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Chapter 1

Introduction

Burned cars, broken windows, and trash swirling underneath empty overpasses.
It's mid-day and scorching hot in the Egyptian capital, Cairo. Close to two
million people are protesting in the middle of Tahrir Square. Somewhere on the
horizon, Ancient Egyptian pyramids stand but cannot be seen because the air
is hazy from smoke pouring out of a burning government building — a building
headed by Hosni Mubarak and his National Democratic Party (NDP). The Nile
River flows nearby, and a sense of urgency is palpable as the sound of sirens
and roaring crowds are both distant and near. On side-streets and alleyways
near the square, masked protesters are throwing Molotov cocktails at security
forces who are shooting back with rubber bullets. In spite of the government
instilling a curfew, hundreds of people are dying each day as continuous
clashes are taking place near Tahir Square and elsewhere throughout Cairo.
Street cameras, mobile phones, and journalists with professional video cameras
are recording protest-state interactions that are part of a revolutionary tide of
dissent. The windows of police stations are broken and dozens of buildings are
burning. Its Spring in 2011 — a year that will go down in history as one of
revolution and the “Arab Spring.”

In less than a span of two weeks, protesters successfully lit the presidential
building of long-reigning President Mubarak on fire, and to the surprise
of many, the incumbent leader stepped down. Power was handed over to
Egypt’s Armed Forces Council, which resulted in the formation of a military
junta. Political instability would ensue for two years after. Mohamed Morsi of
the Muslim Brotherhood gained electoral supremacy and attempted to curb
democratic mechanisms in the constitution, which led to the formation of
more mass protests and an eventual coup. Several massacres of protesters
occurred in 2013, and Egypt experienced another revolution. Leading up to the
Arab Spring, the country of Egypt had experienced nearly half of a century of
poor democratic performance and a number of adverse socio-economic
outcomes. According to the Polity IV data set (Marshal & Gurr, 2013), Egypt
scored no higher than a -6 on its 20-point (-10 to +10) ranking until the year
2006, when the score optimistically crept up to a -3. After 2013, the score went
back downwards, and at the time of writing this book, Egypt remains in the
authoritarian classifications across different data sets on democratic performance.

If one is to glance back at the history of this fascinating region, they will
quickly observe that similar processes of collective action and state repression
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also arose during periods of political instability and violence. In 1919, Egypt
was experiencing a period of colonization by the British Empire, who, in the
1880s, used its army and superior naval forces to install a pro-colonist government.
This took power away from Ottomans in Egypt and its surrounding areas. The
British carried out different measures to set up an economically friendly regime
and ultimately safeguard the strategic importance of the Suez Canal. Until the
uprising of 1919, the British kept a tight grip on Cairo — Tahrir Square was
dominated by British armed forces and military barracks were set up nearby
along the Nile River. After the start of WWI, a number of nationalist political
elites in Northern Africa demanded that the British ease their grip on
governmentality in the region. This was accompanied by the formation of
independence movements in both Egypt and Sudan. In March of 1919, close to
1,000 people were killed as riots arose and protest-state interactions ensued
throughout Cairo and nearby villages. British security forces responded with
severe forms of repression, which temporarily reinstalled order, and the
political status quo was upheld for the time being (Kitchen, 2015). By early
1922, however, Egyptians won their independence.

Two millennia prior, another set of colonial rulers displayed a show of force
towards native Egyptians. In one of the longest reigning dynasties of Ancient
Egypt — the Ptolemies were headed by ethnic Macedonian rulers who gained
power over most of Egypt in 305 BC (alongside Alexander the Great). Through
15 different rulers, the Ptolemies governed Egypt until 30 BC. Their aims were
not much different than other colonizers, as they sought to squeeze “every drop
of profit out of their territory, regardless of the consequences” (Wilkinson, 2010,
p. 318). The Ptolemies placed a significant land tax across the lower part of
Egypt and a harvest tax on the upper. They charged local elites fees for holding
office, and village scribes were coerced to pay commissions for basic services
(Wilkinson, 2010, p. 318). This led to great economic production, but native
Egyptians eventually revolted by 245 BC. In response, the Ptolemies carried out
severe repression which lasted more than three decades. By 16 BC, a rebel
leader was victorious over state forces. He took over Thebes and was named the
new pharaoh. Meanwhile, however, many in the South did not agree with those
in the North, which led to a civil war (Wilkinson, 2010, p. 319). Political
instabilities of this sort ensued until the downfall of the Ptolemaic regime just
before the new millennium.

The commonality inherent to all of these incidents is that they are marked by
processes that feature different dynamics and mechanisms of state repression.
History has shown us that regardless of the type of ruling structure that is in
place in a given polity, incumbent leaders will draw upon their police, security
forces, or armed forces to deal with opposition who challenge their reign. In
modern times, agents of the state are contracted to state institutions and
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usually are directed by the incumbent leader or executive branch. When dissent
arises from members or groups belonging to a populace and the political status
quo is threatened, rulers will utilize their protective services and agents to deal
with these threats in a law-like fashion. Davenport (2007) referred to this empirical
pattern as a law of coercive responsiveness, which is defined as follows, “when
challenges to the status quo take place, authorities generally employ some form
of repressive action to counter or eliminate the behavioral threat; in short,
protest-state interactions are empirically marked by a “Law of Coercive
Responsiveness” (Davenport, 2007, p. 7).

The law of coercive responsiveness is applicable to non-institutional forms of
dissent and protest — it tells us that when protesters challenge a political status
quo, agents of ruling structures will respond with repression to protect their
incumbency and political interests. These dynamics most commonly tend to
arise within the territorial jurisdiction of a state. Incumbent leaders order their
agents to carry out repression in order to offset current protest mobilization,
the occurrence of future (and presumably larger) threats, and in some instances, to
send a signal to would-be challengers that order must be upheld and preserved.
Over the last two centuries of history, the law of coercive responsiveness has
come into play when either spontaneous or organized collective action has
been publicly applied by civilians to challenge a political status quo. This has
happened on local, regional, state, and federal levels (Anisin, 2019). As Koopmans
(1997) noted, "the confrontation between protesters and repressive authorities
is the most visible, concrete, and spectacular form of state-movement interaction"
(Koopmans, 1997, p. 149). Yet even in light of the identification of this law, we
still know little about what transpires after it manifests empirically. What
impact does state repression, especially severe bouts of repression, have on
socio-historic change?

Aggregated Data on State Repression

Scholarly research on state repression and protest has made vast advances over
the last two decades. Part of this can be attributed to the general tendency of
social science to shift to more data-oriented approaches to inquiry and to the
explosion of what many refer to as “big data.” We are now in the age of
information, and there exist more publicly accessible facts, figures, and
statistics than ever before at any point in human history. More data sets on
armed conflict and political violence continue to be produced year in and year
out; scholars are accessing archives, media reports, government reports, and
direct video evidence of protest, collective action, state repression, human
rights violations, civil wars, wars between states, and other types of violence to
code observations into publicly accessible data. Data sets are nowadays widely
available to access for the public free of charge. Not only do these developments
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