
Introduction
The academic literature suggests that human rights organizations (HROs) can 
play an effective role not only in holding the state to account but also ensuring 
the democratic development of the political order (Gaer, 1995; Beetham, 1998; 
Jørgensen, 1996; Van Tuijl, 1999; Welch, 2001). HROs are, however, currently 
facing a significant challenge in performing and operating independently. The 
rise of the pushback phenomenon against human rights and pro-democracy orga-
nizations in several countries is evident (Howell et al., 2008; Carothers and 
Brechenmacher, 2014; Carothers, 2016; Wilson, 2016). According to the Inter-
national Center for Not-for-Profit Law (ICNL), 120 restrictive laws for civil 
work were adopted in 60 countries between 2012 and 2015 in an attempt to limit 
the activities and sources of funding for various civil society groups (cited in 
Rutzen, 2015). Governments predominantly tend to justify the enacted restric-
tions, especially on foreign funding, due to four main common narratives: pro-
tecting state sovereignty; promoting transparency and accountability in the civil 
society sector; enhancing aid effectiveness and coordination; and pursuing 
national security, counterterrorism, and anti-money laundering objectives (Rut-
zen, 2015; Kreienkamp, 2017).

Since 2011, Egypt has undergone rapid political transformation; its administra-
tion has changed four times during and after the 2011 uprisings.1 The uprising of 
25 January that overthrew President Mubarak seemed to present an opportunity 
for Egyptian HROs to play a significant role in political reform after decades of 
government repression and co-optation. However, seven years after the uprising, 
Egypt’s HROs were unable to take part in consolidating early progress and spear-
head a transition to democracy. Following the 25 January uprisings, some democ-
ratization literature would predict the flourish of the associational arena that would 
support the transition to democracy (O’Donnell and Schmitter, 1986; Bratton, 
1989; Diamond, 1994; Brumberg, 2003). Egyptian human rights and pro-
democracy organizations adapted their strategies and operations to support politi-
cal reform; in response, the post-Mubarak rulers also adapted their discourse and 
policy toward the civil society sector. They used various narratives to defame 
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human rights and pro-democracy organizations, and they used policy tools to 
reclaim control over the sector generally.

The key research question that informs this chapter is: how have HROs navi-
gated the political configurations of power in Egypt (2011–2017)? The subsidiary 
questions that contribute to analyzing the Egyptian case are (1) Which state prac-
tices have contributed to shaping the arena of human rights organizations’ activity 
in Egypt post-2011? (2) To what extent have human rights organizations been able 
to adopt new strategies to withstand the shrinking of civil society space in Egypt? 
It is argued here that the resurgence of the authoritarian practices by post-Mubarak 
rulers has forced Egyptian HROs to rethink their tactics and move towards more 
resilient strategies in order to be able to withstand the shrinking of the civil society 
space in Egypt.

For the purposes of this research, a single case study has been used with a dia-
chronic analysis, which will reveal how things have evolved and developed over 
time. The case study has been selected from the different non-governmental orga-
nization (NGO) sectors in Egypt and focuses on organizations that promote human 
rights and democracy as their primary aim.2 The period of this research is from 
after the 25 January 2011 uprising until the end of July 2017. An attempt is made 
at generating empirical evidence from this case study regarding the dynamics 
between HROs and the state during the transitional phase. Strategies adopted by 
HROs to navigate the political configuration of power during this phase will also 
help to provide sensory perception of the situation. This chapter also includes trac-
ing the relationship between HROs and the state under the Mubarak regime and 
how this has contributed to the interactional dynamics between those organizations 
and successive administrations during the transition. An analysis of the legality 
and applicability of the new civil work law in Egypt (Law 70/2017) is also pre-
sented. The data for this study are drawn from comprehensive literature review, 
including in-depth review and analysis of NGO laws and regulations and eight 
semi-structured interviews. These interviews were conducted through Skype dur-
ing July 2017 with members of HROs operating in Egypt. The names of the inter-
viewees and their organizations have been withheld due to the political sensitivity 
of the topic and the current political situation in Egypt.

This chapter will proceed as follows. In the second section, the ways in which 
Mubarak-era practices had an impact on HROs are traced. The rest of the section 
shifts the primary focus on government interaction with human rights organiza-
tions and how the discourse, practices, and policies of successive governments 
after the 2011 uprising sought to consolidate government power over and further 
debilitate Egypt’s HROs. The third section provides a legal analysis for the newly 
ratified civil work law known as the Law on Associations and Other Foundations 
Working in the Field of Civil Work (Law 70 of 2017). Furthermore, it examines 
the main points of conflict between the state and HROs within this law. Ultimately, 
the chapter provides a discussion and analysis of the ability of Egyptian HROs to 
work around restrictive laws and repressive practices. An assessment is made 
regarding the extent to which HROs have been able to adopt new strategies to 
withstand the shrinking of the civil society space in Egypt.
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State practices and human rights organizations in Egypt

Human rights organizations under the Mubarak regime (1980–2011)

Before the revolutionary spark of 25 January 2011 and the subsequent uprising 
against the 30-year Mubarak regime, Egyptian civil society was mostly composed 
of formal associations, particularly small civic associations, service-oriented orga-
nizations, medium-sized professional syndicates, and trade unions. There were 
also advocacy groups that lobbied to influence public policies rather than focusing 
on providing direct services. These groups mainly included organizations working 
in the field of human rights, women’s rights, and the environment (Abdelrahman, 
2004; Abdelwahab, 2012).

A new type of organization – namely the human rights organization – has 
emerged since the 1980s in the Egyptian civil society arena. The idea of creating 
associations independent of the government and, indeed, designed with the inten-
tion of placing pressure on the government to change its policies was something 
new (Hicks, 2006). The majority of organization founders were leftist activists 
who shifted their activism to defend human rights, not only at a time when political 
parties were blocked due to government restrictions (Tadros, 2009), but also 
despite the emergence of HROs as being non-partisan and focused on supporting 
the values of human rights.

Owing to the political nature of the activities of those organizations – working 
in the fields of human rights, legal services, and democratization – they found 
themselves involved in direct confrontation with the state and, as such, were con-
stantly harassed. HROs and advocacy groups were heavily, if not exclusively, 
dependent on foreign funding, in the first place, in order to sustain their activities 
(Abdelrahman, 2004; Tadros, 2009). There were only approximately 60 organiza-
tions working in the field of human rights in Egypt before the 2011 uprising (El-
Agati, 2013).

As is the nature of many authoritarian regimes, the state tried to depoliticize 
the activities of the NGO sector through various institutional practices from the 
1950s, and continued under the Mubarak regime; for instance, invoking a highly 
restrictive legal framework, surveillance of the state security investigations 
(SSI) apparatus, and the direct supervision of the Ministry of Social Solidarity 
(MOSS – previously the Ministry of Social Affairs) (Ottaway, 2003; Tadros, 
2009; Atia, 2013). Tension developed between NGOs and the state with the 
advent of the Egyptian NGOs’ role in the fields of human rights and democracy. 
This resulted in massively increased control over NGOs in general and HROs 
in particular (Abdelwahed, 2013).

