

to access), stable (available over a considerable time-frame) and reliable (including

credible sources). Among the existing News Aggregators, LexisNexis Academic is a fitting

option (others, like Factiva or European Media Monitor would be equally valid choices).

We need to understand that news aggregators, like LexisNexis, are nested

environments made up of resources within resources. There is a plethora of options that

we can choose from, but, based on previous findings and studies, it was decided to use

wire services rather than the whole resource universe. More specifically, after

conducting several tests controlling for false positives, duplication and overlapping

results, this project uses the newswires of four international agencies and services:

judiciary.”(Economist Intelligence Unit, 2013, p. 28) Hybrid: “Elections have substantial
irregularities that often prevent them from being both free and fair. Government pressure on
opposition parties and candidates may be common. Serious weaknesses are more prevalent than
in flawed democracies--in political culture, functioning of government and political participation.
Corruption tends to be widespread and the rule of law is weak. Civil society is weak. Typically,
there is harassment of and pressure on journalists, and the judiciary is not independent.” (idem).
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Associated Press, Agence France Press, Xinhua and BBC Monitoring. Within LexisNexis

Academic environment, the procedures are the following:

1- Navigate to the main page of LexisNexis Academic and under “Academic Search”,

insert the search string:

protest! OR demonstration OR demonstrator OR strike w/25

Egypt!+AND+DATE>=mm/dd/yyyy+AND+DATE<=mm/dd/yyyy

Decomposing the string, this means that we look for the terms: “protest” and all its

inflections (e.g. protests, protesters, protesting) or “demonstration”, “demonstrator”,

“strike” (including the respective plurals) within 25 words38 of the word Egypt in any

news report of the selected news agencies and services, in the defined date interval (in

figure  1:  between  January  1,  2000  and  December  31,  2000  using  a  simplified  search

string).

Figure 1: LexisNexis Academic Search String

2- Select “Advanced Options” (see Figure 2) just below the search bar and define

date interval and sources (Associated Press, Agence France Press (English and French);

Xinhua and BBC Monitoring). The search results are limited to 2000, so we should take

38 This process was fine-tuned to optimise the results. In the conducted tests, above 50 words increases
the number of false positives and below it leaves out relevant results.
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advantage of this forced restriction and extract information in manageable chunks:

yearly or monthly when the protest wave starts to reveal itself or even weekly, during

protest peaks.

Figure 2: Advanced Options Panel (Date and Source Selection)

3- On the Search results page, perform choose the following adjustments: Show:

“List”; Sort: “Oldest to Newest”; Duplicates: “On: High Similarity” (to remove the most

obvious duplicates)
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Figure 3: Tweaked results page

4- On the upper right corner (floppy-disk icon), click download documents. On the

pop-up page (Figure 4) leave the default options and insert in the “Add a brief note” box,

either the permanent link (if that option appears on the results place) or a durable link

(do NOT copy-paste the address bar URL) carved out of the original search string using

the LexisNexis “Subscriber Tools” (http://www.amdev.net/lna_bookmark.php).  In  the

case of our example, the durable link would be:39

http://www.lexisnexis.com./hottopics/lnacademic/?verb=sr&csi=10903,10857,109

03,10857,138211,8076,8078,10962&sr=(Protest!+w/25+Egypt!)+AND+DATE>=

01/01/2000 +AND+DATE<=12/31/2000

39 The link is different from the one appearing in the address bar, which is neither permanent
nor durable.
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Figure 4: Download Documents page

5- Finally we download the file and use it to manually extract the variables chosen

for the research project.
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B) Variables

The variables/attributes are divided in three broad categories: Protest Event,

Participants and Reaction. Here we present the logical rather than the sequential

categorical arrangement. The actual coding order of the variables can be found in the

“Protest Event Codesheet” (Appendix II)

Protest Event

1. Date40 (ev_year; ev_month; ev_day)

News reports are often precise about dates and timelines, so we should search the

text for clear references. For example, it is rather common for a report to start with a

clear timestamp, such as “today”, “yesterday” or “tomorrow”, which turns the date field

calculation into a rather straightforward task (future events with a date reference ARE

coded). Absent precise text references, the main source for the event date is the date

of the report. This leads to a number of different scenarios: i) if the text doesn’t mention

any date, we adopt the report’s date; ii) if the text reference is not precise, we use the

news report as baseline and deduct the exact or approximate date. Examples and rules

for date deduction (or text to date translation):

