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Abstract:
This article explores whether, in the decade preceding the 2011 uprising, Egypt’s Independent
Civic Activists (ICAs) can be considered organic intellectuals in terms of Gramsci’s wellknown definition. To do so, three aspects of ‘organicity’ with respect to subaltern groups are
identified: a ‘demographic’ dimension, namely their embeddedness within subaltern groups;
an ‘ideological’ dimension pertaining to their ability to correctly identify the problems
affecting subaltern classes; and a ‘cognitive’ dimension, i.e., whether ICAs had managed to
gain at least partial recognition from subaltern groups as providing political leadership. During
the pre-2011 period, ICAs can be shown to be partly – but not fully – ‘organic’ intellectuals
with respect to Egypt’s subaltern groups. Examining ICAs’ evolving mobilisation, it is also
possible to both discern the embryonic emergence of a counter-hegemonic project well before
2011, and by contrast the substantial continuity between the regime and the Ikhwan. Finally,
the article notes that the Egyptian regime under Husni Mubarak appeared unable or unwilling
to address the root causes of dissatisfaction through anything other than palliative measures,
leaving it not so much stable as fierce and brittle, vulnerable in precisely the same ways ICAs
capitalised on in the run-up to the ‘January 25th Revolution’.
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Introduction

The past decade has produced a rich literature assessing Egypt’s January Uprising of 2011
(Stacher 2020; Marfleet 2016; Ketchley 2017; Teti and Gervasio 2011; Armbrust 2019). Over
the years, early optimistic assessments that revolution or at least a semblance of democracy
might be achieved faded, replaced by a literature which either returned to emphasising the
resilience of authoritarianism, or which emphasised would-be revolutionaries’ failures. There
has also been a considerable debate over the usefulness of Gramscian approaches in analysing
the Uprisings and regional politics generally (e.g. De Smet and Bogaert 2017; Ayubi 1996;
Achcar 2016; Munif 2013; Gherib 2017; De Smet 2016; Bayat 2017; Abdelrahman 2014; De
Lellis 2018; Chalcraft 2016).
This article contributes to both strands of research. It draws on Gramsci’s concepts of
subalternity and organic intellectual in such a way as to return a measure of agency to Egypt’s
Independent Civic Activists (ICAs), and in so doing contributes to providing a more balanced
assessment of the possibilities and practices of an emerging opposition movement as it began
to formulate an alternative to the regime during the 2000s.
The article operationalises the concept of an organic subaltern intellectual by exploring
three dimensions of ICAs’ relationship to the subaltern classes they aimed to represent: their
demographic embeddedness within those groups; their ability to both correctly diagnose the
fissures in the Mubarak regime and identify the interests of subaltern groups; and whether ICAs
received recognition from subaltern groups of their leadership role.
Analysing the evolution of ICAs before President Mubarak’s removal shows that
during the pre-2011 period ICAs were emerging as organic intellectuals of the subaltern groups
they intended to represent. They were embedded within those classes, correctly diagnosed their
concerns and the regime’s contradictions, and while recognition from within subaltern groups
was partial and episodic, ICAs were nonetheless receiving sufficient support to begin building
a nationwide organisational reach and recognition from subaltern groups.
This approach to pre-revolutionary political dynamics through subalternity and
‘organicity’, in turn, makes it possible to both discern the embryonic emergence of a counterhegemonic project before 2011, and specifically to distinguish in what senses ICAs’ hegemonic
project was radically different from the regime’s, Islamists’, and indeed liberals’. While the
latter aim to replace regime elites or certain practices while leaving the regime’s basic logic
intact, ICAs’ political programme entails a different form of power and hegemony entirely.
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Finally, the article notes that the Egyptian regime – under Mubarak, and now under
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi – displays ongoing structural weaknesses, being unable or unwilling to
address the root causes of dissatisfaction through anything other than a combination of
repression and the paroxystic intensification of nationalist rhetoric to stigmatise the opposition.
These measures, effective though they may be in the short term, are unable to resolve the
structural causes of dissatisfaction, namely the combination of economic and political
marginalisation papered over by corruption and repression. This leaves the regime not so much
stable as fierce and brittle, vulnerable in precisely the same ways ICAs capitalised on in the
run-up to the ‘January 25th Revolution’.

2

Analytical Framework: Subaltern(ity), Civil Society, and Independent Civic
Activists

Gramsci’s use of ‘subalterno’ has received extensive attention (e.g. Green 2002; Liguori 2011;
2016; Thomas 2018).1 Without intervening in either philological or theoretical scholarship, and
with the necessary caveats around claiming interpretations of Gramsci’s thought (e.g. Brennan
2013; Green 2011, 2002), we are interested here in its relation to the concept of the ‘organic
intellectual’, and in three specific dimensions of Gramsci’s use of ‘subaltern’ as a noun in
relation to social groups or classes: marginality, difference, and the role of subalternity in the
(re)production of relations of class domination/hegemony.
Gramsci opens Notebook 25’s Criteri Metodologici stating “[t]he history of subaltern
social groups is necessarily fragmented [disgregata] and episodic” (Gramsci 1971, 54–55; Q25
§2; emphasis added)2, emphasising elsewhere both this continuously fragmentating action of
capital upon subaltern groups, and its centrality to the material dimension of capitalism.
Gramsci also points out that subaltern groups displayed internal differentiation, being “ranked
[gerarchizzate] according to their economic position and homogeneity” (Gramsci 1996, 52; Q3
§48; emphasis added). Finally, in his analysis of the Southern Question Gramsci shows how
this combination enables relations of class domination and is sustained by ‘prejudices’ which
lead subaltern groups to misidentify their class allies as political enemies, making for
particularly recalcitrant obstacle for a workers’ movement to overcome (Gramsci 1978, 379–
99; see also Q19, §24). Alongside capitalist economics, ‘Civil Society’ is the principal vehicle
for and locus of the reproduction of these political and economic relations.