The law on Associational and Private Institutions, known as Law 84/2002, 
was approved and adopted in order to severely restrict the work of these organi-
zations; several NGO activists saw the law as a backward move that put the 
activities of NGOs under the direct control and supervision of the MOSS. Abdel-
rahman (2004) states that “the passage of this law was seen to exacerbate the 
already tense relationship between the state and NGO sector, especially HROs 
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which are believed to be the target of this law” (p. 5). The approval of Law 
84/2002 allowed the government to attempt to co-opt HROs by penalizing those 
not registered with MOSS – a penalty of a maximum of six months in prison and/
or a payment of 2,000 Egyptian pounds (EGP) (approximate of 360 USD at that 
time) (Tadros, 2009).

It has always been difficult for Egyptian HROs to register themselves with 
MOSS because of the various NGO laws: from Law 32/1964 to Law 153/1999 
(which was declared unconstitutional) to Law 84/2002 (El Naggar, 2012). These 
laws placed all NGO activity within a restricted environment controlled by the 
bureaucratic apparatus. This often caused organizations to find other legal frame-
works to evade bureaucracy and repression. Many registered as law companies, 
non-profit civil companies, or research and academic firms that usually registered 
as investment companies (El Naggar, 2012; Kienle, 2011; Hayman et al., 2014; 
Herrold and Atia, 2016). The Egyptian government under Mubarak’s regime fol-
lowed a strategy of “divide and throttle,”3 primarily involving two main tactics to 
control the operation of the NGO sector: flooding the field of NGOs with many 
organizations4 was one, and overloading organizations with bureaucratic red tape 
in order to ensure that the NGO sector remained weak and fragmented was another 
(Herrold and Atia, 2016).

Post-2011 uprising: from Supreme Council of Armed  
Forces to Muslim Brotherhood (2011–2013)

Egyptians successfully removed Mubarak from office after the 18 days of protests 
in Cairo’s Tahrir Square. The Supreme Council of Armed Forces (SCAF), the 
leadership body of the Egyptian military, succeeded Mubarak in ruling Egypt. This 
situation lasted for almost a year and a half when, in June 2012, Egyptians demo-
cratically elected a new president, Mohamed Morsi, the Muslim Brotherhood 
(MB) movement’s candidate, backed by the Freedom and Justice Party (FJP), who 
took office on 30 June 2012. However, by the end of June 2013, Egyptians took to 
the streets once again – backed by the military forces this time – to oust the new 
president. These shifts in political power between 2011 and 2013 have deeply 
influenced the relationship between the state and the NGO sector, particularly 
those working on promoting democracy and protecting human rights. While HROs 
did not contribute directly to the momentum of the 2011 uprising, they displayed 
an intermediate role by engaging with journalists, activists, and lawyers as well as 
raising awareness of the existing human rights violations in Egypt prior to the 
uprising (El Naggar, 2012). In contrast, all successive administrations that came 
to power following Mubarak’s resignation saw these organizations as a significant 
threat to their power, legitimacy, and authority.

HROs were eager to switch from merely documenting the abuses of an authori-
tarian regime to playing a vital role in the difficult transition to a democratic 
society. They supported bureaucratic and institutional reform efforts through pro-
moting transparency and good governance, encouraging citizen engagement and 
political participation (Ruffner, 2015). The few months following the 2011 
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uprising witnessed a vibrant space for human rights and democracy organizations’ 
activities. There were many NGOs and other HROs that were optimistic towards 
creating a highly democratic legislative environment, giving human rights and 
advocacy groups a wider space in which to participate in the political arena. Some 
organizations, such as Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights (EIPR), Association 
of Freedom of Thought and Expression (AFTE), and Nazra for Feminist Studies 
have expanded their programmes and staffing significantly after 2011.

Moreover, a number of international human rights and democracy organizations 
established new offices in Egypt; several organizations expanded their activities 
to other places outside of Cairo, and new organizations emerged in the area of 
protecting human rights and democracy promotion.5 For instance, the US admin-
istration made $65 million of reprogrammed assistance available to support the 
democratic transition in Egypt. Mainly these funds supported programmes by the 
US organizations, most knowingly the US political party institutes – the National 
Democratic Institute (NDI) and the International Republican Institute (IRI) 
(Carothers, 2012). Furthermore, regional organizations such as Foundation for 
Future (FFF) has intensified and expanded its financial support to Egyptian HROs 
after 2011 (Carapico, 2014).

A human rights researcher interviewed (name withheld) stated:6

The few months after the revolution, there was a general tendency for 
accountability, and holding the previous regime to account for its human 
rights violations . . . and there was hope for a wider space for HROs in the 
transition phase . . . therefore, HROs experienced an open space – to an 
extent – to operate and conduct several activities. HROs during this period 
held several seminars to discuss the civil work law, and to work with other 
organisations to prepare a draft for a new law that could be pushed forward 
to the legislature agenda. Other organisations started to expand their work 
to different governorates and established field offices in several locations.

The government’s relationship with HROs under the SCAF administration wors-
ened. There were multiple attempts made to pass more restrictive laws, accusing 
HROs of obtaining foreign funding unlawfully, as well as a physical crackdown 
on existing organizations (Mikhail, 2014). SCAF attempted to regain control over 
the human rights and pro-democracy organizations from April 2011 to July 2012. 
MOSS under the SCAF administration proposed a new law to constrain NGO 
activity during April 2012. This law has been described by several HROs as the 
“nationalisation of civil society and transforming it into a government institution” 
(Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies, 2012; Egyptian Organization for 
Human Rights, 2012). Intimidation and pressure increased on human rights and 
pro-democracy organizations. These organizations feared that the proposed law 
would be passed by Egypt’s Islamist-led parliament, “which was highly likely” 
(interview with human rights NGO executive director [name withheld]).7 This 
parliament was dissolved a few months later by the High Constitutional Court 
(HCC), however, which prohibited the law from being issued.
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The state launched several smear campaigns against human rights and pro-
democracy organizations through various national and private media outlets. 
These were not only intended to intimidate the human rights and democracy 
organizations but also to slander their reputation in the eyes of public opinion 
(Mansour, 2015). The Egyptian government, SCAF, and Islamist parties – which 
had a parliamentary majority by that time – considered human rights and pro-
democracy organizations to be a threat to national security and social stability. 
According to them, they were an imported Western model, which worked to a 
foreign agenda, were contrary to national interests, and undermined social stabil-
ity (Abdelwahed, 2013).

