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Abstract 

Unprecedented levels of state violence against the Muslim Brotherhood and its 

widespread acceptance by Egyptians following the July 2013 military coup have been 

under-examined by scholars of both critical security studies and Middle East politics, 

reflecting implicit assumptions that state violence is unexceptional beyond Europe. 

This article explores how the deployment of such levels of violence was enabled by a 

securitization process in which the Egyptian military successfully appropriated 

popular opposition to Muslim Brotherhood rule, constructing the group as an 

existential threat to Egypt and justifying special measures against it. The article builds 

on existing critiques of the Eurocentrism of securitization theory, alongside the 
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writings of Antonio Gramsci, to further refine its application to non-democratic 

contexts. In addition to revealing the exceptionalism of state violence against the 

Muslim Brotherhood and highlighting the important role of nominally non-state actors 

in constructing the Muslim Brotherhood as a threat to Egypt, the article also signals 

the role of securitization in re-establishing authoritarian rule in the wake of the 2011 

uprisings. Thus, we argue that securitization not only constitutes a break from ‘normal 

politics’ but may also be integral to the reconstitution of ‘normal politics’ following a 

period of transition. 

 

 

Introduction 

This article deploys securitization theory to understand the unprecedented levels of 

state violence in Egypt following the military’s ousting of Egypt’s first democratically 

elected president, Mohammed Morsi, in July 2013, and, in particular, the massacre by 

security forces of over 800 civilians (and possibly as many as 1000) on 14 August 

2013 with minimal domestic outcry and opposition. Challenging realist assumptions 

that security ‘is something more than a natural response to a self-evident threat’ 

(Nunes 2012: 346), the Copenhagen School has advanced the notion of securitization 

as the discursive construction of an issue or an entity as an existential threat, enabling 

the application of ‘exceptional’ measures outside of the normal political process, if 

such a construction resonates with a ‘significant audience’ (Buzan et al 1998).  

However, the application of securitization theory beyond its traditional Eurocentric 

domain raises important questions about what constitutes ‘normal politics’ versus 

‘exceptional measures’ in non-democratic contexts (McDonald 2008, Aradau 2004), 
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and the degree to which the theory is limited by its ‘Westphalian straitjacket’ 

(Wilkinson 2007). In line with other authors, this article posits that securitization 

theory is applicable in non-Western contexts, subject to refinements; namely, the 

conceptualization of ‘special politics’ not as a break from democratic politics but 

rather as a break from the rules that non-democratic regimes depend upon to govern 

(amongst others, Vuori 2008, Holm 2004); and, the rejection of a Eurocentric-model 

of state-society relations (Wilkinson 2007), which assumes that civil society is 

autonomous from the state.   

The article begins by discussing securitization theory and its applicability to the 

Egyptian context. First, it examines what precisely constitute ‘the rules’ under an 

authoritarian regime, drawing on the Gramscian concept of hegemony to understand 

the institutional, ideological and social embeddedness of authoritarianism. The article 

argues that a ‘break from the rules’ occurs when rulers deviate from the ‘authoritarian 

bargain,’ thereby rendering state violence unacceptable in the eyes of a critical mass 

within society, as occurred in the run-up to the 25 January 2011 uprising. Second, in 

order to clarify the relevant actors and their respective roles in the securitization 

process, the article explores the definition of state and non-state actors in non-Western 

contexts, utilizing the Gramscian concept of civil society in order to conceptualize the 

blurred lines between these categories.  

Following this, the article delineates the securitization process that culminated in the 

August 2013 massacre. First, it draws attention to the important role played by non-

state actors in constructing the Muslim Brotherhood as a threat to Egypt and, thus, 

paving the way for the rehabilitation of the military as a legitimate securitizing actor, 

following its huge loss of popularity in the post-Mubarak period. This process 

effectively enabled the military to launch a coup against former President Morsi on 3 
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July. In this respect, the article demonstrates the instrumental role of civil society in 

the securitization process, as well as highlighting the difficulties of distinguishing 

between state and non-state actors or indeed, co-opted and independent actors vis-à-

vis the state.  

Second, it analyses two key speeches by the military that successfully appropriated 

the already existing anti-Muslim Brotherhood discourse as well as elements of the 

demands of the 25 January 2011 uprising. These speeches can be conceptualized as 

‘securitizing moves’ that sought to justify the use of exceptional measures against 

deposed president Morsi and his supporters. In particular, General Abdel Fatah El-

Sisi’s 23 July speech, calling on Egyptians to give the military ‘a mandate to fight 

terrorism’, and the subsequent mobilization of Egyptians on 26 July, provided crucial 

political cover for the Rabaa and Nahda square massacres on 14 August.    

