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Abstract 

Research on repression has primarily focused on its destructive potential, namely how violence 

can be used to eliminate threats. This article proposes an alternative role for repression in 

authoritarian regimes: to build popular support. I argue that repression builds support for autocratic 

rule when it targets groups perceived of as dangerous; violence here serves to signal to select 

constituencies that the regime is willing and capable of protecting them against a perceived 

existential threat. I refer to this phenomenon as a legitimation strategy of repression, where the 

main objective is to gain the support of civilian bystanders, which is distinct from a threat 

elimination strategy of repression, where the main objective is to uproot threats to power. To test 

the argument, I present a case study of state repression in Egypt after the 2013 coup. I explain how 

state repression against the Muslim Brotherhood helped build popular support for the new regime. 

My findings contribute to scholarship on authoritarian durability and human rights by illustrating 

the varied effects of repression in authoritarian regimes and by highlighting the oft-overlooked 

role of civilian bystanders in shaping strategies of state violence. 
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Introduction 

Scholarship on repression has shown the myriad ways in which autocrats can use 

violence to stay in power, from harassment of dissidents, to targeted assassinations, show trials, 

and disappearances.1 The sources and consequences of such violence are the object of a broad 

research agenda, but one idea remains constant: that violence’s primary function is to destroy. 

Most research on authoritarian rule focuses on so-called threat elimination strategies that center 

on the suppression of opposition. 

Yet, eliminating threats is not the only purpose of repression in authoritarian regimes. 

This article argues that autocrats can also repress to build popular support for their rule. By 

repressing groups perceived of as dangerous, autocrats can cultivate the following of citizen 

“bystanders” – i.e., civilian groups that are not the explicit target of violence – who are otherwise 

wary of the threat that the repressed groups pose to them. Existing studies tend to overlook how 

bystanders affect state repression. However, bystanders can play crucial roles because they can 

support, acquiesce, or revolt against the regime after witnessing or learning about state violence, 

and their reactions shape the costs and benefits of political violence. When bystanders support 

violence against rival groups, an autocrat can exploit these sentiments to consolidate power. I 

call this a legitimation strategy of repression that serves not only to eliminate threats to power 

but also to boost regime legitimacy by stamping out the bystanders’ adversaries. Repression 

captures bystander support because it signals the regime’s capacity and willingness to protect 

them against a perceived enemy. 

In this article, I present a theory of authoritarian legitimation through repression and 

delineate its scope conditions. I highlight two factors that increase the probability that an autocrat 

will employ a legitimation strategy. The first factor is polarization, which captures how groups in 



society distrust each other and have incompatible policy objectives. Politics in highly polarized 

societies becomes a zero-sum game dominated by perceptions of existential threats. In such a 

context, an autocrat can step in and solidify the support of one group by repressing this group’s 

rival. The second factor is regime type. Not all authoritarian regimes have the same propensity to 

use violence to build popular support. For example, party-based authoritarian regimes possess 

institutions to distribute benefits among supporters and coopt opposition without repressing.2 In 

contrast, military regimes after a coup often lack institutions such as parties and legislatures to 

recruit and mobilize supporters. Given that military regimes already control the institutions of 

coercion, violence can be a powerful tool to build a support base, signaling the regime’s 

commitment to protecting certain groups from threats. 

This article makes several contributions to the literature on state repression and 

authoritarianism. For one, I propose reconsidering key assumptions of current research on 

repression. Existing scholarship often frames repression as a dyadic interaction between the 

regime and the main target of repression.3 In this adversarial relationship, the decision to repress 

involves a calculus that balances the costs – backlash against the regime, international sanctions, 

and so on – against the benefits – eliminated threats. However, as addressed below, this dyadic 

model tends to overlook the constellation of forces in society that a regime often contends with – 

not just the target of repression but also the bystanders who witness violence against others.4 

This analytical oversight has hindered our ability to theorize the variegated effects of repression 

and the full range of authoritarian strategies of violence. In particular, such thinking downplays 

the possibility that violence might be popular and that autocrats may repress expressly to 

cultivate mass support. In moving beyond a dyadic model, I build on the work of Ellen Lust and 

Holger Holger Albrecht, who have theorized the divide-and-conquer strategies of Arab 



autocracies.5 However, I highlight a novel mechanism whereby autocrats foment and exploit 

already existing divides to build a political following through violence. 