The security clampdown occurred in December 2011 on some pro-democracy 
international and human rights organizations as well as their Egyptian counterparts 
that operated and were funded by some of these international non-governmental 
organizations (INGOs). There were several local and international NGOs raided, 
and the Egyptian government, led by SCAF, conducted investigations on a number 
of INGOs officials, claiming that they were working in Egypt without a licence, 
resulting in the closure of many international organizations by the end of 2011. 
This investigation has led to a highly contested judiciary case known as “Case No. 
173” (the “foreign funding case”), in which judges convicted 43 local and inter-
national NGO workers to one, two, or five years in prison for operating in Egypt 
without a licence and receiving direct foreign funds without state approval (Tadros, 
2013). It should be noted that many of those international organizations set up 
offices after the uprising of 2011 and were given informal approval to operate by 
the security apparatus; however, they did not acquire formal registration (Carapico, 
2014). This rapid backlash against human rights and pro-democracy organizations 
can be understood in a context in which several HROs criticized the SCAF admin-
istration for its human rights violations during the transitional period, as well as 
undermining SCAF’s legitimacy during its 18-month governance.

The influx of foreign funding to local, regional, and international organiza-
tions after the 2011 uprising in the field of human rights and democratization is 
another issue. According to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD), Creditor Reporting System (CRS), the total amount of 
the official development assistance to Egypt in the area of NGOs and civil soci-
ety increased from USD 47,612 million in 2010 to almost USD 154,485 million 
in 2011. The United States was the most significant contributor with a total 
amount of USD 117,058 million in 2011, comparing to USD 35,531 million in 
2010 (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2018). A con-
cern that was raised by the Egyptian administration several times was whether 
these were lawful or suspicious funds, accusing HROs of sharing sensitive infor-
mation about national security to foreign powers. The cabinet ordered the min-
ister of justice to set up a fact-finding committee to look into foreign funding 
received by HROs in July 2011, under the SCAF administration, and to deter-
mine which of those organizations were registered under Law 84/2002 and 
which were not registered (Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights, 2016). 
According to Faiza Aboulnaga, the Minister of International Cooperation at the 
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time, the amount of US aid to NGOs in Egypt reached USD 150 million by 
March 2012 (cited in Carapico, 2014).

The Muslim Brotherhood (MB) movement was able to monopolize political 
power by the end of the first year after the uprising. The MB movement – represented 
by the Freedom and Justice Party (FJP) – along with other Islamist parties already 
held the majority in the Egyptian parliament by almost 70% (Kirkpatrick, 2012). 
The MB in cooperation with other Islamist parties also won nearly 90% of con-
tested seats in the Shura Council (Upper House), resulting in an Islamist majority 
in both houses. Mohamed Morsi, the MB candidate, won the presidential elections 
in June 2012. Following Morsi’s ascent to the presidency, more restrictions were 
put in place on HRO activities. The Egyptian Organization for Human Rights 
(EOHR), for instance, stated that on 21 February 2013 the organization submitted 
an official written response to the MOSS letter, which stated no “local entity” is 
permitted to engage with “international entities” in any way without the permis-
sion of the “security bodies” (Egyptian Organization for Human Rights, 2013). A 
new draft law was also proposed in April 2013 restricting the activities of HROs. 
The proposed law was criticized by several NGOs, with more than 40 HROs sign-
ing and publishing a common statement accusing the MB’s administration of “lay-
ing the foundations for a new police state by exceeding the Mubarak regime’s 
mechanisms to suppress civil society” (Al-Ahram, 2013). The NGO sector was 
simultaneously inundated with registration applications by a number of new 
Islamic relief organizations – registration of new organizations was one of the 
main control tactics the MB used to spread its activities among local communities 
and entrench itself within the NGO sector. “There were more simultaneous restric-
tions imposed on HROs acquiring funding approval or registering a new organisa-
tion during the MB administration” (interview with a NGO’s legal advisor [name 
withheld]).8

It is undeniable that the events of the post-2011 uprising were immensely frus-
trating under both the SCAF and MB administrations: neither military rule nor 
religious authoritarianism accepted the existence of strong and vibrant HROs. 
These administrations continued to see strong and cohesive HROs as a threat to 
state power and control. State authorities used both official policy tools and unof-
ficial intimidation tactics to divide and weaken HROs – whatever possible means 
available to limit any political development role for these organizations during the 
2011–2013 transition phase.

Post- 2013 transition: the shrinking of the civil society  
space (2013–2017)

A new roadmap for Egypt’s political future was put forward by the Egyptian mili-
tary, along with the opposition parties, consisting of three main stages to accom-
plish the transitional phase, after President Mohamed Morsi was ousted in 2013. 
The first stage involved the development of a new constitution. This was created 
and adopted after the January 2014 referendum and was known as the 2014 Con-
stitution. The second stage was the presidential election held in June 2014, in 
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which the former army chief, Abdel Fattah el-Sisi, was elected. The third stage 
was the parliamentary election, scheduled to be held during March 2015 but post-
poned until November and December 2015.

The political climate after 2013 was divided between those who saw the regime 
change as legitimate and those who saw it as illegitimate; even among those who 
saw the ousting of Morsi as legitimate, a division between the nationalist and 
liberal ideologies emerged. The former preferred a strong state represented by a 
strong security establishment and military apparatus, while the latter opposed the 
idea of an assertive security and military establishment playing a major role in 
governance.

The revival of a strong nationalist discourse after the 2013 upheaval has affected 
the way in which the state interacts with the HROs. It has largely accused these 
HROs of posing a threat to state sovereignty and national security through provid-
ing Western governments with a pretext to meddle in Egypt’s internal affairs. The 
same idea had been used by the previous Egyptian regimes; Abdelrahman (2007) 
argues that, after independence, the Egyptian state has always used the nationalist 
discourse for its survival and legitimacy, particularly when it comes to the human 
rights debate; Mubarak’s regime misrepresented HROs as mouthpieces of Western 
imperialist powers, for instance. The regime did manage, however, to create an 
image of human rights organizations posing a threat to Egypt’s national security 
and undermining its international reputation.

The transition phase after 2013 under President Adly Mansour focused on estab-
lishing international legitimacy for the regime change in Egypt. This meant that 
an immediate and overt crackdown on HROs would come at a significant political 
cost internationally for the Egyptian administration at that time. The gradual 
restrictive environment on HROs after the 2013 uprising cannot be seen in isola-
tion from the shrinking of the broader space for both civil and political society. 
President Adly Mansour issued a new law in November 2013 regarding “organis-
ing the right to public meetings, processions and peaceful demonstrations.” Often 
referred to as the “protest law,” it banned all opposition protests due to its vague 
and overly broad grounds (Amnesty International, 2013). Egyptian authorities 
initiated new efforts to limit the power of HROs since the election of President 
el-Sisi in June 2014. The media campaign against HROs continued in full force, 
through either state media outlets or private media institutions, claiming that HROs 
were working as allies with international advocacy groups that threatened national 
security (Ruffner, 2015).