- Days and Weeks: “a few” or “a couple of days ago” translates as t-2 (date of the

report minus 2 days). All reports indicate the weekday on top so if the text mentions a

weekday, such as “last Monday”, deducting the day is easy; when in doubt use:

http://www.arc.id.au/Calendar.html; “last/next week” translates as t+-7 (date of the

report plus/minus seven days), “early/beginning of (last/next) week” = Monday,

“late/end of (last/next) week = Friday;

- Months and Years: “last/next month” as t+-30 (report date plus/minus one month),

“earlier/beginning of last/this/next month”= 1st. “late/end of last/this/next month =

28th; “last year” as t-365 (report date minus one year);

40 The established practice is to distinguish between the article and the event dates. However, with
online news sources or databases this difference is negligible and thus the coder should include only the
event date.
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iii)  in  case  the  text  is  even  vaguer,  we  should  try  to  determine  as  accurately  as

possible the year and month of the event (day is less important). Consequently, if the

report mentions seasons or periods, we adopt the following rules:

-  Seasons:  “Last/this  winter”  =  month  of  January  (day  of  the  report);  “Last/this

spring” = month of April (day of the report); “Last/this summer” =   month of July (day

of the report); “Last/this autumn” = month of October (day of the report);

- Periods: “Beginning of the year” = month of January; “middle of the year” = month

of June; “end of the year” = month of December; If the article alludes to “Ramadan”, we

code the formula: current Ramadan date plus 11 calendar days/year passed (reference

months: 2000 = December; 2004 = October; 2005 = October; 2006 = October; 2007 =

September; 2008 = September; 2009 = September; 2010 = August; 2011 = August).

2. Location

“Location” is divided according to relevance and spatial criteria. The objective is to

create a coding procedure that follows the traditional structure of the news article. First,

the specific “protest site” is identified and then the coder proceeds from the biggest to

the smallest territorial unit (decreasing level of abstraction)

2.1. Site (ev_site): Descriptive attribute identifying the concrete place where the

event occurred. It should always be a territorial unit smaller than the variable

city/locality described below (see point 2.4). In the eventuality of an online protest, we

code the specific website, platform, social network group page, etc.

2.2. Country (ev_country): In this case, it is Egypt by default. Egyptian related actions

occurring in other locations should be coded resorting to their English language

morphology and, when in doubt, to the ISO-3166-1 Alpha 3 list of country codes.

2.3. Region/Governorate (ev_region): If not mentioned explicitly in the source, it

can be extrapolated and included. For Egypt, the list of governorates is in accordance to

the ISO 3166-2:EG list.

2.4. City/Locality (ev_local): Name of the locality, which has to be a territorial unit

bigger than site but smaller than region. Cities, towns, villages are good examples.
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2.5. Scope (ev_scope): Still within the spatiality array, scope is the first interpretative

category in the sense that the coder has to assign a non-written attribute to the news

report. Accordingly, based on the event description, the coder should be able to decide

if the action scope goes beyond borders (transnational) or if it is instead national,

regional or merely local. Here location is not the determinant factor: a demonstration

next to the Egyptian embassy in London demanding democratic elections in Egypt can

be “national” in scope, whereas a demonstration against the war in Iraq occurring in

Cairo can be “transnational”. The topic and general making of the event provide the best

clues to define its scope.

3. Orientation (ev_orient): lists the general political orientation of the event. The

main  purpose  is  to  assess  the  stance  of  the  protesting  actors  towards  the  ruling

authorities and define where they fall in the pro-government/anti-government

spectrum.

4. Duration (ev_dur): This refers to the number of days over which an event takes

place. The minimum unit of time is 1“day”. If the duration is reported in hours, these

should be rounded to days (1 hour = 1 day; 23 hours = 1 day; 25 hours = 2 days; 44 hours

= 2 days; etc). Likewise, if the duration is reported in weeks, months or even years, these

should be converted to the corresponding number of days (1 week = 7, 2 or “a few” or

“a couple of” weeks = 14; 1 month = 30; 1 year = 365).

5. Protest Form (see Table 1)

The general class “Protest Form” is one of the most important attributes of the

coding procedure due to its analytical potential. For this reason, we divide it into 2

categories: strategy and specific action form. There are “cutting points” regarding the

differentiation of protest events, i.e., the decision to code a single or several protests.