To demonstrate this logic, I present a case study of repression in Egypt after the military 

coup of July 3, 2013. The coup heralded a period of unprecedented repression in Egypt. The new 

military regime detained tens of thousands, sentenced hundreds to death, and killed several 

hundreds in street clashes across the country. The bulk of these casualties occurred during the so-

called Rabaa massacre of August 14, 2013, in which security forces killed approximately one 

thousand protesters in a single street intersection in less than 12 hours in a densely populated 

area of Cairo. Drawing on original interviews and a variety of secondary sources, I show how 

repression against the Muslim Brotherhood in the months that followed the 2013 coup responded 

in part to a logic of legitimation. Severe repression against the Muslim Brotherhood not only 

served to eliminate a significant threat to the new regime, but also helped legitimize the new 

post-coup government and its Defense Minister ʿAbd al-Fattāḥ al-Sīsī as indispensable for 

preventing the country’s descent into chaos. That is, I argue that repression partly aimed to 

increase the regime’s legitimacy among secularists groups wary of the Muslim Brotherhood. The 

Egyptian case demonstrates how large-scale violence against civilians does not necessarily hurt a 

ruler’s legitimacy. On the contrary, in a deeply polarized context such as Egypt in 2013, 

repression can legitimize a regime by signaling to supporters a commitment to hold a hard line 

against their political rivals. 

This article proceeds as follows. First, it reviews research on repression and 

authoritarianism to show how the most popular approaches to theorizing about political violence 

preclude the possibility that repression might be popular. Second, I present a new theory of 

repression that expands on insights by Ellen Lust and Holger Albrecht, and shows how bystander 



effects shape the costs and benefits of repression, making it a tool for autocrats to build mass 

support.6 The third section clarifies scope conditions for my argument by delineating two 

features that enhance the probability that a ruler will employ a legitimation strategy: polarization 

and a recent military coup. Fourth, I provide an empirical test for the argument using evidence 

from the 2013 Rabaa massacre in Egypt. The last section concludes. 

Existing approaches to authoritarian repression 

Understanding how repression can build popular support requires rethinking repression in 

authoritarian contexts. Repression is most often depicted as a dyadic conflict between two 

adversaries: the ruler and the repressed group.78 Faced with a dissident group, an autocrat must 

decide how to respond: to concede or repress.9 The literature suggests that when given a choice 

to concede or repress, the regime opts for whichever strategy is “cheapest.” That is, coopt when 

resources are cheap, such as when the regime has access to rents to distribute in the form of 

patronage;10 or repress when repression is cheap, such as when the autocrat possesses a powerful 

and loyal coercive apparatus.11 

The dyadic model has important consequences for how we think about the effects of 

repression. To understand why, it is helpful to distinguish between the effects of repression on 

behaviors versus attitudes. The effect of repression on behaviors is varied and complex. 

Repression has been found to either increase or decrease overt dissent depending on the 

context.12 Some have argued that an increase in repression decreases future mobilization.13 

Others conclude that an increase in repression encourages more mobilization,14 while some posit 

a non-linear relationship between repression and mobilization.15 Christian Davenport refers to 



these contradictory findings and as the “punishment puzzle”: whereas threats always increase 

repression, repression’s effects on threats are complicated and context-dependent.16 

Whereas repression’s effects on behavior are varied, the effects on attitudes are believed 

to be much more straightforward. In dyadic models, civilian actors are always the direct targets 

of repression. Because civilians are the only actors experiencing violence, repression can only 

decrease the regime’s popularity. As recent studies have shown, being targeted by violence often 

provokes emotions of resentment and anger against the perpetrators of violence, and it 

encourages victims to turn towards their ingroup. Victims of repression deepen their animosity 

against the regime and develop powerful and long-lasting narratives of oppression and 

survival.1718 As a result, repression is largely understood to have negative consequences for a 

regime: it tends to “lower the government’s legitimacy.”1920 

Given that repression is assumed to damage regime legitimacy, only a limited range of 

coercive strategies are imaginable in a dyadic model. The goal of repression here is to eliminate 

threats,21 either by destroying the organizational capacity to mobilize against the regime22 or 

physically eliminating members of opposition groups.23 Repression in this form results in 

acquiescence, but not legitimacy. Submission to authority is the product of fear and an 

assessment that the costs of opposing the regime are too high.24 Although repression can force 

citizens to comply, it cannot shift popular attitudes (i.e., support) in favor of the autocrat. In 

other words, repression in a dyadic theory generates divergent effects on attitudes and behaviors 

by diminishing overt opposition but increasing anti-regime sentiment. These divergent effects 

generate a fundamental trade-off: repression can make citizens comply, but compliance comes at 

the cost of a loss of popularity. 