The Ministry of Social Solidarity urged unlicensed human rights organizations 
to register as NGOs under the previous Law 84/2002 within 40 days – one month 
after President el-Sisi came to power. Failure to comply would leave them subject 
to legal investigation with the risk of being dissolved or prosecuted (Al-Ahram 
Weekly, 2014). The deadline was extended by another 45 days after criticism from 
local and international organizations. The main target of this notification was HROs 
that frequently registered as civil companies, law firms, or medical clinics (Ruffner, 
2015). The call for registration as NGOs was a message from the state to make it 
crystal clear that HROs either accept that they would have to operate under direct 
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supervision of MOSS or face the consequences. According to a statement published 
by MOSS, only eight Egyptian human rights organizations and nine international 
organizations had registered by the deadline (El-Tayeb, 2014). It is noted that the 
deadline for registration came as a response from the state to a report that was sent 
to the UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC) before the second Universal Periodic 
Review (UPR) of Egypt in November 2014. The report was published by the Forum 
of Independent Egyptian Human Rights Organizations – a coalition of 19 Egyptian 
HROs that had criticized successive Egyptian governments since 2010 for their 
human rights violations and the lack of a political will to promote and protect 
human rights in Egypt (Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies, 2014).

A gradual escalation of the state pushback against the role of HROs has taken 
place since 2014. It is remarkable that the government reopened the foreign fund-
ing Case 173, which specifically targeted 41 Egyptian HROs (Egyptian Initiative 
for Personal Rights, 2016), because the original case included only foreign orga-
nization workers and Egyptian employees of international organizations. The pros-
ecution of Egyptian organizations was put on hold until its revival in early 2016. 
A criminal court issued an order in September 2016 to freeze the personal assets 
of five human rights advocates and three organizations: the Cairo Institute for 
Human Rights; the Hisham Mubarak Law Centre; and the Egyptian Centre for the 
Right to Education (El-Nahhas, 2016). An additional move in February 2017 saw 
Egyptian police shut down the El-Nadeem Centre for Rehabilitation of Victims of 
Violence. The closure was justified according to the enforcement of the Ministry 
of Health’s closure order made a year earlier (Mada Masr, 2017). The Ministry of 
Health argued at the time that the centre violated the law and its licence to operate 
by shifting its focus from providing medical services to advocating and working 
on human rights issues (El-Watannews, 2016).

The Egyptian authorities saw Case 173 as an effective tool for imposing more 
restrictions and pressure on the operation of Egyptian HROs in order to disrupt 
their work and stifle their activities. The focus on foreign interference and foreign 
funding resonated with Egyptian public opinion, as suspicion of foreign interfer-
ence and Egypt’s dependence on the West were (and still are) deeply engrained in 
Egyptian society (Prat, 2006). Five out of the eight people interviewed for this 
chapter have demonstrated that one of the main challenges to their activities in 
society after 2011 was the impact of smear campaigns in the media against human 
rights and democracy organizations. These smear campaigns by post-Mubarak 
rulers have contributed in creating a major gap in the communication and trust 
between HROs and the society they seek to serve, on the one hand; on the other 
hand, Egyptian human rights organizations have never built a strong constituency 
on the grounds that could support them in their battle against the state. Both the 
inhibiting political environment under the Mubarak regime and an elitist internal 
culture of the HROs prior to the 2011 uprising isolated them from the streets (Tad-
ros, 2009; El Naggar, 2012).

The restriction and limitation of foreign funding was one of the main strategies 
enforced by Egyptian governments to control HROs’ operations in Egypt. The 
subsequent administrations have repeated the same narrative, arguing that foreign 
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funding for politically related NGOs activities represents an affront to national 
sovereignty. A major concern during this period for many organizations was 
receiving a foreign grant; several organizations began turning down foreign fund-
ing out of fear of government reprisals, and organizations that had embraced politi-
cal work in the aftermath of the uprising returned to less controversial activities. 
A civil company chairman (name withheld) stated that:9

Since 2015, we turned down several grants with international organisations to 
work on topics related to democratisation, youth political empowerment, and 
peace-building. The board of the organisation decided to avoid accepting any 
new foreign grants and to adopt a low-profile strategy until the adoption of 
the new civil work law.

The further escalation towards shrinking the space of human rights and democracy 
promotion organizations, after the 2013 transition phase, can be explained in terms 
of several factors:

1 The nature of the political elite and the centres of power changed after 
President el-Sisi came to power in 2014. Mubarak’s regime tried to sustain 
a façade of liberalism and strategically limit the use of state violence to 
preserve the regime’s international and domestic alliances. The el-Sisi regime, 
in contrast, primarily relied on the need to restore order and security to 
justify its rule, rather than the promise of gradual liberalization.

2 After a brief period of rapid expansion for human rights activism following 
the 2011 uprising, imposed state practices have significantly reduced the 
influence of HROs, thus allowing internal division based on ideological 
affiliations after 2013 to emerge. The linkage between organizations and the 
community has weakened due to smear campaigns against their activities 
and intentions. The scarcity of financial resources consequently had an impact 
on the effectiveness of the organization’s activities, while the increasing role 
of security agencies stifled their operation and independence.

3 The weak international response concerning the backlash against HROs: “The 
United States repeatedly struggled to balance its interest in maintaining a 
cooperative working relationship with Egyptian military with its desire to 
criticise the violations of democratic procedures and human rights” (Brech-
enmacher, 2017). The new US administration under President Trump has 
signalled that it will not prioritize democracy and human rights concerns in 
its bilateral relations with Egypt, and will focus instead on instituting closer 
counterterrorism ties. The European Union (EU) stance during the transition 
phases, on the other hand, focused more on solidifying economic ties with 
their Egyptian counterparts, and prioritized normalizing their relationship 
with the Egyptian government as well as resuming previous aid flows. To a 
greater extent, the EU turned a blind eye to human rights violations and the 
shrinking of civil society space in a bid to enhance cooperation on security 
and migration control, and to boost trade (Amnesty International, 2017).
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The most important factor is that the government pushback against civil work has 
taken several steps to further institutionalize previously informal practices. A new 
law for civil work was enacted in May 2017, imposing more restrictions on the 
operation of local NGOs, INGOs, and HROs operating with different registration 
formats. This law also formalizes the interference and oversight of different gov-
ernment institutions, such as the state security apparatus and MOSS regarding the 
independence of these organizations.

Restrictive legislation and the institutionalization  
of state practices
NGOs in Egypt were governed by the provisions of the Law on Associations and 
Community Foundations (Law 84 of 2002) from 2002 to 2017. The NGOs sector 
expanded during this time, despite the highly restrictive nature of this law, and was 
relatively large and vibrant when the 2011 uprising started. Following the uprising, 
a rapid expansion of NGOs occurred, leading to the emergence of new local civic 
organizations working in the human rights, arts, culture, women’s rights, and youth 
empowerment sectors.