We adopt the following boundary specification: if there are two or more different action

forms (ev_form) in the same protest, we code each action form as a separate event (e.g.

a peaceful demonstration that turns into a riot is coded as two protest events and not a

single one); protest events clearly delimited by time (different days or even in the same

day, but with discernible intervals) ought to be separated. Likewise, protests happening

in different locations are treated as separated. Finally, “chains of actions”, i.e., a protest

event comprised of several continuous but different actions, are coded as a single unit
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unless there is a significant change of the strategy or action form. In any case, all action

forms within the same protest are coded.

4.2. Strategy (ev_strateg): Type of strategy employed during the event according to

the perceived or reported level of contention. With the exception of the more

conventional protest action “strike”, included in the dataset due to its salience in the

Egyptian repertoire of collective actions, the strategies are indexed by increasing degree

of intensity, from pacific to violent (see table I): Declarative, Demonstrative,

Confrontational, Violent. It should be stressed that, being one of the first attempts to

conduct PEA in non-democratic regimes with limited or no freedom of expression, this

codebook defines public statements and declarations as a protest act. Moreover,

typically, in authoritarian regimes contentious actions are illegal, highly controlled or

violently repressed. Hence, the legality or illegality of a protest event can be conceived

as a proxy for the protesters’ strategy: defiant attitude vs complying behaviour, but it

should never be perceived as a value judgment. If the article is explicit about the illegality

of the action, we use that qualification to gain more information about the overall frame

of the event and not to qualify it as such. Regarding violent events, the protest is only

coded as such if that strategy is ostensibly used by the protesters; conversely, if the

security apparatus initiates or instigates violence, the event is coded as non-violent.

4.3. Form (ev_form):  It  is,  in  a  way,  a  sub-category  of  the  event  strategy  and

comprises a comprehensive list of action forms (see table I), which intends to cover the

spectrum of specific methods used by protesters.

4.3.1. Online Event: due to the increasing relevance of digital activism, it is very

important not to neglect the events taking place over the internet. Online protests are

included as a subset of the category Event Form. As coding every individual contentious

act or website would not be feasible, online events are only included in the dataset when

they are a part of a broader chain of events or provoke a wide and/or observable impact.

In that case, we code all the variables associated with the protest event, plus:

4.3.1.1. Digital activism (cyber): A dummy variable indicating if the event being

coded happened online. A positive answer allows us to link the online and the offline

activities within the same protest or campaign, for example.
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4.3.1.2. Digital activism form (cyber_form):  It  categorises  the  type  of  digital

contentious  action:  Social  Media  Event;  Online  Boycott;  Blog  Campaign  and/or

Institutional Website; Online petitioning/Letter-writing/Emailing; Cyberattack.

4.3.1.3.. Digital activism platform (cyber_plat): Name of the specific platform used

(e.g. Facebook, Twitter, etc)

5. Motives

The motives for a protest event are directly related to a triggering fact or sequence

of facts to which the contentious actors attach a corresponding demand or goal. The

first is the underlying reason of the event, whereas the latter is the supervening claim.

5.1. Claim (claim_desc):  This  attribute pretends to reveal  the stated cause of  the

protest event. It is a descriptive (text) variable, but the coder should be as succinct as

possible, preferably not using more than 3 words (max 5). For example, if an article

reports that a group of residents from a certain locality protested against the continuous

power outages in their houses, this should be coded as claim_desc: “Against Power

Cuts”.

5.2. Issue (issue_gen; issue_cat1,2): framing objectives and goals of the protest

following a nominal list of general and specific categories of issues (See Table IV: Issue

List Code Sheet). We include 8 general issues (issue_gen): International, Civil, Political,

Economic, Labour, Territory and Environment, Provision of Services and Utilities, and

Various Social issues. These are subsequently subdivided in about 80 specific categories.

We code more than one issue (max 2) providing that they do not belong to the same

general category. For example, if one event is coded as 404 (“anti-privatisation”), we

won’t include another one within the 400 range (Economic Rights and Issues), such as

405 (“Markets/Finance/Banking Affairs”). The running assumption is that these issues

are naturally and highly correlated to begin with and no relevant insight would come out

of pooling them together in an analysis. Here the exception are the issues belonging to

one of four different sub-categories within the “Civil Rights” general category (1: codes

201 to 207; 2: 210; 220; 230; see Table IV). The diversity of the sub-categories included

under this variable justifies this choice.
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Every time a report mentions two or more issues belonging to two different general

categories, they should be coded as issue-cat1, the most salient, and issue-cat2, the

second most relevant. For example, considering the same insue_cat1 404, if the report

attributes another category of issues to the protesters, such as demands for general

elections, we should add the specific category issue_cat2 301 (“Right to vote/Free and

fair elections”), which belongs to the general category 300 (“Political Rights and Issues).