3

Gennaro Gervasio and Andrea Teti

Subaltern Intellectuals in Mubarak’s Egypt

Gramsci’s analysis of how subaltern classes might resolve this exploitative condition
is fairly well-known and requires at a minimum that a coalition must be built across subaltern
groups with its own organic intellectuals and an alternative civil society. An ‘organic
intellectual’ of subaltern classes is one for whom “the relationship between intellectuals and
people-masses, between the leaders and the led, between the rulers and the ruled is based on
an organic attachment in which impassioned sentiment becomes understanding and hence
knowledge (not mechanically but in a living manner)” (Gramsci 1996, 173; Q4, §33): only then
will such intellectuals be truly representative of subaltern groups, and only in that case can one
speak of a ‘historical bloc’.
Gramsci’s ‘civil society’, of course, does not coincide analytically or empirically with
its homonym in orthodox liberal approaches in Political Science. In the latter conception – as
a ‘sphere’ separate from the state, from the economy and from politics which is the repository
of ‘civic virtue’, and as such can counterbalance the state’s authoritarian impulses and thus
defend democracy or help achieve it – ‘civil society’ both as a category of analysis and the
activists it empirically designates has been central to the policy and scholarly debate about the
possibility of democratic transitions and the resilience of authoritarianism in the Arab MENA
region (for exemplars, see Hinnebusch 2006; Cavatorta and Durac 2011). However, there is by
now an extensive literature showing there is nothing necessarily virtuous or even democratizing
about such civil society, either as a taxonomical category or as really-existing groupings.
Camau (2002) noted the way in which ‘civil society’ as a taxonomical category is supposedly
separate from but actually actively deployed in politics (see also Mitchell 1991; Teti 2012),
while Abdelrahman (2004; 2007) shows that authoritarian regimes seek to control ‘civil
society’ and undermine independent activism.3 A similar effect is produced by international
organisations and civil society (Pogodda 2020; Carapico 2013b, 2002).
Gramsci makes sense of this conundrum by showing that the distinction between
‘state’, ‘civil society’ and ‘political society’ is entirely artificial, and that it is itself part of
mechanisms which reproduce capitalist relations of class domination. He notes that ‘civil
society’ is an emanation of dominant classes, and that, as shown in his analysis of the Southern
Question, it saturates a population’s semiotic horizon with divisive ‘prejudices’ which support
the exploitation of those classes. Dominant classes’ preponderance within this non-state sphere
makes it so impermeable that revolutionary movements must engage first and foremost in a
‘war of position’ to build an alternative ‘civil society’ within which subaltern groups might
avoid dominant classes’ propaganda. If capitalism produces material divisions, civil society
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helps maintain them by inducing subaltern classes to misidentify the cause of their oppression.
As Buttigieg (1995, 3) puts it: “civil society, far from being inimical to the state, is, in fact, its
most resilient constitutive element”. For these reasons, this article follows Carapico’s (2013a)
suggestion to use ‘civic activist’, coining ‘Independent Civic Activist’ (ICA) to designate
activists independent of and opposed to the regime who are not part of the formal party political
sphere, and whose project is counter-hegemonic.4 In Egypt, this identifies in particular a
category of organisations often collectively referred to al-huqūqiyyūn, human rights
organisations which consistently signed and authored collective statements denouncing human
rights abuses.5

3

ICAs as Organic Intellectuals of Subaltern Groups

Based on the above, we propose that whether ICAs can be considered ‘organic intellectuals’ in
relation to subaltern groups can be explored along three distinct dimensions. First, a
‘sociological’ dimension, namely whether ICAs emerge from and remain embedded within
those subaltern classes. Second, an ‘ideological’ dimension, i.e., whether ICAs were able to
correctly diagnose the contradictions internal to the (Mubarak-era) regime, and more
specifically, the degree to which there was convergence or divergence between activists and
public opinion – or more precisely subaltern groups – in their analyses of the key themes or
issues relevant to those constituencies, such as the disaffection with the regime, priorities for
the people and the nation, and specific issues such as social justice, conceptions of democracy,
etc., (See their political analyses of corruption, work, social justice, elite self-interest, etc.).
Finally, a ‘cognitive’ dimension: whether ICAs’ leadership of those subaltern groups was
recognized as such from within the groups themselves: as Gramsci suggests, ‘ordinary’
members of subaltern groups must also ‘accept on the basis of understanding’ (e.g. Gramsci
1996; Q4, §33) those leaders and their political project.

3.1

Sociological Dimension: Class Background and Embeddedness

Most individual ICAs/leaders certainly emerged from subaltern groups and were for the most
part not internal to Egyptian elites in either background or socialization. 6 Activists such as
Khaled ‘Ali, Kamal ‘Abbas, Kamal Abu ‘Ayta, Saber Barakat, Wael ‘Abbas, and many others
usually came from relatively modest lower-middle class backgrounds and obtained degrees
from (free) public universities, especially Cairo University, whereas those emerging from
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expensive private institutions such as the American University in Cairo (AUC) were relatively
fewer and far between (e.g. Hossam Bahgat, Gigi Ibrahim, etc.). Bayat defines this category of
activists as “middle class poor” (Bayat 2015, 35), since they live often in poor areas. This
ensures a daily contact with “marginalised urban poor’s deprivation and rage” (Bayat 2015,
35) which, as well as driving them to better their own position, keeps them familiar with the
predicament of subaltern classes. Conversely, while these ICAs were emerging, the focus and
base of Brotherhood elites shifted to the upper-middle class during the 2000s (El-Ghobashy
2005).7