The restrictive legal framework in Egypt did not, in effect, serve to completely 
ban NGOs, but rather gave enormous discretionary powers to MOSS and other 
government agencies; in practice, however, this authority was aimed against orga-
nizations and individuals that crossed the red line set by the government in pushing 
for social and political reform. President el-Sisi approved a new law on Associa-
tions and Other Foundations Working in the Field of Civil Work (Government of 
Egypt, 2017) on 24th May, 2017, known as “Law 70 of 2017” (the law was later 
published on 29 May 2017 in the Official Gazette). It should be pointed out that 
the law was enacted in a moment of hostility between the state and HROs and the 
ongoing shrinking of civil society and civic space in Egypt. The country is cur-
rently under a state of emergency,10 and dozens of online media outlets have been 
shut down by the government11 following a series of terrorist attacks in the past 
three years. Law 70/2017 was neither shared with the public nor with NGOs work-
ing in political activities – unlike previous draft laws – prior to its publication in 
the el-Youm el-Sabaa newspaper in mid-November 2016, when parliament first 
approved the law in a rushed session (Mamdouh, 2017). It was subsequently 
approved by parliament in a final vote on 29 November 2016 (Hamama, 2016). 
The Egyptian parliamentary members who took part in drafting the law insisted 
on the urgency of passing this law as essential, after accusing most NGOs of using 
foreign funds to harm national security and implement foreign agenda against 
Egypt (Essam El-Din, 2016).

There were efforts made urging President el-Sisi to refrain from signing it; nev-
ertheless, almost six months later he ratified Law 70/2017 to regulate the registration 
and operation of all national and international organizations working in Egypt; sev-
eral HROs, local NGOs, international organizations, governments, and UN entities 
urged the Egyptian government to repeal this law due to its repressive nature (CIVI-
CUS, 2017; OHCHR, 2017; CIHR, 2017). An analysis is made of the newly ratified 
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law of civil work in the following sections, and an examination of the main points 
of conflict between the state and human rights organizations (HROs) with respect to 
(1) publicity, operation, and dissolution; (2) the role of the security apparatus; 
(3) scope of activities and foreign funding; and (4) sanctions and criminal penalties.

Publicity, operation, and dissolution

Registration is mandatory for all entities that practice civil work, defined in Law 
70/2017[1] as “non-profit activities that aim to achieve societal development”; this 
includes previously registered organizations. In line with this article, all HROs 
must register as NGOs, otherwise they will be prohibited from operating and 
criminalized for breaking the law. A major change within the 2017 law was made, 
compared to the previous Law 84/2002, regarding the registration of an association 
that should be made by notification only. The new law requires the submission of 
extensive documentation, however, that is extraordinarily burdensome to organiza-
tions. The law also allows MOSS to reject the registration during a 60-day waiting 
period. The association’s application can be refused, for instance, if its purpose is 
deemed by the government to “threaten national unity” or endanger “law and order 
or public morals” (Law 70/2017[9], [13]). These ambiguous terms can be used by 
the government to reject the operation of any organization that challenges its 
power. MOSS used these grounds in early 2015 to deny registration to the Founda-
tion of the Victims of Abduction and Forced Disappearance (FVAFD), a non-profit 
organization that supports victims of violent assault and abduction (Ruffner, 2015).

The law explicitly authorizes the government to interfere in the internal affairs 
of an association, in contradiction to the 2014 constitution that states that “citizens 
have the right to practice their activities freely, and administrative agencies may 
not interfere in their affairs” (Article 75, 2014 Egyptian Constitution). MOSS and 
relevant agencies have the legal right to take the necessary action (a) to suspend 
any association’s activities or procedures; (b) to suspend the activity of the associa-
tion for a period not exceeding one year; (c) to request the concerned court to order 
the dissolution of the association or foundation; and (d) to request dismissal of the 
board of directors or board of trustees in the case of violations of the law (Law No. 
70/2017[26]). This law also gives MOSS the right to enter the offices of any asso-
ciation at any time to inspect its records and activities, and the association must 
facilitate the inspection (Law No. 70/2017[27]). The association must provide 
MOSS with a copy of the minutes of its general assembly meetings and notify 
MOSS within 15 days of any decisions taken by the relevant board of directors 
(Law No. 70/2017[38]). Associations must also obtain written permission from 
MOSS before they are permitted to open branch offices, change their address, or 
open a new office in another governorate (Law No. 70/2017[21]).

Formal role for security apparatus

The role of security agencies will be formalized in organizing and overseeing civil 
work in Egypt, for the first time in the history of Egyptian NGO law. According to 
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Article 70, the law provides for the establishment of the “National Agency to 
Regulate the Work of Foreign NGOs” – known as the “Agency”; while the name 
seems to be related only to foreign organizations, it also gives the Agency leverage 
on local NGOs. According to Article 71(E), this Agency will be responsible for 
receiving any funding requests by NGOs from MOSS and will have the right to 
adapt any related decisions: a role that MOSS and the agency had previously 
played in an informal capacity during Mubarak’s era and thereafter.

This agency will include representatives of several security agencies, including 
those for the Ministry of Interior, Ministry of Defence, and the General Intelli-
gence Agency. The new role of the security agencies in this new law aims to legal-
ize these practices and remove any grounds for targeted HROs to legally challenge 
these practices.

The security apparatus has historically interfered in the associations’ activities 
and operations (as described in the previous section), and incidents of harassment 
have increased since the 2011 uprising. The role of the security apparatus was 
informally dependent on the MOSS operation or through direct interaction with 
NGO members. According to law 70/2017, the security apparatus has a formal role 
to intervene in the registration of international organizations, as well as any aspect 
related to funding approvals for local and international NGOs.

Scope of activities and foreign funding

The law determines the scope of work for any registered association, through 
which it is limited to activities in the fields of development and social welfare, as 
well as the need for activities to align with the Egyptian state’s development plan 
and priorities; numerous activities require prior government permission, including 
conducting field research and opinion polls (Law No. 70/2017[14/F]). The limita-
tion on conducting research activities impedes any independent role HROs can 
play in documenting the state’s human rights violations, as explained by a human 
rights researcher (name withheld):12

Conducting research and reporting the human rights violations are at the core 
of HROs’ mandate, the new law imposes more restrictions on research activi-
ties by [seeking] permission from the government for conducting any 
research, as well as requiring more permission before publishing and dis-
seminating our work. Simply, this will increase the level of interference by 
the government into our activities and control over what should be published 
and what should not.