6. Target

The target is the addressee of the protest, i.e., the person, body and/or institution

taken by the protesters as reference of action. In some occasions, the target might not

be directly related to the protest goal but just a proxy or approximate interlocutor. For

example, when a group of residents protest against a government's incapacity to solve

an issue in front of the governorate's office, the target is both the local governorate and

the national government. We code up to three targets per protest event, but the coder

should avoid extrapolations and stick to the reported information.

6.1. Name (targ_name): Specific name(s) of the target(s).We code all target names

mentioned in the news report, separating each one with a comma.

6.2. Target Type (targ_type1,2,3): Target type according to the frame of reference:

National government/authorities, Local authorities, Police, Military, Judiciary, Business,

University/School, Political Group, Religious group, Ethnic group, Foreign State,

International Organisation, Other.

6.3. Sector (targ_sector):  Economic  sector  of  activity  of  the  main  target:  Public,

Private, Social/Nonprofit, Other.

Participants (see Table II)

By participants we mean both the organisers and the ones who attended the protest

event according to the available sources. Due to the variety and complexity of actors,

we split this variable in further categories in order to maximise the information, not only

about the protests but also about the protesters:
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8.1. Number of Participants (rep_numb): The reported number of participants is a

numerical value based on the information provided by the source. It is usually a very

straightforward piece of information, but If there is no precise quantitative estimate, we

use a words to numbers conversion table (See Table III).

8.2. Group Overlap (group_cross): For the concrete project at hand, which uses co-

attendance at protest events as a proxy for networking, this is one of the most important

categories. The coder should check if more than one group is mentioned in the report

and code them accordingly.

8.3. Participants Name (actor_name): We include the names of ALL participant

groups mentioned by the source.

8.4. Participants Type (actor_type1,2,3,4,5) The contentious agents are aggregated

in larger group/organisation types, separated by levels nested within the defined

categories. We code up to five participating actors. At the first level we have: Party or

Political Group, Union, Occupational Groups and Professional Organisations, Religious

Group, Civil Society Organisation/Social Movement Organisation (CSO/SMO),

Communitarian (organised but not organisational agents of protest, i.e., groups of

people without formal affiliation and/or membership).

8.5.1. Party or Political Group:  If,  at  the  first  level,  a  Party  or  Political  Group  is

identified as a participant organisation, we should try to add the information relative to

its ideological orientation as a categorical variable: Radical Left/Socialist/commmunist,

Centre-Left/Social Democrat/Liberal Left, Nationalist Left, Centre-Right/Liberal-Right,

Religious-Liberal, Religious Right, Far-Right/Supremacist, Other (see Table II)

8.5.2. Unions If the report mentions a Union, we should look for its type: Official

Trade Union/Federation or Independent Trade Union/Federation.

8.5.3. Occupational Groups and Professional Organisations:  If  we  code  this

category we should try to be more specific and identify which of the 14 sub-categories

in the code sheet apply (see Table II).

8.5.4. Religious Groups: This general category can be further specified and coded as:

Muslim, Christian, Jewish, Other
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8.5.5. CSO/SMO: This refers to the mention of Civil Society Organisations and/or

Social Movement Organisations on the news report. Like the other general categories,

we should try to pinpoint the kind of CSO/SMO using the 9 specific (sub)categories.

8.5.6. Communitarian/Social Groups: Communitarian participation is a category

resulting from the aggregation of individual actors according to stated or deducted

shared features. It is an indicator of a “mode of coordination” (Diani, 2015) that doesn’t

have a formal organisation as driving force. The list is vast and goes from Residents of a

neighbourhood to Immigrants or Prisoners (see Table II for complete list).

Reaction

This variable indicates the presence/absence of repression by the security

apparatus, including police, military and mercenaries (hired guns and goons, e.g.,

baltagiya). It's coded as a Yes/No categorical dichotomous variable in its 4 dimensions.

Besides this, when available, the number of arrested, wounded and dead shall be

included.

9. Repression (repress): Yes/No. To confirm repressive (re)action, the reports have

to state the use of “police gear” (bats, tear gas, water cannons, arms); deployment of

special forces, military or mercenaries; and/or limitation of personal freedoms (body

and identity checks, house searches, assembly ban). Furthermore, we code the

existence and number of arrested, wounded and dead:

9.1. Arrested (arrest; arrest_numb)

9.2. Wounded (wound; wound_numb)

9.3. Dead (dead; dead_numb)
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References

- Source (ref_source): Absent sampling, the source is codified having as a reference

a list of previously selected news aggregators, online and off line newspapers, websites,

databases and/or other resources.