Finally, the article considers the role of this successful securitization process in 

normalizing and institutionalizing new levels of state violence and repression, which 

have been used beyond the Muslim Brotherhood, targeting youth activists, civil 

society organizations, trade unionists and critics of the Sisi regime (Hamzawy 2017, 

HRW 2017). In this respect, the securitization process can be understood as central to 

efforts to re-establish authoritarian rule in the wake of the 2011 uprisings. Thus, the 

article argues that securitization not only constitutes a break from ‘normal politics’ 

but may also be integral to the reconstitution of ‘normal politics’ following a period of 

transition. We conclude with reflections on what the case of Egypt may contribute to 

theorizing securitization in non-Western contexts, as well as what securitization 

theory can contribute to understanding the establishment and maintenance of 

authoritarian regimes. 
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Securitization in Non-Western/Non-Democratic Contexts 

Securitization theory has mainly developed through its application to case studies 

from Europe (Bilgin 2011: 401) and, consequently, there has been considerable 

debate over whether and how securitization theory can be applied to non-Western 

and/or non-democratic contexts. The primary objection made to using securitization 

theory in authoritarian contexts is the distinction between ‘normal’ and ‘exceptional’, 

whereby it is assumed that ‘exceptional’ measures constitute a departure from the 

norm of deliberative liberal-democratic politics (Aradau 2004, Browning and 

McDonald 2011, McDonald 2008, amongst others). If securitization is understood as 

‘a means of moving certain issues beyond the democratic process of government’ 

(Vuori, 2008: 65), then how can it apply to states where democratic processes do not 

exist or are weak? A related question is whether securitizing actors in non-democratic 

contexts are even obliged to seek societal consent for their actions or whether they 

simply can rely on coercion.  

Questioning the applicability of securitization theory in non-democratic contexts 

assumes that authoritarian rule is arbitrary and despotic, reflecting long-standing 

orientalist tropes about non-European countries (Sadowski 1993). In Egypt, like 

several other states in the Middle East region, the post-independence state has enjoyed 

widespread powers of control and surveillance enforced by a robust coercive 

apparatus (Bellin 2004). Moreover, the emergency law, which was in place almost 

continuously between 1967 and 2011, gave state authorities wide powers to detain 

and prosecute citizens.1 Yet, state violence has not been used in an arbitrary fashion – 

at least not until the later period of Mubarak’s rule. Moreover, one cannot understand 

the longevity of authoritarian regimes like that of Egypt through the prism of coercion 

alone. Whilst the state’s coercive apparatus and use of repression has undoubtedly 
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contributed to the maintenance of authoritarianism over decades, nonetheless, 

prolonged coercion entails high costs to regimes. Rather, successive regimes have 

primarily relied upon a number of non-coercive practices to govern, including 

institutional arrangements, economic inducements, as well as ideology. Therefore, as 

Juha Vuori argues, rather than viewing ‘special politics’ as a break from democratic 

politics, ‘special politics’ should be understood as a break from the rules that non-

democratic regimes depend upon to govern (2008: 69). In this respect, the 

‘depoliticizing effect’ of securitization, whereby an issue is moved from the arena of 

‘normal politics’ to that of ‘special politics’, should be understood in relative terms, 

and ‘therefore can be observed in both democratic and undemocratic societies’ 

(Greenwood and Waever 2013: 486).  

We suggest that Antonio Gramsci’s concept of ‘hegemony’ allows us to further 

conceptualize the rules by which authoritarian regimes govern beyond liberal 

democratic modes of citizenship. According to Gramsci, any dominant class exercises 

power not only through mechanisms of coercion, such as the police, military and the 

legal system, but also through consent, using a variety of non-coercive means, 

including political institutions, economic/material benefits and culture (Gramsci 1971: 

258). In order to be successful, hegemony must appear to be in the interests of wider 

society and not only those of the dominant class (Gramsci 1971: 161). In post-

independence Egypt, one of the most important elements of regime hegemony has 

been an ‘authoritarian bargain’ between rulers and ruled, in which citizens have ceded 

political and civil freedoms in return for social welfare and other economic benefits, 

such as job security and subsidized essential goods and services (Ayubi 1995, 

Heydemann 2007, Pratt 2007a, Sadiki 1997). Mass organizations, political parties, 

elections and parliaments have also served to co-opt political opponents (amongst 
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others, see, Ayubi 1995, Blaydes 2010, Brownlee 2007, Lust-Okar 2005, Posusney 

and Penner Angrist 2005, Schlumberger 2007). Ideologically, post-independence 

regimes have successfully garnered legitimacy by portraying themselves as the 

guarantors of Egyptian sovereignty and national progress against both internal and 

external threats (for example, see Pratt 2004, 2005 and 2007b).  

The ability of regimes to use repression has been dependent upon winning consent 

amongst citizens. First and foremost, as Terry Eagleton argues, ‘the coercive 

institutions of a society … must themselves win a general consent from the people if 

they are to operate effectively’ (1991: 114). Alongside this, regimes have generally 

deployed coercion within the parameters of the authoritarian bargain, rather than 

arbitrarily, targeting repression against those, mainly political opponents, who have 

attempted to change the terms of the bargain by challenging the regime’s political and 

ideological supremacy. In this regard, the Islamist movement has been viewed as the 

greatest threat by Egyptian regimes and, thus, it has experienced the lion’s share of 

state violence. Under the regime of Gamal Abdel-Nasser, the Muslim Brotherhood 

was proscribed and hundreds of its members were imprisoned, with some tortured and 

executed (Mitchell 1969/1993: 105-162). The regime portrayed the organization as a 

lackey of feudalists and colonialists, threatening to destroy the progressive nationalist 

gains of the Egyptian ‘revolution’ of 1952 (ERTU 1965, Mitchell 1969/1993: 126-

127). When Anwar Sadat came to power in 1970, he allowed the re-emergence of the 

Muslim Brotherhood as a counter-balance to supporters of the former president 

(Ayubi 1993: 56). Yet, following sharp criticism of Sadat’s peace treaty with Israel, 

the authorities arrested over 1500 individuals, mainly Islamists, but also secular 

nationalists and leftists, provoking an Islamist militant to assassinate the president in 