Repression as Legitimation 

Dyadic approaches to repression, which tend to focus on the regime and the opposition, 

overlook the diversity of groups in society and their interactions. The reality is that autocrats do 

not simply manage their relationship with a single societal group. Rather, they must confront 

multiple groups that may have conflicting views towards the regime and one another. A triadic 

model – involving autocrats, targets, and bystanders – opens up the possibility that repression 

might serve purposes beyond eliminating threats, specifically, building support. I refer to this as 

a legitimation strategy of repression. 

Breaking society up into multiple actors –the direct targets of repression and the 

bystanders of repression- generates new insights into autocratic regimes’ repression strategies. 

Consider how most of the population is composed of bystanders, i.e., ordinary citizens who are 

not directly targeted by repression but observe its effects on others. Although repression does not 

directly harm these bystanders, it nonetheless influences their attitudes. To see how, it is useful 

to think of violence as carrying new information about the autocrat. Repression communicates to 

the bystander that the autocrat is “tough” and willing to employ violence to eliminate threats. 

Such toughness can be appealing to bystanders if they themselves feel threatened by the 

repressed group. Repression signals that the autocrat will not compromise with the threat. 

Witnessing such repression may thus lead the bystander to positively update their support for the 

autocrat if they fear the repressed group and perceive repression as necessary to address the 

threat they pose. Repression changes bystanders’ attitudes by revealing new information about 

the regime – i.e., its commitment to protect. 

By looking beyond the dyadic relationship between the regime and targets of repression, 

we see that repression can have a much broader role than in a dyadic model. In particular, 



bystander groups complicate the decision calculus of repression for the autocrat by forcing the 

autocrat to consider not only the direct effects of repression, but also the indirect effects on 

individuals who are not repressed. Indeed, when we consider all actors involved in repression, 

we open up the possibility that repression may have an alternative role in addition to eliminating 

threats. Repression allows the regime to both eliminate threats and solidify bystander support. 

My signaling argument builds on and helps advance the literature on authoritarianism in 

the Middle East and North Africa, which theorizes differentiated repression against Islamists and 

secularists, and its effects on autocratic survival.25 Compared with existing studies, I place more 

emphasis on how repression affects not only the behaviors of secularist opposition groups, but 

also their attitudes. My argument is therefore closer to the recent works by Dana El-Kurd and 

Elizabeth Nugent, who have shown how repression and authoritarianism reduce inter-group trust, 

while proposing two important innovations.26 First, the theory of authoritarian legitimation I 

offer expands on how repression shapes citizen attitudes towards the ruler, beyond its effects on 

attitudes towards other citizens. Second, this novel emphasis on the public’s perceptions towards 

the leader generates new insights on authoritarian leaders’ strategic environment. Specifically, it 

suggests that the autocrat’s decision-calculus is conditioned by expectations about how the 

public will react. If the autocrat expects the public to react approvingly to repression, he can use 

repression to cultivate a mass following. 

Scope Conditions 

This section specifies the conditions that make autocrats most likely to use a legitimation 

strategy of repression. I argue that two conditions make it especially likely that a ruler will 

employ a legitimation strategy of repression: polarization and a military coup. Polarization 



activates cleavages between societal groups, making violence easy to justify; a military coup 

creates a legitimacy gap for the new rulers, one that can potentially be filled by violence. 