- Link (ref_link): URL or other resource identifier pointing to the original

article/source

- Other Info (ref_comment): Comments deemed pertinent by the coder

- Coder (ref_coder): Identification of the person responsible for the specific entry.

- Code (ref_code): Unique code identifier of the specific event.
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Table I: Protest Events Code Sheet

ev_strateg ev_form
100: Labour Action 101: Strike

102: Work Stoppage (Wildcat action, Down tools, walk-out, sick-out)
200: Declarative 201: Public declaration/statement of protest (IT IS a protest in non-

democracies)
202: Collection of Signatures/Petitions and Letters

300: Demonstrative 301: Demonstration (Assembly/Rally/March/Parade)
302: Sit-in/Protest Camp/Vigil (non-violent; public space)
303: Performative/Playful/Symbolic Action
304: Other non-confrontational

400:
Confrontational

401: Boycott (political, consumer, student, etc)

402: Heckling/Disrupt private or public institutional procedures
403: Publication of Secret Information
404: Civil disobedience (Public defiance; Tax Resistance)
405: Blockade (road cut, railway cut)
406: Occupation/Break-in/Sit-in (disruptive; buildings; private spaces)
407: Bomb threat
408: Symbolic Violence (harmless: paint, throw objects, non-damaging
action against property)
409: Hunger-Strike
410: Politically Motivated Suicide (including attempted)
411: Other confrontational

500: Violent 501: Riot/Violent Demonstration (initiated by the demonstrators)
502: Property Damage/Violence against buildings
503: Sabotage
504: Arson
505: Physical violence against people
506: Bomb or armed attacks
507: Other forms of violence

999: Missing
Information
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Table II: Participant Codesheet

Variab
le
Name

Categories: Value and
Label

Sub-Categories: Value and Label Description

actor_
type

100: Party or Political
Group

101: Radical Left/Socialist/Communist
102: Centre-Left/Social
Democrat/Liberal Left
103: Nationalist Left
104: Religious Left
105: Centre-Right/Liberal-Right
106: Religious-Liberal
107: Religious Right
108: Nationalist Right
109: Far-Right/Supremacist
110: Other

Ideological orientation of some
Egyptian parties (2000-2011):
Revolutionary Socialists: 101
El Shoiou'i (Communist Party):
101
Al-Tagammu (National
Progressive Unionist): 102
Social Democratic Party: 102
Al-Karama (Dignity Party): 103
Nasserist Party: 103
A'mal (Islamic Labour party): 104
Al-Ghad (Tomorrow Party): 105
Al-Wafd (New Delegation Party):
105
Al-Wasat (Center Party): 106
Freedom and Justice Party: 106
Nour Party: 107
NDP: 108

200: Union 201: Official Trade Union/Federation
202: Independent Trade
Union/Federation

Type of Union

300: Occupational
groups and
Professional
Organisations

301: Farmers/Fishermen groups and
organisations
302: Civil Servants/Bureaucracy (Non-
Union)
303: Private Workers (precarious,
indep., non-union)
304: Shopkeepers/Artisans and street
vendors
305: Drivers/Transportation Workers
306: Journalists and Media orgs.
(Including bloggers).
307: Education professionals and orgs.
308: Student Groups and organisations
309: Intellectuals and experts’ groups
(including artists)
310: Employers/Small Business orgs.
311: Judges groups and associations
312: Lawyers groups and associations
313: Medical Professionals & Health
groups & associations
314: Police and security forces groups &
associations
315: Others

If occupational org, which?
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400: Religious Group 401: Muslim
402: Christian
402: Jewish
404: Other

Religious affiliation of the group

500: CSO/SMO 501: Youth Organisations
502: Opposition/Pro-democracy groups
and organisations
503: Anti-War/Peace movement
organisations and groups
504: Solidarity and human rights
organisations
505: Environmental organisations and
groups
506: LGBT organisations and groups
507: Women's organisations and groups
508: Elderly/Pensioners organisations
and groups
509: Other CSOs/SMOs

600: Communitarian
/Social Groups

601: Residents (of a neighbourhood…)
602: Families and Relatives
603: Ethnic minorities (e.g. Bedouins)
604: Migrants and/or Refugees
605: Consumers/Costumers/Users
606: Unemployed
607: Youths
608: Football Fans/Ultras
609: Prisoners/Inmates
610: Disabled/Patients
611: Individuals
612: Others