1981 (Ayubi 1993: 57). Under the regime of Hosni Mubarak, the Muslim 
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Brotherhood was tolerated, although not legalized. It was allowed to operate within 

the political system, contesting parliamentary elections, as well as standing for 

elections to the boards of professional syndicates (El-Ghobashy 2005, Rosefsky 

Wickham 2013). However, in response to the Brotherhood’s electoral success and 

popularity, the regime moved to contain the organization, periodically arresting its 

members and even trying some before military courts (Rosefsky Wickham 2013). The 

Brotherhood were also targeted as part of the state’s wider crackdown against violent 

Islamist groups during the 1990s (HRW 1995, 1996; Kienle 2001: 93-96).2 

Historically therefore, large-scale state violence and, in particular, the use of lethal 

force, in post-independence Egypt, whilst violating international human rights laws, 

was not indiscriminate within the terms of the ‘authoritarian bargain’. 

However, in the run-up to the 2011 uprising, police repression became more arbitrary 

and wide-ranging (Abdelrahman 2017, Al-Nadim 2002, 2006, Kandil 2012, Rashed 

2016). This coincided with the introduction of neoliberal economic reforms after 

1990, which led to the withdrawal of the social and economic benefits underpinning 

the post-independence ‘authoritarian bargain’, provoking social unrest amongst 

workers, farmers, and even the once quiescent middle classes (Abdelrahman 2014). 

Moreover, there was evidence that this level of repression was increasingly viewed as 

illegitimate by sectors of the population (Ismail 2012). Bloggers began highlighting 

the torture and sexual abuse perpetrated in police stations and many victims spoke out 

about their experiences. The spark that lit the fuse was undoubtedly the murder of a 

young, middle-class man, Khaled Said, who was brutally beaten to death by police 

officers in the middle of the street in June 2010. Photos of his mutilated and broken 

face circulated on social media, provoking widespread outrage. A Facebook group 

titled, “We are all Khaled Said” facilitated unprecedented online mobilisation, 
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particularly of digitally active youth, who in turn played a key role in organizing the 

25 January 2011 protests (Chick 2010, Alaimo 2015). The 2011 uprising and the 

willingness of Egyptians to face police violence suggests the extent to which regime 

hegemony had broken down and that the use of state violence was no longer viewed 

as legitimate by large sections of the population. Therefore, whilst authoritarian 

regimes are able to break the rules governing the use of state violence, nonetheless, in 

order for regimes to continue to govern, these ‘special politics’ (Vuori 2008) must be 

seen as legitimate by a critical mass within society. Against this back-drop, we posit 

that securitization theory enables a detailed exploration of the process through which 

state violence became relegitimized after July 2013. 

 

Blurred boundaries between state and societal actors under authoritarian regimes 

A second question concerning the applicability of securitization theory in non-

Western/non-democratic contexts relates to the common assumption that securitizing 

actors are state elites and that there is a clear divide between state and non-state actors 

(Wilkinson 2007). Such assumptions may be traced to Western political thought, 

which posits civil society as an autonomous realm distinct from the state, acting as a 

check on state power (Cohen and Arato 1992). However, scholars have shown that 

under authoritarian regimes, the boundaries between state and civil society are often 

blurred (Ottaway 2004, Shah 2008) and the latter may lack the independence of their 

Western counterparts, due to restrictive laws and regulations, civil society-state 

patronage networks and the corporatization of interest groups that may serve to 

bolster authoritarian regimes (Lorch and Bunk 2017). Similarly, the literature on civil 

society in the Middle East highlights the sector’s lack of independence, its historic 

politicization and the ‘uncivil’, indeed authoritarian tendencies amongst many civil 
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society actors (Zubaida 1992, Norton 1994, 1995, Abdelrahman 2002). Indeed, a 

more nascent literature has introduced the concept of ‘civil society coups’ in which 

governments have been able to co-opt non-state groups to support a military 

intervention (Encarnación 2013, Dorman 2013).  

Nonetheless, whilst civil society in the Middle East (and other authoritarian contexts) 

may not resemble or behave like civil society in Western democracies, nonetheless, it 

is important not to reproduce orientalist discourses that essentialize non-Western 

societies as inherently despotic, blaming the absence of a European-style civil society 

(Sadowski 1993). Historically, there are many examples of non-state groups in the 

Middle East challenging oppression and demanding justice and rights, including 

constitutional movements, human rights organizations, feminists and even religious 

actors (amongst others, Chalcraft 2016, Norton 1995 and 1996, Pratt 2007a, Waltz 

1995). The 25 January 2011 Revolution was enabled by the existence of a network of 

civil society activists, which had emerged following a decade of contentious anti-

regime activism (Abdelrahman 2015, Beinin 2014). The 2011 uprising gave further 

impetus to the growth of civil society, with large numbers of Egyptians sustaining a 

high-level of mobilization over many months in order to hold to account Egypt’s post-

Mubarak rulers and to expand civil freedoms.   

Therefore, civil society includes a range of types of organizations that cannot be 

easily categorized into state/non-state or co-opted/independent. It is perhaps more 

useful to conceptualize civil society, in line with Antonio Gramsci, as a space in 

which both the state and non-state actors engage and interact (Hardig 2015: 1134; see 

also Gramsci 1971: 262). For Gramsci, civil society is not only comprised of actors 

and institutions but constitutes a sphere through which the ruling classes attempt to 

establish their hegemony in order to rule through consent (Femia 2001; see also 
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Ayubi 1995, Pratt 2007a, Hardig 2015). Hence, civil society is organically linked to 

the state, rather than being autonomous, and should be viewed as a key terrain upon 

which the battle for the legitimacy of a ruling regime, including its security practices, 

is fought. In Egypt, the post-2011 period witnessed an intense struggle within civil 

society, culminating with the July 2013 military coup and the ousting of former 

president Mohamed Morsi, as the next section explores.  