3.2

Ideological Dimension: Political Projects and Collective Concerns

In order to represent subaltern groups – or at least be able to represent them in principle – an
intellectual (class) must at a minimum reflect those groups’ concerns and interests and be
capable of articulating a counter-hegemonic vision with these at its core. In order to hope to
articulate such a project, those interests must first be identified. It is therefore necessary to ask
whether ICAs had correctly diagnosed the regime’s internal contradictions, and whether these
diagnoses resonated with the subaltern groups they intended to represent. To do this, it is useful
to focus in turn both on the groups themselves and on their counterparts. This contrast will cast
into better relief the characteristics displayed by ICAs and their significance in the Egyptian
political landscape.
To a significant degree, ICAs had identified a series of key issues which were of
concern to the general population. This can be seen in various ways. At a superficial, heuristic
level, throughout the 2000s the keywords of ICAs’ analyses and activism matched very closely
what would become the most popular slogans (Al-Masaeed 2013; Clarke 2013) under which
people protested against the regime during the ‘18 Days’ and the ‘Long Revolution’ of 2011
(see Ryzova 2020). Beyond this entirely anecdotal point, however, there is a wealth of both
direct and indirect evidence of this resonance of concerns. Beyond the by now extensive
literature on Egypt’s labour movements and organisations, we consider here evidence emerging
from extensive fieldwork over several years with key Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) and
ICAs, and indirect evidence from public opinion surveys. Essentially, both converge over a
small number of key issues, particularly corruption and social justice: the core themes/issues
which ICAs had concentrated their analysis and activism on are precisely the ones one finds as
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the principle causes which led people to either actively participate in or passively support the
January 2011 uprising.
The principal focus of independent civil society and civic activists was on themes such
as labour rights (pay, conditions, etc. both urban and rural), social justice, corruption, police
abuse, women’s rights, and child labour (Beinin and Lockman 1987; El-Mahdi and Marfleet
2009; Beinin 2015; 2009). The general thrust of this literature is confirmed by a wealth of
qualitative evidence emerging from interviews, participant observations, and semiethnographic work by researchers. Our own experience confirms this. For example, according
to ICAs, the Egyptian regime operates based on a mix of repression, corruption, and to a lesser
degree co-option,8 layered over which is the insistence from the Egyptian government and
donor countries and institutions (IFIs) on weakening worker protections (including protection
of pay and job security), dismantling welfare support (especially out-of-work support), and
undermining unionisation – including importing agricultural labour, shift differentiation in
factories, union-busting legislation.9 Indeed, one labour leader claimed that by pressing for
privatisations, “the US and the EU create the very conditions which we have to fight against.”10
It is important to acknowledge that there was a fine and often fuzzy line between a ‘narrow’
and ‘apolitical’ fight for pay and conditions and the explicit conceptualization of these
standards as (human) rights. While some leaders believed still in 2009 that most striking
workers thought in terms of the former, another leader clearly stated that the privatisation of
“gas, water, electricity, etc. are considered ‘services’ in the West, they are considered human
rights here.”11 According to other ICAs, the dramatic trajectory of Egypt’s ‘January
Revolution’ itself demonstrates that activists’ conception was more in line with the wider
people’s demands than with the EU’s conception of democracy and transitions towards it.12
What we find is that public opinion surveys match these concerns quite closely. Public
opinion surveys in the Middle East are sometimes dismissed by regional experts as unreliable
insofar as they are conducted in authoritarian contexts (for a review, see Abbott et al. 2017).
Nevertheless, it is interesting to note that in Egypt the most methodologically reliable surveys
– e.g., Arab Barometer, World Values Survey – show consistently that both popular concerns
and the causes of (active or passive) support for the 2011 Uprising focus on corruption and
issues pertaining socio-economic rights (social justice).
Corruption was the single most significant factor which led people to passively or
actively support the January Uprising (Sapsford et al. 2019) with economic inequality –
unemployment, poverty, inflation, etc., a close second (Abbott and Teti 2017). The perception
7
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of corruption is nothing short of dramatic. In 2014, barely 11.6% think state agencies are not
corrupt; 32% think private sector business are not corrupt; a huge 82% think it is difficult to
get a job without ‘connections’; and perhaps most significant of all, a mere 14% think the
government is making a concerted effort to crack down on corruption (Teti et al. 2020, 229–
30). The perception of the economic situation is no less dire: only 29.9% of people thought the
economic situation was good or very good; 31.8% thought the government’s performance
managing the economy was good or very good; 14.5% felt its performance reducing economic
inequalities good/very good; only 31.2% felt their household income covered expenses; and
only 9.3% felt the government’s performance keeping inflation down was good or very good
(Teti et al. 2020, 229–30). And while overt questions about trust in government tend to receive
somewhat higher scores, these plummet to drastically low levels when people are asked about
the ‘bread and butter’ of government, namely the delivery of basic and essential services like
healthcare or education (Abbott and Teti 2017).
Considering that, if indeed critics of regional public opinion surveys are correct in
claiming surveys are unreliable because people tend to self-censor in fear of their own safety,
then these results present a minimum likely to be exceeded in reality – which only strengthens
our claim of convergence between public opinion and ICAs on this count.
As such, in this instance at least, comparing the themes ICAs concentrated on with
popular concerns such as these emerge from survey data provides a useful indirect way of
assessing how closely ICAs’ activities – both analysis and campaigning – echoed subaltern
classes’ concerns, particularly as these are the very same which drove support and participation
in the 2011 uprising.
Another indirect measure of the degree to which ICA campaigns crossed regime ‘red
lines’ and resonated with public opinion – and worried the Egyptian government for precisely
that reason – is offered by US Embassy cables. One cable reports on the extent of corruption
(US Embassy Cairo 2007), noting that the “privatization and economic opening of recent years
have created new opportunities for ‘vertical corruption’ at upper levels of government” (4. C)
and that, consequently, “enticements to corruption now exist everywhere from high-level state
concessions to police officers on the street” (5. C) from teachers to small-to-medium
businesses, from Parliamentarians to the Ministry of Defence (par. 5-8) and the President’s
family itself (9).13 Nor is corruption something the population cares little about: the cable
indicates that concern is widespread14 (9. C), permeating popular culture, including “the most
widespread account of high-level corruption in recent years was in a work of fiction – the
8
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wildly popular 2002 novel [The] Yacoubian Building” (9. C) which clearly contained a critique
of high-level regime corruption.
That the regime was sensitive about corruption – and that therefore researching and
even speaking about corruption was a highly-charged political act – is clear, so much so that
the cable the “press to avoid[s] direct associations between President Mubarak and corruption
charges” (11. U), while those who raise the issue “have often found themselves the target of
corruption charges from the government and pro-government media commentators” (17.
SBU).
In this context, the cable notes that “[c]orruption is a favorite target of the opposition”
(12. U) and “receiving renewed attention from civil society activists” (1. SBU), while another
cable is entirely dedicated to a Kifaya report on corruption (Kifaya 2007). While ‘not a
systematic study’, the cable notes that the report’s aim is to raise awareness among and provide
information to a concerned population. The report focuses on politically sensitive corruption
practices associated with the regime: nepotism and clientelism in the public sector including
the police; police abuse, including torture; corruption in the judiciary, press, education and
health sectors, and in allocation of lands and housing; misappropriation of armament
commissions (central to the Army’s economic empire); prostitution rings linked to high-level
government figures, election rigging, and the use of emergency legislation to repress dissent
(US Embassy Cairo 2006).
Whether Kifaya or any other individual actor or initiative were ‘successful’ or not, it is
difficult to argue that there was not a strong congruence between ICAs’ actions and popular
concerns, that ICAs were correctly diagnosing the country’s problems, and that these issues
were not explored with the consciously political objective of opposing the regime and
mobilising the population at large.
The evidence of both the scale of corruption and how much people cared about the issue
can be seen in a number of other ways as well. For example, barely two months after Mubarak’s
removal, roughly 6,000 corruption cases had been launched, with a flood of evidence from
courts and local tathīr (cleansing) campaigns disseminated through new independent media
which testified to the scale of crime at the heart of the regime (Marfleet 2013, 128). Eventually
both Gamal Mubarak and Ahmad ‘Izz – key symbols of that regime – were tried. More broadly,
corruption and regime abuse of power were a concern to producers and consumers of both
‘high’ and ‘low’ culture, new and old media, spanning literature, cinema, ‘new media’ and
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conventional news publishing. ‘Alaa al-Aswany (The Yacoubian Building, 2002) and Khalid
al-Khamissi (Taxi, 2006) established themselves as leading intellectuals of the new prodemocracy movement, first supporting the campaign against tawrīth, then campaigning for
Muhammad El-Baradei.15 Alongside them, younger authors including Ahmad al-‘Aidi (Being
‘Abbas al-‘Abd, 2003) and ‘Issam Yusuf (Quarter gram, 2008) also emerged, reflecting the
widespread disaffection which would be the backdrop to the 2011 uprising. In addition, panArab satellite media such as Al-Jazeera, an embryonic process of debate on state press, and the
private press all helped convey a different range and type of information, alongside the
powerful symbolism of critical discussion in itself (Sakr 2013). The most important examples
in this sense were the broadly liberal Al-Misrī al-Yawm (The Egyptian Today) that became the
country’s most-read paper within three years of its establishment in 2004, and the leftist alBadīl (The Alternative), which during its brief existence (2007-2009) emerged as the voice of
the independent workers’ movement, as an important link between different movements, e.g.,
regularly publishing editorials on contemporary political issues by the best-known opposition
leaders and many older and younger intellectuals (Ghiglia 2015).
Nor would it be accurate to characterise the activities of ICAs as merely episodic,
marginally significant, apolitical or focused on single issues. Certainly, some ICAs themselves
believed before 2011 that Egypt – and specifically the workers’ movement – was not ready to
sustain a national campaign for political change as they lacked both nationwide organisational
structures and ‘political consciousness’. However, it is also true that ICAs had been active
throughout the 2000s: the mobilization over the previous decade was far from entirely
unsystematic or ‘spontaneous’. That mobilisation focused on attempting to expand the reach
and strengthening the depth of capacity of ‘worker service provision’, i.e., on expanding
unionisation and increasing coordination between unions and sectors.16 In the wake of the
Tunisian revolution, a constellation of movements coming together in early January 2011 to
call for the removal of Interior Minister Habib al-Adli (January 25th) and then – given the
unprecedented strength and nationwide breadth of protests – for the downfall of the regime
itself (January 28th).
This decade-long mobilisation, which has its roots in the workers’ movement on the
one hand, and in the post-Nasserist left on the other, was complex and certainly not without its
internal splits and contradictions. However, recounting the main events and organisations in
this trajectory of mobilisation helps clarify the focus of ICAs activities, their relation to popular
concerns and to the regime, to what extent these groups were attempting to coordinate and