Informal aggregates: If
communitarian, aggregated
category of the main actors

999: Missing
information
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Table III: Text to numbers conversion

Variable Article Text Value

rep_numb

Several, some, a few, a couple, small group 5

Dozens, a number of, a group 50

Hundreds 500

Thousands, scores of 5000

Tens of thousands 50000

Hundreds of thousands 500000

Millions 5000000



332 | P a g e

Table IV: Issue List Code Sheet

Variable Name Categories (general) Categories (specific)
Issue_cat1&2

100: International Issues 101: Pro-Palestinian/Anti-Israel
102: Anti-Capitalist/Imperialist/Globalisation
103: Anti-US
104: Foreign State(s) and/or citizens
105: International Organisation and/or their personnel
106: Conflict/War/Intervention in the Middle East and
North Africa (general)
107: Iraq War
108: People in transit related questions (airport, border
control, refugees, touristic, pilgrims, etc)

200: Civil Rights and Issues 201: Freedom of Expression and Assembly
202: Freedom of Association (Civil Society Groups and
Organisations)
203: Press Freedom
204: Women's Rights, Anti-Harassment and Sexual
discrimination
205: Patient's and Disabled's rights and treatment
206: Senior Rights
207: Victim's Rights
210: Justice, Repression and Abuses
- 211: Police violence/torture/brutality/murder
- 212: Military abuse
- 213: Judicial Action/Unlawful Detention/Cruel
Punishment (e.g. death penalty)
- 214: Enforced Disappearance/Kidnapping
- 215: Prisoner's rights and conditions
- 216: Emergency Law/Curfew
- 217: Lawlessness/Demands for Justice or security
220: Religious Freedoms and issues
- 221: Rights of Copts (Christian minority; Egypt specific)
- 222: Rights of Muslims
- 223: Rights of Jews
- 224: Sectarian tension and conflicts (only when 2 sides
are clearly poised against each other, either addressing
or confronting each other directly)
230: Minority Rights and issues
- 231: Xenophobia and Racism (ethnic, immigrants,
refugees & asylum seekers)
- 232: Interests of Regional/Ethnic minorities (e.g.
Bedouins in Sinai)
- 233: LGBT issues
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300: Political Rights and
Issues

301: Right to vote/Free and fair elections
302: Freedom of Political Association (organisations,
political parties, etc)
303: Political persecution
304: Abusive/Unfair legislation
305: Demands for governmental intervention/new
legislation
306: Claims of Electoral Fraud
307: Nationalist mobilisation
308: Political Resignation (e.g. Presidential Succession)
309: Self-determination (regional secession,
independentist causes)

400: Economic Rights and
Issues

401: Economic & Welfare policies (general)
402: Energy (Oil and gas policies and prices)
403: Agriculture Policies
404: Anti-privatisation
405: Markets/Finance/Banking Affairs
406: Taxes
407: Price increases in goods and services (other than
energy)
408: Budget Allocation/Public Subsidies

500: Labour Issues 501: Working Conditions, Contracts and Employment
Security
502: Right to unionise, strike and collective bargaining
503: Salaries and payments
504: Employment and Right to Work
505: Unemployment, Dismissals, Layoffs and factory
closure
506: Informality & Subcontracting

600: Territory management
and Environment

610: Urban Issues and Policies
611: Infrastructure and Planning (roads, bridges,
districting, etc)
612: Traffic regulations and accidents
613: Property issues, housing and evictions
(displacement and dispossession)
620: Rural issues and Policies
621: Land Issues (appropriation, expropriation)
622: Agriculture matters (e.g. access to irrigation water,
farming, livestock)
630: Environmental Issues
631: Public/Private construction projects (dams, power
plants, etc)
632: Soil, landscape and/or heritage protection (soil
contamination, historical sights protection, etc)
633: Pollution, air and water quality

700: Provision of Services
and Utilities

701: Water, Gas and Electricity (Supply and outages)
702: Basic Sanitation
703: Solid Waste and garbage disposal
704: State/local services and administration
(mismanagement/inefficiency)
705: Public Transportation
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800: Various Social Issues 801: Corruption
802: Poverty/Social Justice
803: Education and training
804: Public Health issues and concerns
805: People displacement, deportation or expulsion
806: Cultural issues and behaviours (costumes and
customs: e.g. Scarf bans/obligations; drinking,
pornography, etc)
807: Anti-violence/Terrorism
808: Consumer rights & protection
809: Sports related issues