 

The Securitization of the Muslim Brotherhood: 2012-2013 

How is it that such spectacular levels of state violence after July 2013 came to be 

widely accepted by Egyptians? This section explores the process of securitizing the 

Muslim Brotherhood, which culminated in the use of lethal force against supporters of 

former president Mohammed Morsi, including the massacres of 14 August 2013. We 

trace this episode of securitization back to the narrow victory, on 30 June 2012, of 

Mohammed Morsi, in Egypt’s first free presidential elections.  Whilst the 

Copenhagen School has conventionally focused on the role of security elites in 

designating threat (McDonald 2008), we demonstrate that the major protagonists in 

the construction of the MB as a threat were not official elites but a range of nominally 

non-state actors in civil society—youth activists, women’s rights and human rights 

advocates, opposition political parties, artists, journalists, writers and media 

personalities—who eventually coalesced around the ‘Tamarod’ [rebel] campaign. As 

the following discussion will show, some of these actors were supportive of the army 

but many were both anti-military and anti-Morsi, seeing either option as a threat to the 

aims of the 2011 revolution. This section will demonstrate that irrespective of their 

level of co-option, the combined discourses of these different sectors of civil society 

created a ‘window of opportunity’ for the military to rehabilitate itself as a legitimate 



 

 12 

securitizing actor, providing an enabling context for the 3 July 2013 coup and, in turn, 

the August massacres and other episodes of lethal force against supporters of deposed 

president Mohammed Morsi.  

The period between Morsi’s election and his ousting was marked by ongoing 

opposition and protests, which became increasingly violent over time. There is little 

doubt that many of the criticisms against Morsi’s rule were warranted. He pushed 

through a constitution drafted by a controversial constituent assembly, failed to reach 

out to the opposition in the face of growing polarization, used Mubarak-era tactics to 

stifle media criticism, oversaw ongoing violations by security personnel, including the 

use of disproportionate violence against protesters and torture of detainees. He failed 

to stem hate speech and sectarian attacks against Copts and other religious minorities 

and to present a coherent vision to address Egypt’s economic crisis and demands for 

social justice (Abou-El-Fadl 2013). More broadly, the Muslim Brotherhood 

demonstrated political opportunism throughout the post-Mubarak transition process, 

siding with the military against popular demands for more deep-seated political 

transformations. They assumed that they would be able to take control of the state by 

replacing the existing personnel, underestimating the entrenched networks within state 

institutions and the strength of their antipathy towards the MB, supported by Saudi 

Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, who feared the regional repercussions of the 

rise to power of the organization (El-Sherif 2014).    

However, the ways in which many of these criticisms were articulated operated to 

demonize Morsi and the Muslim Brotherhood as an exceptional threat to Egypt. In 

this regard, a range of actors drew upon long-standing historical tropes, dating back to 

the days of the regime of the Free Officers, portraying the Muslim Brotherhood as 

essentially untrustworthy, secretive, violent, treasonous and antithetical to modern 
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politics (for example, see Mitchell 1969/1993). For example, one of the most 

influential critics of Morsi was satirist Bassem Youssef, whose show El-Bernameg 

[The Show] was the most watched programme in the history of Arab television. In 

one notable episode, Youssef launched a pointed attack against Islamists as 

‘merchants of religion’, thereby implying that the group exploits Islam for their own 

narrow interests. His show thrived on mocking the Muslim Brotherhood as well as 

ordinary Egyptians who supported Morsi’s government (Fisher 2014). More widely, 

supporters of Morsi and the MB were often called ‘sheep’ by their opponents, 

suggesting that they were unthinking followers who merely did what they were told 

by the MB leadership (for example, Shiulke 2012; Carr 2013a). Another commonly-

levelled accusation against the Muslim Brotherhood was that they were seeking to 

‘Brotherhood-ize’ (ikhwana, in Arabic) the state, that is, to impose their hegemony 

over state institutions, implying that the organization was threatening the ‘true’, 

authentic character of the Egyptian state (Shahine 2012; Abdel-Baky 2013a).   

Criticisms of the presidency increased notably after Morsi issued a constitutional 

declaration on 22 November 2012, appointing a new public prosecutor and giving 

himself what were regarded by many as excessive powers by making presidential 

decrees immune to judicial oversight (Associated Press 2012). Whilst Morsi claimed 

that these measures were necessary to protect the revolution and transition to a 

constitutional democracy, he was accused of appointing himself as ‘Egypt’s New 

Pharaoh’ (Spencer and Samaan 2012). Amr Hamzawy, a liberal member of the 

dissolved parliament and prominent intellectual described Morsi’s regime as an 

‘absolute presidential tyranny’ and claimed that ‘Egypt is facing a horrifying coup 

against legitimacy and the rule of law and a complete assassination of the democratic 

transition’ (Kirkpatrick and El Sheikh 2012). On 24 November 2012, thirty-five 
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political groups formed the National Salvation Front, an opposition coalition led by 

prominent pro-democracy politicians such as Mohamed el-Baradei and Hamdeen 

Sabahi, as well as supporters of the former Mubarak regime, such as Amr Moussa. 