10

Gennaro Gervasio and Andrea Teti

Subaltern Intellectuals in Mubarak’s Egypt

extend their reach nationwide – and thus to what degree ICAs can be regarded as organic to
subaltern groups and as representing a counter-hegemonic politics.
The post-Nasserist left, mostly urban intellectual activists, set up Egypt’s first Centres
(marākiz), which played a crucial role in the run-up to 2011 (Gervasio and Teti 2014;
Abdelrahman 2014). These organisations attempted to establish a culture of reform, monitor
and pursue human rights, cross red lines and probe interstices left open by the regime, learning
to use the spaces such a regime must leave partly open – e.g., the judiciary and the law – if it
is to attempt to present a democratic façade (Galāl 2005). This applies to organisational form
itself; some of these groups, for example, were established as CSOs, others as law firms or
think tanks because the CSO legislation (e.g., registration processes) was being used to
suffocate or co-opt independent CS groups.
The workers’ movement took on different forms. The establishment of independent
trade unions began with the Real Estate Tax Authority employees’ union, in December 2008,
headed by Kamal Abu ‘Ayta (e.g. Al-Mīrghānī 2012), and gained a considerable amount of
attention from scholarship and policymakers. However, organisations whose purpose it was to
defend workers’ rights but that were not formally unions date back much earlier. These
workers’ rights groups often, like the huqūqiyyūn human rights organisations, also took the
form of legal firms. The best example of this is the Centre for Trade Union and Workers’
Services (CTUWS, Dār al-khadamāt al-niqābiyya wa-l-‘ummāilyya) established in 1990 in
Helwan. Established as a law firm for the kinds of reasons described above, its focus was
clearly on workers’ rights, de facto anticipating the emergence of independent trade unions by
nearly two decades. At the same time, while it, like unions, was cautious about overt
involvement in politics – not least for tactical reasons – for workers’ organisations the overt
politicisation of protest was one of the regime’s ‘red lines’, and alliances with weak and coopted parties offered little advantage (Abdalla 2020, 160–63). It was always aware of the
political dimensions, significance and implications of its work. Indeed, politics was present at
its very birth, having been established by worker activist Kamal ‘Abbas and old Communist
militants like the late Yusuf Darwish and Nabil al-Hilali. CTUWS and similar groups were an
adaptation to a combination of government repression of worker activism around 1989 and
lack of support from established formal structures like ETUF.17 Some organisations like the
Markaz al-Ard headed by Karam Saber Ibrahim worked to claim and defend agricultural
workers’ rights, whereas the Hisham Mubarak Law Centre (HMLC) headed by Saber Barakat
worked on human rights and workers’ rights, in particular.
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The history of the 2000s is one of increasing frequency of protest, increasing breadth
and depth of organisations calling for ‘change’ (taghyīr), and increasing coordination between
such groups across the ideological spectrum (including progressive elements among Islamists).
Often forgotten because of the events of September 11th, 2001, the previous day a
demonstration was held in Cairo’s Tahrir Square against the government’s de facto support for
Israel’s occupation organised by the People’s Committee for Solidarity with the Palestinian
Intifada. This event flagrantly violated the regime’s ‘red line’ against anti-regime protest, did
so in the country’s symbolic heart, it brought together an older generation of militants and
newly-mobilised younger activists, and was an attempt to overcome the split between secular
and Islamists activists (El-Mahdi and Marfleet 2009). Over the following two years (2002-03),
the movement against the invasion of Iraq helped forge a new protest culture, including
younger urban middle-class activists being exposed to repression for the first time during a
running battle which took place in March 2003 in Cairo’s Tahrir Square. By 2004, the effect
of neoliberal economic ‘reforms’ and the experience of harsh repression helped shift protests
from being nominally focused on Arab regional issues to protests overtly directed at the regime
and at the President. Shayfeenkom! (We See You!), for example, focused on corruption (2005).
Established in 2004/05, the Egyptian Movement for Change (al-Haraka al-misriyya min ajl altaghyīr, aka Kifaya!/Enough!) was aimed at Husni Mubarak, his son and likely successor
Gamal, and the elites around him – particularly businessmen like Ahmad ‘Izz –, and aimed to
stop Mubarak’s re-election in Egypt’s first supposedly competitive presidential elections in
2005, and then tawrīth, the ‘inheritance’ of power by Gamal Mubarak, as well as campaigning
against corruption as noted above (El-Mahdi 2009). Although ultimately unsuccessful, and
despite not overcoming its internal divisions (see Sha‘bān 2006), the Kifaya experience was
significant because it successfully challenged the unspoken ‘red line’ around protesting against
the President;18 was a laboratory for collaboration between different opposition groups –
intellectuals, workers, students, feminists, secularists and Islamists, and many previously
apolitical citizens –; and acted as a catalyst for a new Egyptian intelligentsia (El-Mahdi 2009;
Duboc 2011).
Concurrently, independent workers’ movements were becoming more assertive: 3,300
protests were registered over 1998-2009 (Beinin 2011, 181; Beinin and Duboc 2013), and there
was a massive rise in workers’ organisation and mobilization (Beinin and Duboc 2013; ElMahdi 2009; Alexander and Bassiouny 2014).19 In 2008, massive, week-long strikes that took
place in al-Mahalla al-Kubra in the course of which, alongside employers, President Mubarak
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was also explicitly targeted. While workers’ unions often avoided explicit politicisation of their
demands and were reluctant to cooperate with parties – which is understandable, given the way
these were systematically co-opted – and with ICAs themselves, it is clear that such protests
were taking on political significance. A symbol of how central workers’ activism was to the
opposition movement generally can be inferred from the way their struggles were adopted as
icons of anti-regime protests – e.g., it was precisely in support of these struggles that the ‘April