999: Missing/Unreported
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B – List of Interviews

“Hannah”, University professor, personal communication, Cairo, 25 June, 2012

“Firas”, Student, personal communication, Alexandria, 13 August, 2012

“Tareek”, Civil Servant, personal communication, Alexandria, 14 August, 2012

“Ayman”, Small business owner, personal communication, Sinai, 15 April, 2013

“Mido”, Driver, personal communication, Sinai, 18 April, 2013

“Amir”, Muslim group, personal communication, Sinai, 18 April, 2013

 “Adel”, NGO political economist, personal communication, Cairo, 16 October, 2014

George Ishaq, Founder of Kefaya, personal communication, Cairo, 19 October, 2014

“Seif”, Socialist activist, personal communication, Cairo, 20 October, 2014

“Sara”, NGO director, personal communication, Cairo, 27 October, 2014

“Mona”, NGO worker, personal communication, Cairo, 27 October, 2014

Abdullah, CSO leader, personal communication, Tunis, 27 March, 2015

Bilal, CSO leader, personal communication, Tunis, 27 March, 2015

“Ahmed”, Muslim Brotherhood, personal communication, Tunis, 3 April, 2015

Rached Ghannouchi, Ennahdha, personal communication, Tunis, 4 April, 2015

“Omar”, Muslim Brotherhood, personal communication, Cairo, 10 April, 2015

“Mahmoud”, Muslim Brotherhood, personal communication, Cairo, 10 April, 2015

“Nawal”, university professor, personal communication, Cairo, 12 April, 2015

“Mohamed”, Muslim Brotherhood, personal communication, Cairo, 14 April, 2015

“Wael”, youth movement activist, personal communication, Cairo, 16 April, 2015

Alaa Al-Aswany, writer, personal communication, Cairo, 18 April, 2015

“Mona”, Filmmaker, personal communication, Cairo, 19 April, 2015

“Samir”, Socialist activist, personal communication, Cairo, 21 April, 2015
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“Malik”, Socialist activist, personal communication, Cairo, 21 April, 2015

“Badr”, centre-left party, personal communication, Cairo, 22 April, 2015

“Hakim”, artist, personal communication, Cairo, 23 April, 2015

 “Amr”, Muslim Brotherhood, personal communication, Cairo, 24 April, 2015

“Karim”, Muslim Brotherhood, personal communication, Cairo, 24 April, 2015

“Youssef”, Muslim Brotherhood, personal communication, Cairo, 24 April, 2015

 “Khaled”, Muslim Brotherhood, personal communication, Cairo, 24 April, 2015

“Ahmad”, Muslim Brotherhood, personal communication, Cairo, 24 April, 2015

“Amal”, Wasat Party, personal communication, Cairo, 24 April, 2015

“Fatma”, University professor, personal communication, Florence, 31 May, 2015
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C – General Questionnaire for Personal Interviews

I- Questions for participating actors (e.g. activists)

1. There were always protests in Egypt against the authoritarian regime. Why did

they fail to mobilise the rest of the Egyptian society in the past? What and when did that

change?

1.1. Causes: What were the main causes for the dissatisfaction and protests

(overall/from your organisation point of view)?

1.2. Issue relevance: Do you see a common issue? (Pro-democracy?) Or a plurality

of issues?

1.2.1. Which issues would you identify as being the most central?

2. What were the most relevant organisations/people during that period (can

mention categories as well)?

2.1. Intra-organisation: Contribution of your movement/sector/organisation to the

mobilisation

2.1.1. How did it emerge? It was in the making for quite some time. What was the

process?

2.1.2. What were the main currents and the main disagreements (main factions and

fractions?): generational gap, ideological differences, religious?

2.1.3. Eventual splits/offshoots.

2.1.4. How did the coordination take place?

2.2. Inter-organisation:  Real network acting together or just scattered protests that,

at some point, provoked a tipping-point?

2.2.1. How did the coordination take place?

2.2.2. Role of the different actors.

3. Looking back, which were the decisive moments of the last decade?
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3.1. Could you pinpoint the events or campaigns that, in your opinion, set the tone

for the movement?

3.2. Concerning 25 January, 2011 and the 18 days that followed. Which

arrangements were made for that day that you are aware of (either by your organisation

or others)?

3.2.1. Who led the charge and, eventually, the people to take the square and then

stay for weeks and months?