The law also includes broad prohibitions on activities, including those that “may 
harm national security, law and order, public morals, or public health” (Law 
No. 70/2017[14/B]), and “any work of a political nature” by associations and other 
entities governed by Law 70 (Law No. 70/2017[14]). This prohibition is broader 
than that in the previous civil work law (Law 84/2002), which prohibited associa-
tions from carrying out any political activities under the Parties Law. This new 



126 Ahmed El Assal

Law 70/2017 is much more flexible: officers are able to decide what is considered 
“political” and thus prohibited under law. Forbidding NGOs from engaging in any 
work of a political nature has been used to limit organizations’ advocacy activities 
(Tadros, 2009). Human rights and pro-democracy organizations or those con-
cerned with civil and political rights, for instance, could potentially be disallowed 
on the basis of their political nature.

The law prohibits any association from receiving foreign funds, donations, and 
grants – whether from outside of Egypt or from foreigners inside Egypt – without 
approval from the National Agency to Regulate the Work of Foreign NGOs. The 
law requires associations to notify the Agency within 30 days of receiving funds 
in their bank accounts, after which the Agency has 60 days to approve the notifica-
tion of pending funds. If the funds are not approved (or no response is received), 
the association cannot keep or use the funds (Law No. 70/2017[24]).

Securing ministerial approval on funding requests in the past could take up to a 
year or more. MOSS imposed an informal rule that NGOs could not spend any of 
the grant money until they had received written approval from the ministry. Based 
on the new law, the state institutionalizes the fact that NGOs cannot spend any 
money of the grant unless they receive a written approval from the ministry. The 
punishment for spending a non-approved grant could lead to imprisonment, a fine, 
or both; it could also be grounds for a court-ordered dissolution of an association.

Sanctions and criminal penalties

The law expressly prohibits any entity to carry out civil work without complying 
with Law 70/2017. According to Article 87, whoever assists or participates with a 
foreign organization in performing civil activities in Egypt, without obtaining a 
permit from the Agency, would be subject to up to five years in prison and a fine 
of 50,000–1 million EGP (roughly USD 2,700–55,000) (Law No. 70/2017[87/D]).

Individuals who establish or work with an unregistered or unauthorized organi-
zation, or engage in activities that “threaten national unity,” and receive foreign 
funds without prior government approval will be subject to the same penalties 
(Law No. 70/2017[87/A/B/E]). These grounds have also been used to criminalize 
the activities of HROs since 2011, imposing criminal defamation in civil work law 
that has been used to silence critics of the government.

These criminal charges will hinder several strategies adopted in earlier stages 
to maintain the sustainability of HRO activities: these sanctions have become a 
primary tool for the state to intimidate and pressure NGOs involved in challenging 
state power. This could mean that many associations may be reluctant to establish 
NGOs or become involved in political or human rights projects, at the risk of being 
subjected to the criminal penalties and disciplinary actions stipulated in Article 87.

Resisting the crackdown on human rights organizations
Human rights organizations (HROs), working within an ever-decreasing space, 
need to create ways in which to work around the restrictive laws and repressive 
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practices. Egyptian human rights and pro-democracy organizations have been the 
main target of state repression since 2011. HROs have also faced difficult choices 
regarding their strategies of resistance or cooperation with state authorities. These 
organizations have adopted several tactics, over the past seven years, to withstand 
the shrinking of civil society space in Egypt; however, they have all responded 
differently. The following sections discuss and analyze the strategies of those orga-
nizations, and their effectiveness during the rapidly changing environment of 
political power after the 2011 uprising.

Legal registration, reallocation, and pullback

To withstand state pressure for registering as a NGO according to Law 84/2002, 
human rights organizations (HROs) which have a legal identity that is not regis-
tered with the MOSS as a non-governmental organization (NGO) have followed 
different tactics and strategies in response to the crackdown since 2011. Following 
the deadline provided by MOSS in 2014 for all organizations that practice civil 
work to register as NGOs, there have been different responses. Some organizations 
saw registering as an NGO to be another strategy to resist state pressure and con-
tinuous accusations of operating and unlawfully receiving foreign funding. The 
Egyptian Initiative for Human Rights (EIPR), one of the most prominent HROs in 
Egypt, decided to register in November 2014 as an NGO under Law 84/2002; from 
the organization’s point of view: “Registration could ensure an opportunity that 
was not available to us before. We will be able to engage with the State in a direct 
legal manner, giving us different options for appealing [against] the law” (cited in 
Attalah, 2015).

There were some others that believed that the state should not have any con-
trol over NGOs and citizens should have the right to choose how they want to 
organize themselves, and decided to ignore state calls for registration with 
MOSS. Those organizations saw continuing their work with their current legal 
identity as another way of resistance, and set an example for other organiza-
tions: it was possible to continue to operate with a different legal identity. The 
Arabic Network for Human Rights Information (ANHRI), for instance, a law 
firm working to protect freedom of expression in Egypt and the Arab world, 
rejected registering under the NGO law. According to Gamal Eid, the head of 
the organization:

We are registered, but not under the oppressive and unconstitutional law; 
we’re registered as a law firm under the law governing legal work, which 
gives lawyers at the cassation level the right to found legal networks that 
defend general freedoms, and that’s what I’m doing. We are registered under 
a fairer law and not the law mandated by State Security.

(cited in Affify, 2015)

HROs that were already registered and operating as an NGO from 2011 have 
continuously expressed their dissatisfaction regarding the variations between them 
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and those organizations who work under a different legal status. According to an 
interview with human rights NGO executive director (name withheld):13

Organisations who [sic] work as companies have more flexibility and oppor-
tunities to receive funds and conduct their activities without obtaining any 
approval from the administrative bodies. We have been suffering to acquire 
funding approval and acceptance for our activities from the Ministry of Social 
Solidarity. That’s not fair, we have grants that are postponed for almost eleven 
months to get an approval from the ministry, and other grants we still haven’t 
even heard anything about.

The state policy towards registered NGOs has succeeded in creating a gap in the 
interaction and collaboration between organizations registered as NGOs and oth-
ers, which are not. Registered organizations found themselves restricted to MOSS 
procedures, while non-registered organizations’ operations were more flexible.

The increasingly suppressive environment has made other organizations decide 
to avoid these restrictions by relocating their main offices and staff outside of 
Egypt. The Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies decided to move its regional 
and international programmes to Tunisia, in response to increasing government 
pressure, while keeping a small group of employees in Cairo (Cairo Institute for 
Human Rights Studies, 2014). The culture resource Al-Mawred Al-Thaqafy, an 
Egyptian organization working in the field of cultural policies and rights, announced 
it was suspending its activities in Egypt. According to the organization’s 
director:

We suspended activities in an atmosphere of uncertainty, at a time when many 
people felt threatened. In fact, we felt that continuing to work in Egypt might 
put all the staff in danger.

(cited in Metwaly, 2015)

There were also several organizations that decided to no longer attend Egypt’s 
second Universal Periodic Review (UPR) session that was due in November 2014, 
owing to concerns about the security risks. According to a statement published by 
the Centre for Economic and Social Rights (CESR), the HROs that had decided to 
take part in the UPR process were exposed to security threats (Centre for Eco-
nomic and Social Rights, 2014).