6th Youth’ group was formed.20 April 6th itself was also another ‘experiment’ bringing together
ideologically diverse membership and leadership for a common purpose. Its two main leaders
were Ahmed Maher from the liberal/left and Islamist Asma Mahfouz, but also included
members from Kifaya and from the Revolutionary Socialists. The Lagna Tansīhiyya (Advisory
Committee for Independent Workers) was also established in 2008, another coalition bringing
together several ICAs and their organisations (Saber Barakat, Kamal Abu ‘Ayta, Fatma
Ramadan, etc.), and in particular bridging the urban-rural divide in an informal coordination
body among workers’ groups (before independent unions had been established).21 Indeed, Abu
‘Ayta would establish the Tax Collectors’ Union later that year (Abdelrahman 2014).
By 2010, Khaled ‘Ali’s ECESR (see below)– an HMLC offshoot – had become a hub
for the opposition, centrally involved in all the principal experiences of organization against
the regime over the years preceding the January Uprising, including the popular campaign
launched in 2009/10 against the ‘inheritance’ of power from Mubarak père to fils (al-Hamla
al-sha‘biyya didda al-tawrīth), which later merged into the National Association for Change
(NAC).
February 2010 saw the formal establishment of the NAC itself. Its figurehead leader
was El-Baradei, but again it included leaders and organisations from across the spectrum of
ICAs and labour organisations, e.g., Khaled ‘Ali, Hassan Nafa‘ (coordinator of the campaign
against tawrīth), Kamal Abu ‘Ayta, Hamdin Sabbahi (initially), and Ahmad Baha’ al-Din
Sha‘ban (leader of the Egyptian Socialist Party). The NAC experience is sometimes
underestimated, possibly because the coalition was eventually not ‘successful’. Yet for present
purposes, it marked two important shifts: first, an organisation whose explicit purpose is to call
for generalised political ‘change’, rather than single issue campaigns, and secondly, the shift
from the ‘negative’ stance of previous campaigns and organisations (Kifaya; negative) to
positive calls for political change (Magued 2020). Before then, often ICAs would be asked ‘wa
el-badīl eh?’ (‘So, what is the alternative?’). The NAC was evidence that ICAs were trying to
build trans-ideological coalitions to provide an answer to that question, calling for the socio-
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economic and political inclusion which the regime had thrived on denying, i.e., for both socioeconomic and civil-political rights and their actual implementation. The significance of these
efforts was indirectly confirmed by a commensurate increase in police attention and violence,
including clashes between Coptic students and police in autumn 2010. There was also clear
evidence of ferment in the ICA sector and the feeling that mobilisation was moving into the
explicitly political field, not least of which was the proliferation of meetings involving multiple
ICAs and political forces (NWF, Revolutionary Socialists), or these being held at significant
locations such as the Journalists’ Syndicate.
An example of the NAC’s explicitly political function was a meeting held in September
2010 with former IAEA director and Nobel peace laureate Muhammad El-Baradei at the
Egyptian Centre for Economic and Social Rights (ECESR) – which drew hundreds of activists,
journalists, unionists, students and ‘ordinary’ citizens – to discuss the possibility of El-Baradei
running as presidential candidate against Mubarak in what would have been presidential
elections scheduled for 2011.22 The debate was hosted by its director Khaled ‘Ali, who would
later run as presidential candidate himself in 2012. ECESR was a young, dynamic NGO which
acted as a catalyst for different opposition movements and as a trait d’union between these
movements and aspiring political leaders. The ECESR was part of those huqūqiyyūn groups
which saw themselves as research, monitoring and mobilization organizations and
simultaneously, as a catalyst for anti-systemic protest movements. It aimed to be broadly
inclusive, drawing membership and leadership from the Coptic minority and the ‘reformist’
tendency among Islamists as well.23 Indeed, after scheduled parliamentary elections ended in
early December 2010, a meeting was held at the Journalists’ Union with several hundred
attending discussing results of the elections, regime divisions, and in particular discussing the
NAC and El-Baradei’s potential presidential candidacy. These talks even included
Brotherhood members who would later be linked to ‘Abd el-Moneim Abu’l- Futuh, the socially
progressive leader of the Brotherhood ‘youth’ who after the revolution was expelled from the
Ikhwan and eventually ran in the 2012 presidential elections as an independent, coming a
narrow fourth, within 7% of the winner and eventual President, Muhammad Morsi.24
Correspondingly, ICAs sought to extend their influence. Huqūqiyyūn groups and
workers’ organisations began opening branches to support workers in other contexts and
locations, and adapted to local needs.25 The NAC also swiftly de-centralised and expanded its
activities, especially contested traditionally Brotherhood-dominated areas in northern Egypt.
By 2009, as a leading labour activist emphasised, ICAs were at the start of a positive project
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which had broader concerns and objectives than ‘simple’ workers’ struggles over pay and
conditions, so much so that – as he noted – the regime had begun to harass ICAs much more
frequently and systematically.26 That they posed a political challenge to the regime well before
2011 had become clear (Shehata 2010).
While this ferment was under way, on June 6th 2010, the tortured body of Khalid Sa‘id
was found, killed by security forces for trying to publish a video criticising police corruption.
His assassination generated widespread outrage after pictures of his body were published. His
death came to epitomise the average citizen’s powerlessness to oppose regime abuse. The
Facebook page ‘We Are All Khalid Sa‘id’ (Kullunā Khālid Sa‘īd) created in his memory
registered nearly half a million members in a few days, and immediately became a hotbed of
debate over the need for change – i.e., to deal with the country’s core problems: corruption and
police abuse, and the denial of both social justice and political voice , including in the upcoming
2010 parliamentary elections.