Polarization 

The first condition that enables a legitimation strategy of repression is a high level of 

polarization in society. I argue that polarization pre-disposes citizens to support repression of a 

perceived adversary. In line with prior work, I conceptualize polarization as having “two 

components”: (1) affective polarization and (2) distance in policy preferences. 27 Both 

components contribute, independently and jointly, to reducing the costs of repression. First, 

affective polarization “occurs when group members hold negative views of and distrust members 

of the outgroup and perceive a high level of social distance between their group and the 

outgroup.”28 Affective polarization reduces identification with and empathy towards members of 

the outgroup. It increases tolerance towards repression of the outgroup and can even generate 

desires for revenge. When affective polarization is high, individuals can derive satisfaction from 

the outgroup’s repression. Such revenge motives have been widely documented in accounts of 

civil war and ethnic conflicts.29 For example, in his account of the ethnic cleansing by ethnic 

Albanians of 8,000 Roma people in Mitrovica in Kosovo after the withdrawal of Serbian troops 

in 1999, Petersen recounts that “[t]he action was apparently highly popular throughout the 

Albanian community,”30 even though the Roma posed no obvious threat to Albanians. Instead, 

Albanians believed the Roma deserved to be punished for having collaborated with Serbs in 

killing Albanians. 

The second component of polarization is the distance in policy preferences: this is the 

extent to which groups disagree “on political issues of central importance.”31 Distance over 



policy preferences generates a distinct rationale for supporting the repression of members of an 

outgroup; repression weakens the outgroup and diminishes its ability to influence policy. 

Weakening the outgroup can be important if it has policy goals that threaten the ingroup’s 

interests: to cancel private property, eliminate entire social classes, or impose religiously-

sanctioned rules of social behavior. Such “social revolutionary” goals often create fear and 

demand for protection by the state.32 For this reason, repression against outgroups suspected of 

harboring a radical agenda can enjoy broad popular support.33 In Latin America in the 1960s and 

1970s, the bourgeoisie and middle classes felt threatened by the rise of powerful leftist 

movements, and supported the state’s repression against them.34 The “continued terror of 

‘communism’ ” shaped repression by military regimes in Brazil, Argentina, and Chile. As 

O’Donnell and Schmitter observed, “a higher threat level leads to a greater willingness to apply 

and to support more systematic repression for the attainment of the political deactivation of the 

popular sector and for the subordination of its class organizations.” 35 

Combined, the two components of polarization create an environment that is ripe for 

repression. The deep distrust that is constitutive of affective polarization generates perceptions 

that groups are embroiled in an existential conflict for survival. In such a highly polarized 

context, the autocrat can signal to one group that he is fighting on their side by repressing the 

other side. Repression in polarized settings then changes the attitudes of bystanding (i.e., non-

repressed) groups by revealing new information about the regime, its commitment to protect 

This focus on how groups in society perceive of each other helps explain autocrats’ 

uneven success in justifying repression. Virtually all regimes provide some rationale for why 

they repress, almost invariably describing repression targets as outlaws, terrorists or traitors.36 

Although regimes often use a similar language, these justifications do not always succeed at 



persuading their target audiences. Yet as shown below, justifications for violence are more 

persuasive when society is polarized, i.e., when some groups are predisposed to hearing these 

justifications. 

Military coups 

The second condition is autocratic regime-type. Specifically, I argue that a regime that 

recently came to power through a coup is more likely to adopt a legitimation strategy of 

repression. Eradicating threats to society is an expedient way for such a new military regime to 

build a support base, provided that society is polarized enough that such a strategy is available. 

Military officers who come to power through a coup often face challenges in justifying 

their power grab. Indeed, the military invariably faces a “legitimacy deficit” after a coup, given 

that it seized power extra-legally.37 To overcome these problems, military rulers can adopt 

several strategies. They can erect a ruling party to garner civilian support. Between 1945 and 

2010, “[d]ictators who seized power through armed force (most often by coup) later created a 

civilian support party or allied themselves with a pre-existing party about 60% of the time.”38 

Prominent examples of such institution-building include Egypt’s Gamāl ʿAbd al-Nāṣir’s creation 

of the Liberation Rally, which would later become the Arab Socialist Union, the ancestor of the 

ruling National Democratic Party under Mubārak,39 and Suharto’s repurposing of Golkar into a 

ruling party in Indonesia.40 Building strong parties enhances autocratic survival. However, 

building parties typically takes time and may not be implementable in the crucial weeks or 

months after a coup when the regime is most vulnerable. One option can be to hold elections 

soon after ousting a non-democratic regime. This measure can lend immediate credibility to a 

new military junta by giving citizens the impression that power has been handed back to them.41 



I argue that military officers have other options at their disposal for building a support 

base. They can wage violence against society’s alleged enemies. Repression here communicates 

in a highly visible fashion to civilian audiences that the new regime is willing and capable of 

protecting them against threats. If the ousted incumbent is a polarizing figure himself, the 

military can win over opponents of the disgraced ruler by repressing his supporters.42 This 

strategy is especially valuable for military officers about whom the general public often knows 

little. To be sure, officers often prefer to return to the barracks and avoid politics. But in a highly 

polarized environment, the option of consolidating power through repression becomes available. 