Diversifying sources of funding

The majority of HROs in Egypt operate as private associations rather than on the 
basis of membership, in which a foreign funding model was the primary source of 
financing human rights activities in Egypt (Hicks, 2006). The interviewees agreed 
that, while human rights and pro-democracy organizations might have been suc-
cessful in expanding geographically, and in terms of the issues they dealt with, 
directly after the uprising, they failed to build on the 2011 momentum and expand 
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or diversify their sources of funding. HROs also failed to attract local funding or 
funding from Egyptian citizens abroad after the uprising; most human rights 
groups have either struggled to secure government approval for foreign funding, 
or decided to no longer accept foreign funds due to the associated risks. These 
organizations continue to survive with the help of local and international allies, 
but funding restrictions have put an abrupt end to the rapid expansion of human 
rights work that occurred in 2011.

A few organizations started to adopt new funding strategies to sustain their main 
activities, despite the increased restrictions placed on foreign funding after the 
25 January uprising. The Association for Freedom of Thought and Expression 
relied on a broad network of academics to finance the organization’s legal support 
work for the student movements (Attalah, 2016). The Egyptian Initiative for Per-
sonal Rights decided to examine the option of crowd-funding through membership 
contributions, after registering as an NGO (Al-Malky, 2015); some organizations 
also began to consider in-kind contributions and voluntarism as an alternative 
strategy to fulfil their core financial needs and to be able to run their activities. 
According to an interview with a research company director (name withheld),14 a 
primary strategy to sustain a research project documenting protests and demonstra-
tions, started in 2011, was to rely on the organization’s volunteers. He states:

We run a research project concerned with monitoring and documenting civil 
movements’ protests. The project is based entirely now on working with a 
number of young researchers who started this project in 2011; when the organ-
isation faced a funding shortage in 2013, the researchers have decided to 
continue working on the project until we can allocate funds again and they 
can be paid.

Agenda-setting and reordering priorities

There were many NGOs that diverted their primary focus to embark on projects 
related to politics, policy, and social change in the months following the 2011 
uprising. They changed their primary focus on social and economic rights to a 
major focus on political and civil rights. Following the escalating pressures and 
continuous intimidation practices by successive governments, many organizations 
decided to depoliticize their rights-based activities and concentrate once again on 
less controversial activities – in the eyes in the government – such as women’s 
rights, child rights, and socio-economic rights (interview with a human rights 
NGO executive director [name withheld]).15

There were some organizations that focused on prioritizing specific topics over 
others, not in the sense of specific rights being more important than others, but in 
allocating and investing all available resources into a main focus area in order to 
achieve more progress in that area. This strategy allowed HROs to continue moni-
toring human rights violations by reordering their priorities and choosing which 
battles they could win with the available financial and human resources. This 
allows HROs to coordinate with each other and each organization to focus 
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primarily on specific topics such as freedom of expression, personal rights, torture, 
rehabilitation, and so on.

Public outreach became that much more difficult and dangerous due to the 
highly restricted environment and the smear campaigns against HROs. The 
increasing fears in this respect made many HROs shift the majority of their activi-
ties towards the growing informal networks and the use of clandestine tactics 
(Brechenmacher, 2017). The Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies, for exam-
ple, cancelled its annual training programme on human rights, which it had held 
for students and graduates for the past 20 years. According to a statement pub-
lished by the centre: “It has become impossible to find a safe space for youth for 
learning and creativity. Prisons have become the state for all those who care about 
public matters” (Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies, 2016); other HROs 
followed a scaled-down strategy for their activities and employees after 2014 – the 
Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights downsized the number of its employees 
from 80 in 2011 to 40 by 2015 (Al-Malky, 2015).

Coalition-building and networking

HROs experienced a strong tendency towards collaboration and networking after 
the 2011 uprising, which quickly coalesced around efforts to change public poli-
cies, observe electoral events, and raise public awareness regarding the democra-
tization process (Herrold, 2016). A civil company chairman (name withheld) 
states:16

After 2011, we expanded our work locally and regionally – we decided to 
adopt a new operating strategy and to work as a “consortium.” Our strategy 
was based on expanding our activities in different governorates based on local 
partners. Networking and cooperation between organisations was one of the 
main donor strategies to strengthen the capacity of NGOs during the early 
phases of the democratic transition.

The government’s crackdown, in fact, stifled many of these collaborative efforts 
between HROs initiated after the 2011 uprising. The strategy of government sur-
veillance created divisiveness and a suspicious environment among Egyptian 
HROs on two levels: first, between development organizations and the HROs. The 
development organizations considered HROs as troublemakers, and consequently 
began to distance themselves from democracy promotion activities that were the 
hallmark of HROs (Herrold, 2016). HROs, on the other hand, saw development 
organizations as being too friendly with the government; and second, between the 
HROs themselves: “There is a clear division between the human rights movement 
now in Egypt. This division is clearly ideological, and because of the mixing 
between political activity and human rights work” (Interview with a human rights 
NGO director [name withheld]).17

A group of HROs launched a platform called the “Forum of Independent Egyp-
tian Human Rights Organizations,” with about 20 members. This might be 
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considered a good strategy on the one hand: working in coalition in order to be 
able to respond strongly to state repression. This also created a division within the 
human rights movement, on the other hand, as several human rights activists con-
sider HROs that are not part of this coalition as working in cooperation with the 
state security apparatus. Gamal Eid, the head of the Arabic Network for Human 
Rights Information (ANHRI), a member of the forum, states:

There is another positive twist to the current crisis, which is that it has acted 
as a filter and shown who are real rights defenders and who are willing to 
ignore certain things and work with the State. Although we are suffering in 
[sic] this moment, we needed it to identify those who are complacent.

(cited in Affify, 2015)

This division is a clear indication of the state’s success in distracting the Egyptian 
human rights movement’s intentions with internal conflict; instead of focusing on 
working together to develop common strategies to withstand state pressure on 
HROs, rivalries have emerged. The human rights movement currently cannot, and 
does not, speak in a collective voice.

Conclusion and the way forward
Human rights organizations can play an active role in contesting the power of 
authoritarian regimes; however, they need to be adaptable and resilient to the 
restrictions imposed by these regimes. As presented in the previous sections, the 
cost of human rights organizations’ engagement with authoritarian regimes is high. 
If they are considered to play any political role to counter state power, it could 
mean their non-existence or the risk of imprisonment, frozen assets, or exile 
imposed on their members. On the contrary, there is also a risk that if other orga-
nizations see them as cooperating too much with the government, then they will 
lose credibility among the more critical other HROs. The flexibility of human 
rights organizations to adopt new coping strategies in order to survive in this envi-
ronment is essential.