3.3

Cognitive Dimension: Recognition and ‘Understanding’

The third and final question is whether, during the pre-2011 period, ICAs were organic to those
subaltern classes/groups they wished to represent by receiving recognition by subaltern groups
themselves.
At first, it appears obvious that this ‘acceptance’ – particularly ‘on the basis of
understanding’ – was absent, and that the bond between ICAs and subaltern groups nationwide
was weak. One might accept that such recognition may have been present at specific points or
in specific respects – e.g., the Khalid Sa‘id affaire and Facebook group, or during the ‘Eighteen
Days’, but the lack of a nationwide organisational infrastructure points to the weakness of any
claim to this bond of recognition, ‘sympathy’ or ‘understanding’.
Closer attention to the activities of ICAs in the run-up to the January 25th Uprising,
however, suggests the situation was far from clear-cut. The increasing nationwide expansion
and intensity of activities of ICAs, especially within independent unions and ‘civil society’,
between 2008-10 has been well-documented and outlined above. Beyond the mere increase in
activity of ICAs, this suggests that there was also increasing political ferment among working
classes, and increasing mobilization of workers and their (informal) unions (Shehata 2010).
There is also evidence of attempts by ICAs and their organisations to develop national
organisations – whether unions or opposition groups – to extend their presence geographically,
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in terms of capacity, and by networking to collaborate and coordinate more systematically,
frequently, and intensively (Beinin and Duboc 2013; Weipert-Fenner and Wolff 2020).27
However embryonic these attempts might have been, and however much they were
caught off-guard by the Tunisian Revolution and unprepared for an uprising, these processes
had nonetheless clearly begun. On the one hand, in December 2010 one could not speak of a
systematic broad-based nationwide alliance of opposition groups nor the convergence of
diverse actors. On the other hand, one also cannot deny that this alliance was precisely the
project in the process of being formulated and built.