They called for the president to rescind his decree and demanded a more 

representative constituent assembly. Both the name of this new front, and the sudden 

alliance of groups that had previously failed to work together effectively to contest the 

electoral power of Islamists in the past, communicated a moment of urgency and 

threat. At the street level, Morsi’s declaration resulted in large protests and a sit-in in 

front of the Presidential Palace, which were violently attacked by Morsi’s supporters.   

In response to widespread protests, Morsi annulled the declaration, but insisted on 

proceeding with a snap referendum on the new constitution, despite the failure of the 

Constituent Assembly to reach consensus on a number of key issues, resulting in 

opposition and independent members walking out. The proposed constitution was 

actively opposed by a range of civil society actors, including opposition political 

parties, youth activists, women’s rights and human rights groups and artists. A 

strongly-worded statement from 24 Egyptian human rights organizations expressed 

concern at what they perceived as ‘attempts by the dominant parties within the 

Constituent Assembly to undermine the concept of the modern state and to import the 

Iranian model of the theocratic authoritarian regime in a ‘Sunni mould’’ (Several 

Egyptian Human Rights Organizations 2012). The constitution, which was passed in a 

popular referendum with a 63 percent majority but a low voter turn-out of only 33 

percent, certainly fell short on guaranteeing human rights and women’s rights (HRW 

2012). However, as one observer argued, ‘The 2012 Egyptian constitution is not a 

blueprint for an Islamic state’; rather it suffered from attempts to merely amend the 
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1971 constitution rather than creating a new constitution, due to the political 

considerations of those drafting it (Albrecht 2013).  

The more significant outcome of the constitution drafting process was to further 

exacerbate the tensions between supporters and opponents of the Muslim 

Brotherhood. Anti-government protests became regular occurrences and frequently 

ended in clashes between protesters and security forces and, increasingly, between 

protesters and supporters of Morsi. The private media, mainly owned by former 

regime sympathizers, undertook a concerted campaign to demonize Morsi and the 

Muslim Brotherhood, accusing them of ‘taking over’ the state to pursue their own 

narrow interests, deploying ‘militias’ against anti-Morsi protesters and threatening 

Egyptian identity with their ‘foreign’ attitudes towards religion (Abdalla 2014: 20; 

Elmasry 2013; Yahya 2014). The theme of Morsi’s threat to Egypt was also expressed 

in relation to his foreign policy. His close relations to Qatar were viewed with 

suspicion and rumours were spread in the media that the wealthy Gulf state was 

planning to ‘buy’ the Suez Canal (Ezzat 2013)—Egypt’s most strategic asset and a 

symbol of national pride since its nationalisation in 1956.  

The constitutional crisis was an important turning point and provided the army with a 

window of opportunity to gradually relegitimize itself as a securitizing actor after its 

loss of popularity during its rule between 2011 and 2012. From this point on, the 

military made a number of statements that stopped short of explicitly demonising the 

Brotherhood but sought to re-establish the army as the rightful guarantor of Egypt’s 

security. For example, following the clashes outside the Presidential Palace in 

December 2012, then Minister of Defence Abdel Fattah El-Sisi highlighted the danger 

of polarization and urged dialogue, stressing that the alternative was ‘a dark tunnel 

that will result in catastrophe’ and warning that unless their advice was heeded, ‘the 
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nation as a whole will pay the price’ (Hussein 2012). After the constitutional 

referendum, El-Sisi described the army as the ‘true guarantor of the country’s 

security’ and ‘an integral part of this great people.’ In the aftermath of clashes 

between protesters and police in Egyptian cities along the Suez Canal in January 

2013, in which more than 50 people were reported dead, El-Sisi warned that the 

political crisis ‘could lead to a collapse of the state’ (BBC 2013a). In leaked 

recordings in March 2013, El-Sisi was heard telling air force pilots that ‘the armed 

forces belong to the people alone’, thereby distancing the army from the presidency. 

Meanwhile, Chief of Staff, General Sidqi Sushi, announced that the army was keeping 

‘an eye on what is going on in the country’, assuring the public that ‘if the Egyptian 

people ever need the armed forces, then they will be on the streets in less than a 

second’, clearly signalling that the army was poised to intervene to end the political 

crisis (Ibrahim 2013).  

On 28 April 2013, the Tamarod (meaning ‘rebel’) campaign was officially launched 

with the goal of collecting 15 million signatures by 30 June (the anniversary of 

Morsi’s presidential victory), calling for early elections. It was presented as a 

grassroots initiative, with supporters collecting signatures from ordinary citizens 

throughout Egypt, and was soon endorsed by the National Salvation Front. By early 

June, it claimed to have collected 15 million signatures and was calling for mass 

protests on 30 June (Abdel-Baky 2013b). Mahmoud Badr, the co-founder and 

spokesperson, explained in an interview that, ‘Tamarod was established to bridge the 

gap between the people and the opposition, which failed to win the hearts and minds 

of millions of Egyptians because of the lack of skills to build grassroots support. 

Simply we are the grassroots force of the opposition groups’ (Abdel-Baky 2013b). 