3.2.2. How was the planning and the coordination inside and outside the square?

3.3. Violent or Nonviolent uprising?

4. Post-revolution:

4.1. How do you explain the hatred towards the instigators?

4.2. Do you think the Egyptians identify with the goals and the people who

promoted the revolution?

4.3. Intellectual vanguard? (I interviewed many individuals, who happen to be from

a certain strata) Selection bias or an elite driven uprising that seems to be ahead but

also distanced from the rest of the population?

4.4. What happen to this informal network after the revolution, the so called pro-

democracy movement?

4.4.1. Did the institutionalisation fail?

4.5. Deep State. Egypt is prone to conspiracy theories, but both from the MB and

the revolutionary camp there is the idea that the ministries of interior and defence

(secret services and the military) were acting behind the curtains to sabotage the Morsi

government, on the one side, and promote demonstrations on the other. What do you

think of this?

4.6. Role of the bureaucracy, military, business elites and foreign actors

4.6.1. What do you make of the Tamarood movement?

4.6.2. Was the 3rd of July a coup or just another act of a revolutionary process?
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4.6.3. You are a life-long advocate for religious freedom. What do you think of the

way the Egyptian authorities are dealing with the MB?

4.7. Do you see conditions to re-enact the same kind of broad coalitions?

II- Questions for Experts (e.g. academics and researchers)

1. How come nobody (but a few, like you/X/Y) saw it coming?

2. As an economist/researcher/expert what factors do you identify as decisive for

the mobilisation?

3. Economy.

3.1. The economic weight of the military (deep state?)

3.2. How do you classify the regime regarding its socioeconomic policies?

3.3. The power of the Muslim Brotherhood and the contradictions of being, at the

same time, with the workers in the opposition and against them in their factories. They

had a neoliberal economic agenda and a socially conservative stance.

3.4. Incapacity to meet the growing expectations of the people that increase at a

faster pace than the economy or people’s needs.

4. How do you perceive the mobilisation? A continuation of the labour struggles;

something new that emerged on the last decade; or a somewhat spontaneous moment

in 2011?

4.1. Could you identify the decisive points? The starting points are optional (last

decade, 90’s, etc)

4.2. Role of the different actors.
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D – Hypotheses Cheat Sheet

Longitudinal Dynamics

· H1: The collective actions performed along the first decade of the twentieth

century formed protest waves shaped by mobilisation spirals that transformed the

contentious landscape.

Opportunity Structures

· H2a: Egyptian collective actors used some political opportunities opened by the

regime, such as elections, to mobilise and protest.

· H2b: External events were used as reasons or incentives to mobilise.

Repression

· H3a: There was a linear relationship between repression and protests, with low

levels of contention coinciding with the absence/excess of coercion and increased

contention happening at moderate levels of repression;

· H3b: Even in a context of high coercion levels, certain episodes of repression

backfired thus assuming the form of transforming events and/or generating

eventful protests.

Repertoires of Contention

· H4a: The regime and its security apparatus will appear as prominent targets.

· H4b: Transgressive demands dominated the Egyptian contentious landscape.

· H4c: The collective actors used mostly flexible repertoires introducing tactical

innovations;

· H4d:  Contention  action  was  permeated  by  multiple  issue  categories  and,  at  a

certain point, converged towards demands for political resignation.
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Spatiality of Protests

· H5a: Protests were spread all over the country.

· H5b:  Continuous  expansion  of  the  limits  and  nature  of  protest  spaces  with  a

gradual transition from secluded spaces to the public space.

Network Complexification

· H6a: Collective Action Networks did emerge in Egypt between 2000 and 2010.

· H6b: The 25 January revolutionary situation was the product of a previously

existent complex Collective Action Network.

Network Configuration

· H7a: Segmented network reflecting a divided opposition sector;

· H7b: Star-shaped network dominated by a highly central group or organisation.

· H7c: A broad oppositional coalition assuming the form of a polycephalous or

mixed network.

Positions and Roles across the Network

· H8a: Civil Society Organisations occupy a central position, putting the promotion

of civil rights and issues at the centre of the Egyptian contentious landscape;

· H8b: Workers had an influential role in the Egyptian opposition.

· H8c: Muslim groups and organisations were just free-riders.

Issue Articulation

· H9a: The Egyptian opposition networks mobilised on the street, fundamentally,

for freedom and political rights and can thus be classified as a pro-democracy

movement.

· H9b: Economic hardship was the main focus of the collective actors mobilising in

Egypt.

· H9c: The Egyptian opposition network was a “negative coalition”.