My theory suggests a new mechanism for how autocrats consolidate power that 

complements extant theories in comparative politics. One influential argument is the protection 

pact, wherein elites who face common threats become motivated to form partnerships that defeat 

their shared enemy.43 Indeed Bruce Rutherford argues that Egypt’s current regime represents 

such a pact (albeit an incomplete one), where the Muslim Brotherhood poses a shared threat to 

elites, such that the latter can coordinate against the former. 44 My theory of legitimization 

through repression differs from protection pacts in several aspects. For one, domestic support 

never arises from repression in a protection pact. On the contrary, one central feature of a 

successful protection pact is that it helps avert widespread and unpopular repression. The shared 

threat to elites prompts them to invest massively in strengthening the state’s coercive capacity, 

ensuring repression remains selective and unnoticeable rather than heavy-handed and 

indiscriminate.45 In other words, a protection pact helps tame and channel state violence rather 

than catalyzing it, and therefore the mechanisms through which it generates popular support are 

different from the theory proposed here. 



Case Study: Repression in Egypt 

On August 14, 2013, Egyptian security forces violently dispersed a sit-in of thousands of 

protesters who demanded the reinstatement of ex-president Muḥammad Mursī, a conservative 

member of the Muslim Brotherhood who had been overthrown in a military coup a few weeks 

prior. The Rabaa massacre, as it became known, occurred in a densely populated Cairo 

neighborhood and involved the killing of approximately one thousand protesters, placing it 

among the bloodiest massacres of unarmed protesters in the 20th and 21st centuries.46 In the 

months after the massacre, the government imposed a draconian anti-protest law, detained tens 

of thousands of political opponents, sentenced hundreds to death, outlawed the Muslim 

Brotherhood, and labeled it a terrorist organization. While initially focused on Islamists, 

repression broadened to target any group or individual who criticized the regime. However, 

despite its repressive nature, the new regime in its early years maintained a puzzlingly high level 

of support among activists, including liberals, Nasserists and Leftists, who had previously 

opposed the repressive dictatorship of Mubārak at great risks to themselves. Long after the coup, 

these activists continued supporting the regime’s repression. In my interviews with many of 

them, I was surprised to hear little condemnation of the violence perpetrated during the Rabaa 

massacre. Instead I heard passionate and lengthy denunciations of the Muslim Brotherhood and 

the ongoing threat it posed to Egypt – a threat which arguably justified their repression. 

These developments are not well accounted for by existing theories of repression, which 

predict that large-scale repression of protesters would cause a regime to lose its legitimacy. To be 

sure, repression in Egypt did cause some secularists to withdraw their support. For instance, the 

April 6th Movement, which I discuss below, actively denounced the regime’s violence, and 

interim Vice-president Muḥammad al-Barādaʿī resigned from his post (he was the only cabinet 



member to resign). However, a critical mass of secularists refrained from criticizing the violence 

and supported the political rise of Defense Minister Sīsī, whose popularity dramatically 

increased. To be clear, it is difficult to capture public attitudes during this period, not least due to 

well-known conceptual, methodological, and data collection challenges when studying 

legitimacy in authoritarian regimes.47 However, survey data collected by local firms and Western 

scholars, as well as media coverage portray a consistent picture of the regime’s high popularity 

during its early days, a phenomenon referred to as “Sisi-mania” in reference to the effusive 

displays of support for Sīsī that characterized this period.48 In addition, qualitative assessments 

based on interviews, by the author and Egypt experts, consistently point to Sīsī’s popularity in 

this early period, a popularity rooted in the belief he was uniquely qualified to protect Egypt 

from the Muslim Brotherhood’s threat.49 Sīsī’s popularity did not rise despite the regime’s 

repression; rather, it was rooted in a belief that the Muslim Brotherhood’s threat necessitated a 

forceful government response, which challenges the scholarly assumption that authoritarian 

repression is intrinsically unpopular. 