Since then, evidence has emerged that the movement operated with the approval and 
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support of the military and security agencies as well as supporters of the former 

Mubarak regime. Leaked recordings of conversations between Egyptian military 

figures reveal that the group drew funds from a bank account administered by the 

Ministry of Defence and replenished by the United Arab Emirates (Ketchley 2017: 

113), indicating the powerful regional interests also at play. Tamarod also received 

support from the Mubarak-era business elite, and in particular from billionaire Naguib 

Sawiris, who had been pursued for tax evasion by the Morsi government. Moreover, 

in the run-up to the 30 June, the military deployed its forces to the streets, assuring 

Egyptians that they were positioned to protect the protesters and not the government 

(Ketchley 2017: 117-119). However, these links were, for the most part, concealed 

and many revolutionary and anti-military activists, such as the Revolutionary 

Socialists and 6 April Movement, supported Tamarod, viewing it as a means of 

reviving the revolutionary process (Abdel-Baky 2013b, Ketchley 2017: 110). Indeed, 

Tamarod replicated the modes of mobilization of the 25 January 2011 uprising and 

reiterated the goals of the revolution, including justice for those killed by security 

forces since 2011 and dignity for Egyptians, which, according to them, the Morsi 

regime had failed to deliver (BBC 2013b).  

On 30 June, millions of Egyptians heeded Tamarod’s call and went down to the 

streets. Protesters outside the presidential palace were heard calling on the army to 

remove Morsi and chanting ‘the people and the army are one hand’ (Kingsley 2013), 

recalling a key slogan of the 2011 uprising against former president Hosni Mubarak. 

The protests continued over the next few days and calls for the army’s intervention 

grew louder (Carr 2013b). Whilst groups such as the 6 April Movement and the 

Revolutionary Socialists marched for a third alternative to the MB and the army, they 

were outnumbered by the crowds cheering for the military’s intervention (MadaMasr 
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2013a). Some of the support for the army clearly came from ‘co-opted’ actors. Walter 

Armbrust’s examination of the role of Tawfiq Okasha, former NDP member and host 

of the satellite television show Al-Fara’een, indicates the instrumental role of such 

nominally ‘non-state’ actors, in rallying support for the removal of Morsi and the 

return of the military (Armbrust 2013). However, much appeared to come from 

‘ordinary citizens’ who were frustrated with Morsi’s rule (Abdel-Baky 2013b, 

Ibrahim 2013). 

The military moves in 

The stage was thereby set for a military intervention. On 1 July, General El-Sisi 

issued an ultimatum to Morsi to solve the political crisis within 48 hours or the army 

would impose their own roadmap. Then, on 3 July, El-Sisi declared that the army had 

suspended the constitution and deposed the president in order to ‘end the state of 

conflict and division’ and to ‘ensure the construction of a strong and coherent 

Egyptian society which does not exclude any of its members and trends’. El-Sisi 

claimed that the Brotherhood’s rule had led to ‘social divisions and tensions’ which 

represented ‘pivotal challenges and dangers facing the homeland’. According to Sisi, 

President Morsi had refused to enter into a ‘national dialogue’ and had inflicted ‘harm 

on the state’s national and religious institutions’, ‘intimidat[ing] [and] threaten[ing] 

the Egyptian people’ (El-Sisi 2013a). By contrast, El-Sisi affirmed the ‘historic and 

patriotic role’ of the army and reiterated that the military had ‘exerted tremendous 

efforts, both directly and indirectly, to contain the domestic situation and conduct 

national reconciliation’. Alluding to his privileged role as former Director of Military 

Intelligence, he stated that he had ‘on several occasions, presented a strategic 

assessment of the domestic and foreign levels, addressing the most pivotal challenges 

and dangers facing the homeland on the economic, security, political, and social 
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levels’. He reported that he was acting in cooperation with ‘certain political and social 

figures’, referring to the coalition of opposition political parties, youth movements 

and other groups as well as the Coptic Church and Al-Azhar, who stood with the army 

in removing Morsi, thereby emphasizing that the army was not acting in its own 

interests, but with the support of a range of actors all united for the sake of the 

Egyptian nation. Announcing that the army ‘could not turn a deaf ear or a blind eye to 

the calls of the […] the Egyptian people for help’ and was obliged to answer the 

‘demands of the revolution … from all the corners of Egypt’, El-Sisi evoked the role 

of the army in standing with the people against Mubarak during the 18 days of the 25 

January 2011 uprising (El-Sisi 2013a). The success of this televised speech in re-

establishing the military’s legitimacy as a securitizing actor was evidenced by the 

lively celebrations of Egyptians protesting in Tahrir Square (Chulov and Kingsley 

2013).  

In response, supporters of Morsi continued their sit-ins and protests around the 

country. In the days that followed, there were several incidents of the use of lethal 

violence by security agencies against pro-Morsi protesters. Civil society actors 

contributed to justifying this violence through their ongoing demonization of the 

Brotherhood. For example, Ahmed Hawari, a member of the Dostour Party, headed by 

Mohammed El Baradei, said, ‘I wish I could condemn the security forces for using 

excessive force, but I can’t. […] this is not a peaceful demonstration or a political 

action. […] The Brotherhood is not opposing Sisi or the government — it is opposing 

the people. There is no place for [the Brothers] in the Egyptian society unless they 

cleanse themselves’ (Afify 2013). Even media personalities like Bassem Youssef who 

later spoke out against the military, coalesced around a residual hostility to the 

Brotherhood. In a tweet on 5 July, the satirist accused: ‘MB leadership [of] sending its 
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youths to die at army HQs to victimize themselves against the world. Blood for 

publicity. Cheap. #not_a_coup’ (Fisher 2014). 