4

Assessment

The discussion above set out to examine Gramscian analysis of the causes and trajectories
leading towards the January 2011 Revolution, namely the degree to which ICAs’ relation to
the subaltern classes they aimed to represent was organic. To do this, it explored ICAs’
embeddedness in subaltern groups and their ability to reflect those groups’ concerns and
interests by articulating a counter-hegemonic vision, while receiving recognition from
subaltern groups themselves.
The analysis presented here suggests ICAs be understood as ‘organic intellectuals’ on
the first two criteria – class embeddedness and accurately diagnosing and representing class
interests. On the third count, with the possible exception of specific periods or contexts such
as the Kullunā Khālid Sa‘īd group, full ‘recognition’ in strictly Gramscian terms was absent as
ICAs were not fully organic insofar as they were unable to gain widespread, nationwide
recognition from the groups they wished to represent as their leading intellectuals.
That being said, ICAs undeniably did have some national ‘reach’ and recognition
(Magued 2020) and there were indications that this was growing. First, they initiated
campaigns aiming to stimulate mass mobilisation, which resonated with the population at large,
helping catalyse dissent. Indeed ICAs, were by the mid-2000s clearly organising a series of
high-profile initiatives along the lines of the issues that concerned the population: the
Shayfeenkum (we see you) and Kifaya (Enough) focused on corruption and electoral
manipulation – where corruption would be the single biggest cause of support for the January
25th Uprisings. The anti-tawrīth campaign moved against Husni Mubarak’s plan to allow his
son Gamal to ‘inherit’ the presidency and crossed one of the regime’s ‘red lines’, i.e., criticising
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the Mubarak family openly. The Kullunā Khālid Sa‘īd Facebook group also provided a
platform to protest police corruption and brutality. All crossed the regime’s ‘red lines.’
Second, it is clear that the process of extending the breadth and depth of opposition was
under way long before 2011. Notably during 2008-2010, ICAs increasingly attempted to
network and coordinate, and the NAC experience disclosed the first – however embryonic –
attempt to overtly enter the political arena and formulate an alternative political programme.
Additionally, ICAs’ socio-economic demands – e.g., eliminating corruption – went to the heart
of the economic and therefore political system which the regime – Mubarak’s and al-Sisi’s, the
Muslim Brotherhood, and regional and international powers supported. Although they did not
formulate an explicitly revolutionary programme (or logistical infrastructure) their demands
were revolutionary, and evidence suggests it is exceedingly unlikely that they were not aware
of the radical implications of their actions. These experiences help explain, inter alia, what to
outsiders appeared as the apparent ‘suddenness’ and ‘unexpected’ unity of anti-Mubarak forces
during the ‘18 days’ of the revolution (El-Ghobashy 2011).
Finally, it should be remembered that the appeal to protest on January 25th, National
Police Day, was made by ICAs – Asma Mahfouz’s well-known video appeal was made a week
earlier – and the response to it suggests ICAs’ appeal and the themes they had worked on for
years resonated enough within subaltern groups to catalyse their discontent into protest.
Perhaps it is more accurate to conclude that recognition was not so absent as it was in a stillembryonic phase of development, and that the revolution came too soon for that opposition to
be prepared to meet its challenges.

5

Conclusion

This article explored whether Independent Civic Activists (ICAs) could be considered ‘organic
intellectuals’ of Egypt’s subaltern classes. To do so, three aspects of ‘organicity’ with respect
to subaltern groups were identified: a ‘demographic’ dimension, namely their embeddedness
within the subaltern groups they intended to represent; an ‘ideological’ dimension pertaining
to their ability to correctly identify the problems affecting subaltern classes; and a ‘cognitive’
dimension, i.e., whether ICAs had managed to gain at least partial recognition from subaltern
groups as providing political leadership. During the pre-2011 period, ICAs can be shown to be
partly – but not fully – ‘organic intellectuals,’ partly falling short on the third count, but having
undertaken a process which might have achieved their intended result.
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Implications of this analysis can be identified at several levels: first, to reassess the
possibilities and practices of ICA efforts to oppose the Mubarak regime during the 2000s;
second, to apply Gramscian-inspired analyses to Middle East politics; and third, to draw on
Italophone literature to contribute to a more organic application of Gramscian tools.
The empirical dimension of this contribution speaks to at least two issues: the
(counter)hegemonic and revolutionary potential and intentions of ICAs, and the implications
of the Egyptian regime’s failure to address the long-term causes of economic and political
marginalisation which provided the context for, inter alia, both ICAs’ activism during the
2000s and, of course, the 2011 uprising itself.
Some of the debate about ICAs’ ‘revolutionary’ potential, capability or intent turns on
whether ICAs formulated an explicitly revolutionary plan, but in an authoritarian context such
as Egypt’s and at a relatively early stage of development of their ‘logistical’ strength and
capability, this is perhaps an unrealistic expectation. Indeed, independent unions’ strategy of
avoiding alliances with parties and ‘politicisation’ generally is a result of a similar calculus of
caution. However, by examining their activities, it is clear that ICAs’ efforts to accurately
diagnose the country’s problems, to reflect subaltern groups’ concerns, to mobilise those
groups, and their increasingly explicit political nature had as ultimate implication – whether
openly stated or not – to establish a nationwide pro-democratic opposition movement based on
both socio-economic and political inclusion. In Gramscian terms, they were clearly engaged in
a ‘war of position’. The fact that these organisations were not calling for ‘revolution’ (thawra)
but ‘change’ (taghyīr) most likely reflects the early stage of development of the opposition
movement, but it should not distract from the radical nature of ICAs – or indeed independent
unions’ – objectives and activities in the context of Egypt’s kleptocratic authoritarianism.
As for the analytical contribution of this piece, while it focused on the criteria for
organic subaltern intellectuals, its implications are considerably broader. In particular, the
analysis carried out here calls for a fuller exploration of subalternity, which along with
hegemony is a concept both well-known in the Gramsci-inspired literature on Middle East
politics and one which would benefit from a closer reading of both original sources and the
rich Italophone literature. With all the necessary caveats about ‘traveling theory’ and
philological depth, tools like subalternity, organicity, hegemony, civil society and historical
bloc beg to be treated more systematically in Middle East Studies – as Gramsci did, for
example, in his analysis of the Southern Question. In their ‘organic’ articulation, these tools
have the potential to allow Anglophone scholarship to overcome the unrealistic dichotomy
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between coercive domination and consensual hegemony and return to subaltern groups’ their
agency in all its contradictory complexity.
Finally, the analysis presented here confirms that as a result of a long-term impasse,
Egypt’s regime is unable to muster consensus, relying instead on a combination of repression,
hyper-nationalism and xenophobia, which sustain only short-term consensus. This combination
of its ideological vacuity, economic exploitation, and political repression makes for a regime
that, despite a veneer of permanence which should not be confused with stability, is actually
brittle and precarious. Conversely, it suggests that neither post-Mubarak regime elites nor the
Brotherhood – whose aim is to replace the regime’s elites rather than the regime itself –
currently offer an alternative to the current system (nizām). From this perspective, only ICAs
can be considered to have counter-hegemonic potential, seeking to replace the regime’s core
logic of exploitation. Such structural conditions – combining increasing economic
marginalisation, political repression, and lack of alternatives – seem set to produce possibilities
for dissent, organisation, and mobilisation, whether by current ICAs or new forces which might
emerge in the near future.