This section examines these developments in greater depth. It employs extensive 

interview material from original fieldwork conducted in Egypt in 2013-2015 and Turkey in 2018, 

as well as corroborative secondary sources to make two central claims about repression in Egypt 

after the coup of 2013. First, many secular political groups supported the repression of the 

Muslim Brotherhood because they saw the Islamist organization as an existential threat that 

required immediate and forceful response. Through my interviews with opposition party leaders, 

intellectuals and prominent civil society actors, I heard overwhelming and repeated justification 

for the government’s repression. Importantly, the activists I interviewed were not pawns of the 

regime, but had a demonstrated record of advocating for democracy and human rights during the 



Mubārak era, often at great costs to themselves. During Mursī presidency, they became 

convinced that the threat that the Muslim Brotherhood posed was so severe that it required 

giving security forces and Sīsī extensive powers to protect the country. Many of these 

intellectuals did not withdraw support from the regime until several years into the Sīsī presidency 

when they themselves became the regime’s targets. Their presence in the Egyptian media and 

their vocal support for the regime’s repressive policies helped the government justify its 

repressive actions to the broader population. 

Second, I argue that the backing of these secularist activists played a key role in the 

regime’s decision to repress. Their vocal support for the hardline lowered the political costs of 

using repression. That is, my claim is that the regime factored in the expectation that repression 

would be popular in its decision to repress. I provide suggestive evidence that the post-coup 

government was attentive to how the public would react to a large-scale crackdown. The regime 

saw in popular anger directed towards the Muslim Brotherhood an “opportunity,” in the words of 

a former high-ranking official, to get rid of the Muslim Brotherhood and seize power with the 

people’s support.50 While the secretive nature of elite deliberations in authoritarian regimes 

creates substantial challenges for ascertaining an authoritarian regime’s motivations, I triangulate 

this interview evidence with NGO reports, and public declarations by activists and regime 

officials to demonstrate my argument. 

In short, I argue that after the 2013 coup, a legitimation logic was at play, which 

coexisted with the logic of eliminating direct threats to the regime. Not only did repression aim 

to destroy the Brotherhood, but it also served to consolidate the initial support of secularist 

opposition groups wary about Islamists. These groups include party leaders, prominent 

intellectuals, and civil society actors who during the Mubārak presidency actively mobilized in 



support of democracy and would later mobilize in 2013 in support of the coup and Sīsī’s. 

Repression demonstrated to these actors that the regime was serious about dealing with the 

perceived threat of the Muslim Brotherhood and increased its legitimacy in the eyes of these 

constituencies. 

Background 

After mass mobilization ended the three-decade-long presidency of Ḥusnī Mubārak 

(1981-2011), Egypt held its first free parliamentary elections in more than half a century.51 An 

Islamist-dominated parliament was elected, with the largest block of seats going to the Freedom 

and Justice Party, the Muslim Brotherhood party, Egypt’s largest Islamist organization, which 

had been banned from forming a political party under the Mubārak regime. The presidential 

election took place in the Spring of 2012 and resulted in the election of Muḥammad Mursī in a 

runoff against Aḥmad Shafīq, former Air Force Chief-of-staff, and a Mubārak regime figure. 

During late 2012 and early 2013, non-Islamists began opposing Mursī and his 

government with increasing virulence. In the Fall of 2012, a rushed constitutional process 

dominated by Islamists and a controversial presidential decree in November 2012 that placed 

executive decisions above judicial review sparked broad opposition against the Muslim 

Brotherhood and the president (the decree was rescinded shortly thereafter). Mursī defended the 

decision to grant himself these powers as necessary to protect the gains of the 2011 revolution 

from a judiciary dominated by former Mubārak appointees. Yet, these justifications did little to 

convince his detractors. Mursī’s opponents believed that he had autocratic ambitions and was 

laying the ground for the capture of the Egyptian state by the Muslim Brotherhood. A political 

coalition of anti-Mursī forces called the National Salvation Front formed to oppose the president. 