The Egyptian case has provided a new narrative regarding the dynamics between 
human rights organizations and authoritarian regimes during time of transition. 
The multiple strategies used by the government to harass human rights organiza-
tions, and the coping strategies adopted by HROs to endure government repres-
sion, have been the main focus of this chapter. The Egyptian case challenges the 
theoretical literature on democratization and civil society that suggests an open 
space for non-governmental organizations, during transition and consolidation of 
democracy. Following the 2011 uprising, Egyptian human rights and pro-
democracy organizations responded to the situation by joining forces in an effort 
to bring about democratic political reform. These initiatives, however, were hin-
dered by the crackdowns imposed by post-Mubarak rulers, whose discourse and 
policy adaptations ultimately created an environment even more hostile towards 
the HROs and contributed to the resurgence of authoritarianism.
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The emphasis of the literature that examines the relationship between HROs and 
authoritarian regimes stresses (1) the importance of developing collaboration 
between human rights organizations and other non-governmental organizations, as 
a means of protection against government interference and repression; and (2) build-
ing ties with other international human rights groups, activists, and members of the 
political elite, to effect actual political change (Welch, 1995; Welch, 2001; Hafner-
Burton and Ron, 2009; Zhou, 2012). Authoritarian governments, however, adopt 
their strategies to limit any genuine cooperative roles between human rights orga-
nizations and other components of local and global civil society.

The imposition of restrictions on foreign funding and criminalizing partnerships 
with international actors has had a negative effect in Egypt: human rights organiza-
tions often feel anxious about receiving foreign funds, and, in many cases, reject 
them; they also avoid working directly with other international human rights 
groups. The government pressure on human rights organizations, and the contin-
ued accusation that they are “mouthpieces” for foreign powers contributes to the 
creation of divisiveness between HROs and other less confrontational, non-
governmental organizations, such as the development sector.

Authoritarian regimes seek to further institutionalize the informal practices that 
have been used as a backstage governance18 for a long time. Their attempts to 
impose formal regulations on HRO operations allows the security apparatus to 
oversee and control the activities and funding sources of non-governmental orga-
nizations – particularly HROs and pro-democracy organizations. This means that 
human rights organizations should rethink their strategies in dealing with the secu-
rity apparatus when they are confronted with a visible and influential power that 
formalizes decisions relating to the civil society sector.

Authoritarian regimes use this control tactic regarding foreign funding, for 
example, when it is the main financial source for human rights organizations; by 
misrepresenting the organizations’ intentions and smearing their image in the eyes 
of the public, they are able to present a convincing argument. Seeking a local 
alternative for financing human rights and democracy promotion activities could 
be considered a suitable strategy to strengthen the ties between HROs and society; 
however, this would require building a strong constituency in the streets, which is 
not the case in the Egyptian case study. The Egyptian case illustrates how succes-
sive political administrations have used the foreign funding case (Case 173) as the 
main tactic to intimidate human rights and pro-democracy organizations, by accus-
ing them of collaborating with Western powers against Egypt, and of ruining the 
state’s reputation in the eyes of the international community.

Human rights organizations respond differently to their interactions with the 
state under a severe and hostile environment. There are some organizations that 
see negotiating with the state and adopting the registration format could be one 
way of resistance; for example, through avoiding the continuous accusations of 
operating and receiving foreign funds “unlawfully,” registration would give them 
the chance to legally dispute this restrictive law by appealing against it and its 
unconstitutional status. There are other organizations, however, that insist on chal-
lenging the status quo by rejecting any attempts by the state to force them to 



Configuration of power in post-2011 Egypt 133

change their legal identity or modify their registration format. The variation of the 
HROs’ responses to state practices gives them the opportunity to try different 
strategies and discover different alternatives to deal with the imposed 
restrictions.

There is a growing body of literature that currently examines the phenomenon 
of reduced spaces for democracy and human rights support. The major part of this 
literature investigates the strategies adopted by international organizations and 
donor agencies, while less attention is focused on the local actors’ responses and 
their adaptation strategies. Contributions to this area of study would be helpful, in 
order to better understand the dynamics of the interaction between human rights 
organizations operating under a growing pushback trend, and authoritarian regimes 
targeting these human rights and democracy activities.

Notes
 1 Four governments had ruled Egypt (at the time of this research) after the ousting of 

Mubarak’s regime: the Supreme Council for Armed Forces (SCAF), led by Field Mar-
shal Mohamed Hussein Tantawi; Mohamed Morsi, backed by the Muslim Brotherhood 
movement; Adly Mansour, the head of the Constitutional Court, who was appointed 
interim president during the transitional phase between Morsi’s downfall and the acces-
sion to power by the current president, Abdel Fattah el-Sisi.

 2 The sample includes two types of organizations, according to their existing legal status: 
first, organizations registered as NGOs according to Law 84/2002 (that was replaced in 
May 2017 with Law 70/2017), under the umbrella of the Ministry of Social Solidarity 
(MOSS); and second, organizations that have different registration entities such as law 
companies, investment companies, and civil companies. The term HROs in this chapter 
has been used to include all types of registered organizations, with any legal status, that 
promote human rights and democracy as their main organizational goal.

 3 A concept introduced by Herrold and Atia (2016), inspired by Brumberg’s (2003) con-
cept of “divide and rule” to describe authoritarian regimes’ efforts to weaken the NGO 
sector. They argue that the Mubarak regime did not rule per se through the NGO sector 
but rather simply worked to keep the image of a freely operating sector while ensuring 
that the sector remained weak and fragmented.

 4 The government supported the creation of small NGOs to operate in the field of human 
rights and democracy promotion with this strategy. The role of those organizations was 
in fact to steer debates away from radical ideas or initiatives that might threaten govern-
ment hegemony and bring about democratic political reform.

 5 In general, this expansion was also seen in the number of registered NGOs after the 
uprising, which rose from almost 30,000 NGOs in 2011 to nearly 47,000 in 2014 (Kan-
dil, 2014).

 6 Interviewed on 17 July 2017.
 7 Interviewed on 19 July 2017.
 8 Interviewed on 19 July 2017.
 9 Interviewed on 19 July 2017.
10 A state of emergency was instituted following terrorist attacks and the bombing of two 

Coptic Christian churches in April 2017.
11 According to the Association for Freedom of Thought and Expression, since May 2017 

more than 120 media websites have been blocked without concrete information on the 
reasons behind the blocks.

12 Interviewed on 20 July 2017.
13 Interviewed on 19 July 2017.
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14 Interviewed on 23 July 2017.
15 Interviewed on 19 July 2017.
16 Interviewed on 21 July 2017.
17 Interviewed on 19 July 2017.
18 Backstage governance in Egypt has a long history under Mubarak regime, The SSI 

controlled the governance of the NGO sector by interfering in governing and managing 
MOSS affairs. This SSI control was made through direct contact with NGOs leaders to 
follow up on the organizations’ activities, facilitation of registration approvals, and the 
necessary permission to acquire foreign funding for organizations collaborating with 
SSI, and the capture of initiatives made for improving governance and democracy (Tad-
ros, 2012).
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