El-Sisi’s second major speech, also broadcast live on Egyptian television, was made 

during the Military College graduation ceremony on 23 July and was the clearest one 

yet in manifesting the Schmittian politics of ‘enmity, decision and emergency’ 

(Williams 2003: 515). The speech followed days of violence between opponents and 

supporters of Morsi, in which the army and the police had failed to intervene 

effectively. Moreover, the evening before, a bomb attack outside a police building in 

the provincial city of Mansoura killed a police conscript and injured 19 officers and 

civilians, and was described by a government spokesman as ‘an act of terrorism’ 

(MadaMasr 2013b, 2013c; see also EIPR 2014). In his speech, El-Sisi asked ‘all 

honest Egyptians to mass in the streets this Friday’ to ‘give me, the army and police’, 

‘the mandate and order that I confront violence and potential terrorism’ (El-Sisi 

2013b). The general constructed diametrically opposed camps: ‘Honest Egyptians’ 

standing with the army and the police versus the perpetrators of violence and 

terrorism—understood as the Brotherhood and supporters of Morsi. El-Sisi claimed 

that by going to the streets on Friday, Egyptians would show ‘the world their will as 

they have done before’ alluding to the mass demonstrations of 2011 that removed 

Hosni Mubarak from power and reminding protestors of the army’s support during the 

18 days (El-Sisi 2013b). The call for people to mass in the streets to ‘mandate’ the 

army to confront ‘political violence and terrorism’ served to present the special 

measures as the ‘will of the people’ and the army as acting at the behest of this 

popular will.  

Signalling the success of El-Sisi’s speech act, on 26 July 2013, millions of Egyptians 

responded to his request and assembled in Tahrir Square, the symbol of the 25 
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January 2011 uprising, as well as other public squares around the country, in support 

of the army. The ‘day of mandating’ provided the popular and political cover for the 

new regime to crush the Muslim Brotherhood and Morsi’s supporters. On 30 July, the 

cabinet ‘delegated the interior ministry to proceed with all legal measures to confront 

acts of terrorism and road-blocking’, understood as the on-going sit-ins by Morsi 

supporters in Rabaa and Nahda squares (Ahram Online 2013). At daybreak on 14 

August, the police moved to disperse the sit-in sites in an operation that took 

approximately 12 hours and killed at least 817 and possibly more than 1000 (HRW 

2014). This was followed by a series of repressive measures against the Brotherhood 

accompanied by widespread and almost universal condemnation of the organisation 

and its political wings in media circles. Alongside Morsi, leading members of the 

organisation were rounded up and imprisoned. A number were also sentenced to 

death. This violent repression of the Brotherhood was endorsed by a significant 

proportion of the population (Black and Kingsley 2013) and the Brotherhood came to 

be regarded as ‘beyond the pale’ for any possible political reconciliation or 

reintegration into Egyptian political and social life (Morsy 2013). 

 

Securitization and the Renewal of Authoritarianism after 2013  

This section argues that the securitization of the Muslim Brotherhood not only 

enabled the use of exceptional measures against the organization but also functioned 

to re-establish authoritarian rule in the wake of the 25 January 2011 revolution. As 

Joshua Stacher argues, state violence has been essential to the remaking of regimes in 

the post-Arab Spring era (2015). Not only did massive levels of state violence against 

the Brotherhood constitute a break from ‘normal politics’ but this section 

demonstrates how it has also been central to the reconstitution of ‘normal politics’ 
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following a period of transition. In effect, the use of state violence against the 

Brotherhood has paved the way for creating a new ‘authoritarian bargain’ in which 

Egyptians have traded political freedoms--this time for security, rather than socio-

economic benefits.  

As many observers of Egypt have highlighted, since July 2013, the El-Sisi regime3 

has widened the sphere of repression beyond the Muslim Brotherhood to include 

anyone who expresses criticism of the regime, particularly human rights groups, 

journalists and those participating in peaceful protests, such as workers and students, 

including those who were initially supportive of the army’s ousting of Morsi 

(Hamzawy 2017, HRW 2017, Guerin 2018). This repression was enabled by the 

introduction of a raft of new laws and legal amendments in the wake of the summer of 

2013 (Hamzawy 2017). Following the introduction of a law in November 2013 

outlawing protests without a permit, many high profile activists associated with the 25 

January 2011 Revolution were arrested and imprisoned, such as, Alaa Abdel-Fatteh, 

Ahmed Douma, Mohamed Adel and Mahinoor Masry (Soliman and Nour 2016, 

Guerin 2018). In August 2015, after the assassination of the state prosecutor, the 

government introduced a new terrorism law, which included unprecedented measures 

to gag the media and offered impunity for security and military personnel in waging 

their ‘war on terror’ (HRW 2015). As a result, over 400 websites have been blocked 

and journalists have been jailed (HRW 2018). There have been exceptional numbers 

of political prisoners, mass death sentences and dramatically increased numbers of 

enforced disappearance and cases of torture (Amnesty International 2014; Howeidy 

2015; HRW 2017; HRW 2018). The Egyptian Commission for Rights and Freedoms 

documented at least 1,500 enforced disappearances between 2014 and 2018 (cit. in 

Guerin 2018) and seventeen new prisons have been built to accommodate the 
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unprecedented numbers of prisoners (Guerin 2018). In 2017, El-Sisi signed into law 

new restrictions on NGOs that significantly undermine their independence and 

freedom and implicitly criminalize the work of human rights organizations as a result 

of vaguely-worded articles (HRW 2018). Many activists have left Egypt, fearing that 

they would be targeted (Soliman and Nour 2016). Individuals have resigned from 

political parties, which have generally failed to create any meaningful opposition to 

the regime’s increasing authoritarianism (Cox 2016, Hamzawy 2017). The 

institutionalization of such levels of state violence and coercion means public dissent 

has become a high risk activity. Protests—although not completely quashed—have 

become increasingly rare. 