By the spring of 2013, a movement calling itself Tamarrud, meaning Rebellion in Arabic, began 

collecting signatures demanding early presidential elections. The movement, which received 

support from elements in the security services hostile to the Muslim Brotherhood, claimed it had 

collected over 22 million signatures and called for protests on June 30, 2013, to demand an early 

presidential election.52 When Mursī did not budge, the military ousted him on July 3, 2013, 

amidst massive protests that dwarfed the protests that had mobilized against Ḥusnī Mubārak in 

2011. 

Importantly for the repression which followed, polarization between the Muslim 

Brotherhood’s supporters and opponents was at an all-time high on the eve of the coup. Both 

Wave II (June-July 2011) and Wave III (March-April 2013) of the Arab Barometer asked 

respondents the extent to which they trusted the Muslim Brotherhood. The choices were: “to a 

great extent,” to a medium extent, or to “a limited extent,” or “absolutely did not trust the 

Brotherhood.” Whereas in 2011, the proportion of respondents who answered that they 

“absolutely do not trust” the Muslim Brotherhood was 32%, this proportion had risen to 68% by 

2013 shortly before the coup. Interestingly, the increase in distrust was substantial even among 

people who did not identify as very religious. In 2011, 43.9% percent of respondents who 

answered “rarely” to the question “do you pray daily?” reported absolutely not trusting the 

Muslim Brotherhood. In 2013, this number was 83.3%. Growing distrust of the Muslim 

Brotherhood was due to deteriorating public services, increasing feelings of physical insecurity 

during the Mursī period, as well as perceptions that the Muslim Brotherhood aimed to impose a 

theocracy.53 These concerns were further exacerbated by the barrage of alarming news in non-

Islamist media sources about the Muslim Brotherhood and the dangers they posed. These fears 

created political opportunities for repression. 



Repression as Legitimation 

In the summer of 2013, Egypt found itself meeting the two conditions for a legitimation 

strategy of repression. First, polarization was extremely high between opponents and supporters 

of Mursī. Second, the new regime was highly dependent on popular support. The military’s main 

claim to legitimacy that it represented the will of the Egyptian people was in tension with the fact 

that it had ousted Egypt’s first democratically elected president. Extreme levels of animosity 

towards the Muslim Brotherhood among secularist activists who had mobilized against Mursī 

offered a unique way for the military to capture the support of this important constituency. The 

coup had been enabled by secularists deeply hostile to the Muslim Brotherhood.54 

The new regime moved aggressively to promote the notion it was serving the will of the 

Egyptian people. The defense minister and head of the Armed forces ʿAbd al-Fattāḥ al-Sīsī 

announced on television on July 3, 2013, a new roadmap that included a broad range of civilian 

actors representing a wide political spectrum. The designated interim president was former chief 

justice of the Supreme Constitutional Court, ʿAdlī Manṣūr. Respected economist Ḥāzim Biblāwī 

became interim Prime Minister. Other cabinet members included the popular labor activist 

Kamāl Abū ʿAiṭa, who had spearheaded a movement for trade union independence in the late 

2000s.55 Law professor Ḥusām ʿAisā who had mobilized in street demonstrations against the 

Supreme Council of Armed Forces (SCAF) in the summer of 2011 alongside prominent activist 

groups such as the April 6th Movement was appointed Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of 

Higher Education.56 This “civilian-led” transition left a deep impression on one of my 

interviewees. Referring to the 2011 military-led transition, he reminded me: “The real power 

after January 25 was with the Supreme Council of Armed Forces. But the power after the June 

30 coup was in the hands of a civilian government.”57 



The main challenge that the government faced was the sustained street mobilization by 

supporters of deposed president Mursī. The epicenter of pro-Mursī mobilization was an 

intersection in the Cairo suburb of Naṣr City in front of the Rābiʿa al-ʿAdawiya Mosque, where a 

sit-in had been ongoing since June 28, 2013 in support for the embattled ex-president. After the 

military ousted Mursī on July 3, the protesters had remained on the site of the sit-in, demanding 

Mursī’s reinstatement. The National Alliance Supporting Legitimacy was a coalition of Islamist 

forces that opposed the coup and proclaimed the democratic legitimacy of Mursī as Egypt’s first 

freely elected president. They had set up a stage at the Rabaa sit-in where Muslim Brotherhood 

leaders and other Islamists made fiery speeches denouncing the coup. In parallel to the so-called 