6
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Gramsci scholarship, particularly in Italian, has usefully developed a complex systematic analysis of his

conceptual toolkit. This article does not intend to simply ‘apply’ this toolkit to Egypt, or claim an unproblematic
similarity between late19th/early 20th century Italy and 21st Century Egypt – much less attempt to retrieve
Gramsci’s authorial intention. Rather, we believe that the exploration of the analytical opportunities offered by
Gramsci’s thought to the study of the region is far from concluded and we intend to make a modest contribution
to this development by drawing on Gramsci’s analysis as inspiration to devise adapted analytical tools useful for
the context and task at hand.
2

As indicated in the Introduction to the special section, we cite English translations of Gramsci’s work but also

provide a reference to the Italian original – following the international conventions of Gramsci Studies –
indicating the Notebook (‘Quaderno’, Q) number and section symbol (§) identifying the paragraph number in
the Italian critical edition (Gramsci 1975).
3

This scholarship is borne out in fieldwork by ICAs themselves: some are wary of using the rubric ‘civil

society’ to cover all non-party organisations, arguing it is too broad a concept, while others distinguish between
independent or activist NGOs and organisations whither established by regime directly (e.g., Al-Gil) or which
end up being co-opted by it (e.g. Al-Ard), or again between ‘human rights community’ (huqūqiyyūn), referring
to liberal and leftist pro-democracy organisations, and “assistance CSOs” indicating primarily Islamist charities
(e.g. ICA2, 13/01/2009) and others still broaden the definition to the point of resembling Gramsci’s own (e.g.
ICA3, 15/01/2009).
4

Fieldwork for this article was conducted on several occasions and for extended periods during 2009-2013, and

included several dozen interviews and participant observations by Gennaro Gervasio. The interviews referred to
in this article constitute a small sample of extensive fieldwork conducted by Gennaro Gervasio, as well as
interviews conducted jointly with Andrea Teti. While informed consent was obtained on each occasion, for the
safety of interviewees their names have been anonymised here. Interviewees were selected on the basis of their
role in relevant movements under analysis, and constitute a selection representative of opinions expressed by
ICAs including ones not quoted here. After interviews were transcribed and analysed, identifying information
was destroyed.
5

Specifically, during the period under examination here, this list includes the Andalus Institute for Tolerance

and Non-Violent Studies; Arab Network for Human Rights Information; Arabic Network for Human Rights
(ANHRI); Arab Organization for Penal Reform; Association for Freedom of Thought and Expression; AlIntimā’ Al-Watanī Association for Human Rights; Awlād Al-Ard Foundation for Human Rights; Cairo Institute
for Human Rights Studies (CIHRS); Center for Egyptian Women's Legal Assistance; Egyptian Association for
Enhancement of Community Participation; Egyptian Center for Housing Rights; Egyptian Initiative for Personal
Rights (EIPR); the Egyptian Center for Human Rights; Association for Human Rights Legal Aid (al-Gam‘iyya
lil-musā‘da al-qanūniyya wa-huqūq al-insān, AHRLA); the Hisham Mubarak Law Center (HMLC); Land
Center for Human Rights (Markaz al-Ard); Nadim Center for Rehabilitation of Victims of Violence; New
Woman Foundation (NWF); One World Foundation for Development and Civil Society Care; Arab Network for
NGOs.
6

Gervasio’s interview with ICA2 (13/01/2010), ICA4 (02/02/2010), and ICA6 (16/06/2012).
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7

Gervasio’s interview with ICA10, 16/01/2010. See also (Bayat 2013; Naguib 2009).

8

E.g. Gervasio’s interview with ICA4, 02/02/2010.

9

Authors’ interview with ICA10, 12/01/2009.

10

Authors’ interview with ICA2, 13/01/2009. Similar sentiments were expressed to Authors by ICA10

(12/01/2009) and ICA3 (15/01/2009), amongst others.
11

Authors’ interview with ICA2, 13/01/2009; emphasis added.

12

Gervasio’s interviews with ICA8, 01/08/2012; ICA6, 16/06/2012. See also Gervasio and Teti (2014).

13

Gervasio’s interview with ICA9, 01/06/2012, who emphasised the lack of transparency on public contracts

‘won’ by the Army.
14

ICAs also confirmed this, noting the proportional increase of corruption which came with the rise of Gamal

Mubarak and his “gang”; e.g. Gervasio interview with ICA11, 09/02/2010.
15

E.g. interview by the Authors with: ICA3, 15/01/2009; ICA9, 12/01/2009.

16

Authors’ interview with ICA3, 15/01/2009.

17

Authors’ interview with ICA3, 15/01/2009.

18

Gervasio’s interviews with ICA7 (several occasions, 2009-12), and ICA12, 09/02/2010.

19

On the role of the workers during and after the Revolution see (Beinin 2012a; 2012b; Clément, Duboc, and El

Shafei 2011; Abdalla 2017). Gervasio’s interview with ICA3 (30/6/2012) confirms this trend.
20

Gervasio’s interview with ICA5, 08/02/2010.

21

Authors’ interviews with ICA9, 12/01/2009; ICA2, 13/01/2009; and Gervasio’s interview with ICA10,

16/01/2010.
22

In addition to such ‘high-level’ activities – campaigns and coordination –, the huqūqiyyūn also conducted

frontline work such as training activities, which was also part of the process of building historical bloc and
possibilities of national organizational reach.
23

Gervasio’s interviews with ICA2, 03/12/2010 and 03/03/2013.

24

The meeting took place on 13/12/2010, Gervasio in attendance.

25

Authors’ interview with ICA3, 15/01/2009.

26

Authors’ interview with ICA3, 15/01/2009.

27

Gervasio’s interviews with ICA2, 13/01/2010; ICA10, 16/01/ 2010; ICA8, 09/02/2010; ICA1, 07/11/2010.
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