These draconian measures have been justified in the name of protecting ‘the people’ 

from terrorism and safeguarding Egypt’s territorial integrity (El-Sisi 2014). Despite 

the fact that the military and its supporters framed the 3 July coup as the salvation of 

the 25 January 2011 revolution, since then, a narrative has emerged that has recast the 

2011 uprising as a longstanding conspiracy to destroy the Egyptian state. There has 

been an incessant media discourse, promoted by the regime, depicting Egypt to be in a 

state of permanent emergency and the victim of various conspiracies aimed at state 

collapse, perpetrated by the Muslim Brotherhood, Islamist insurgents and foreign 

governments (Abdelrahman 2017: 193, Hamzawy 2017, Shams El-Din 2015). Human 

rights groups, in particular, are accused of acting on behalf of foreign powers to 

undermine the nation. Alongside this, the regime has supported a ‘culture of 

informing’ in which ordinary citizens are encouraged to report suspicions to the police 

(Abdelrahman 2017: 194; Gresh 2014). In January 2018, the Ministry of the Interior 

released a cartoon inciting Egyptian children to bypass their parents and report 

anything suspicious directly to the police (Dahan and al-Mossallami 2018).  
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Although El-Sisi easily secured a second term in office in 2018, nonetheless, he is 

facing growing dissatisfaction and discontent from different sections of the Egyptian 

population over the poor state of the economy (Guerin 2018). There have been 

ongoing workers’ strikes and protests, alongside small, but nonetheless important, 

demonstrations against dramatic increases in the cost of living, as well as significant 

opposition to El-Sisi’s policy to transfer sovereignty over the Red Sea islands to Saudi 

Arabia (Charbel 2017, Ketchley and El-Rayyes 2017, MadaMasr 2016, amongst 

others). The ongoing attacks on Coptic Christians by violent jihadists affiliated with 

Islamic State, resulting in hundreds of deaths, have angered the Coptic community 

(Qiblawi and Jones 2017). Yet, whilst El-Sisi faces levels of discontent not imagined 

in 2013-2014, nonetheless, the current regime and the ‘authoritarian bargain’ upon 

which it is constructed remain intact for the foreseeable future, buttressed by fears of 

chaos and/or a return to the rule of the Muslim Brotherhood.  

 

Conclusion 

This article has sought to refine securitization theory for non-democratic contexts and 

to shed new understandings on the use of state violence in post-Arab spring countries 

through an exploration of the Egyptian case. Building on the work of Juha Vuori 

(2008) that conceptualizes securitization as the use of security logic to break existing 

rules, the article highlights the utility of the Gramscian concept of hegemony to 

conceptualize ‘the rules’ beyond the democratic process to include socially-embedded 

bargains and ideological imbrications between state and citizens. Building on existing 

scholarship on Egyptian politics, the article argues that post-independence regimes 

deployed state violence to uphold an authoritarian bargain, in which citizens ceded 

civil and political rights in return for social and economic rights. Once that bargain 
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began to unravel as a result of neoliberal economic restructuring, state violence was 

no longer viewed by citizens as legitimate, thereby paving the way for the outbreak of 

the 25 January 2011 uprising. Hence, this article has argued that the widespread 

acceptance of the unprecedented state violence unleashed against the Muslim 

Brotherhood, following the ousting of former president Mohammed Morsi on 3 July 

2013, should be understood as indicative of a successful securitization process.  

Moreover, the article has highlighted the crucial role of non-state actors in the process 

of securitization. It was non-state actors who led the way in constructing the Muslim 

Brotherhood as an exceptional threat to Egypt, thereby enabling the re-constitution of 

the military as a legitimate securitizing actor. Therefore, the article demonstrates that 

a Eurocentric dichotomy of state versus society simplifies securitization dynamics in 

non-democratic contexts. We suggest that the Gramscian concept of civil society 

allows us to view the lines between state and non-state, co-opted and independent 

actors as fluid and blurred and to understand civil society as a hybrid space in which 

both state and non-state actors operate. The Tamarod campaign aptly embodies this 

hybridity: its leaders were co-opted by the military, but the campaign itself was 

supported by a range of actors including influential media personalities ranging from 

the pro-military Tawfik Okasha to the more independent Bassem Youssef, and even 

staunch anti-military activists, such as the 6 April Movement. Irrespective of whether 

actors were independent or co-opted, the combined effect of their discourses within 

civil society helped the military to take decisive action in July 2013 and justify their 

repressive practices in terms for which their audience was well primed.  

Finally, the Egyptian case demonstrates the utility of securitization theory in shedding 

new light on the processes of counter-revolution and renewal of authoritarianism in 

the post-Arab spring era. A focus on the discourses of both security and political elites 
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as well as a range of non-state actors may reveal new dynamics underpinning the 

dramatic increase in the use of state violence, thereby complementing existing 

institutional and materialist analyses. Specifically, the article signals the role of 

securitization in re-establishing authoritarian rule in the wake of the 2011 uprisings 

through the (re)constitution of a new authoritarian bargain. More broadly, the 

application of securitization theory to non-democracies can help to open up new 

avenues of research into the processes by which security logics are used to enable and 

sustain authoritarian regimes; a task that is perhaps more urgent now, than ever 

before.  
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