Rabaa sit-in in Naṣr City, another sit-in was ongoing in Gīza’s Nahḍa Square, in proximity to 

Cairo University, where many protestors hailed from ultra-conservative Salafist movements. The 

National Alliance Supporting Legitimacy organized protests from the sit-ins that soon escalated 

into violent clashes with security forces. On July 8, over 50 protesters were killed in front of the 

Republican Guard Headquarters.58 

The sit-in increased public anxieties. Media outlets reported on passerbies allegedly being 

tortured at the Rabaa sit-in.59 Residents of the neighborhood complained that they did not have 

safe access to their homes and suffered harassment by Islamists. Television programs “were keen 

to insist that the sit-ins were essentially Tora Bora in the middle of Cairo, denouncing MB 

supporters as terrorists who deserved no mercy.”60 Newspapers claimed that the Muslim 

Brotherhood was enlisting children and teaching them how to be martyrs. To make matters 

worse, preachers at the Rabaa sit-in made declarations that raised concerns about the Muslim 

Brotherhood’s commitment to non-violence. Mursī supporter and preacher Ṣafwat Ḥigāzī 

declared that “If anyone splashes water over M[u]rs[ī], we splash him with blood.”61 Likewise, 



Brotherhood leader Muḥammad al-Baltāgī warned that the unstable Sinai region, where an 

Islamist insurgency was building, would not become peaceful until Mursī was reinstated.62 

Although the Brotherhood denied that it was responsible for the violence, many interpreted such 

declarations as confirmation that the Islamist organization was behind the Sinai insurgency. 

Secular political forces were deeply concerned by these developments, and many began 

publicly advocating for the hardline. Newspapers, once known for their courageous criticism of 

police brutality under Mubārak were now cheering for intransigence. One opinion piece in Al-

Masry al-Yawm, Egypt’s largest privately-owned newspaper, entitled “When will security forces 

act?” described the Rabaa sit-in as “an illegal gathering that clearly threatens national security 

and the safety of citizens,” and emphasized that it was the “national duty of the organs entrusted 

with maintaining the security of the country” to disperse the sit-in.63 The same author wrote in 

another op-ed that “the police must deal with [the sit-in] as it deals with criminals and murderers. 

Such banditry is a violation of the law. It should not be tolerated,” adding that “the police’s 

responsibility is to protect the people from advocates of violence and bandits.”64 Another 

journalist similarly urged security forces to disperse the encampment: 

We are waiting to receive our ʿaidiya [gift offered as part of the celebrations of ʿAid] from the armed 
forces. Nothing would be sweeter than erasing the “Republic of Rabaa” off the map. There would be 
nothing sweeter than getting rid of the Muslim Brotherhood. There is no alternative to ensuring stability. 
Enough with chaos already! Enough with dishonoring the name of Egypt in Rabaa and Nahda! Enough 
with the visits of foreigners in the name of negotiations and intercessions! Egypt is greater than all of 
that. The beauty of the current Aid celebrations is that they take place without Mursī. But we want them 
to happen without the Muslim Brotherhood, without chaos.65 

The relentless demonization of the Muslim Brotherhood in the media deepened insecurities and 

in late July, and it became increasingly clear that repressive measures would garner public 

support. In a speech pronounced in late July, Sīsī in his capacity as Defense Minister asked 

citizens to fill the streets to give the military a “mandate” to confront terrorism, a thinly veiled 

call for supporting a violent crackdown upon the Rabaa protesters. Pro-military protesters 



gathered in large numbers on July 26 in Alexandria, Cairo, Port Said, and Suez in a show of 

support for the military that received wide coverage across the Egyptian media. The atmosphere 

of the pro-military demonstrations in Taḥrīr Square in Cairo was “jovial,” and street vendors sold 

Sīsī-themed paraphernalia, including masks of Sīsī.66 Al-Masry-Yawm published a front-page 

article on the protest that reported chants of: 

Oh army, oh army, eliminate the terrorism of the Muslim Brotherhood. And happy Aid without the 
Brotherhood terrorists. Oh Sīsī we authorize you, and may God help you against terrorism.67 

These mass displays for support for the hardline almost certainly emboldened the regime. In an 

interview, one former high-ranking official stated that the government got “encouraged” by the 

July 26 demonstrations.68 Another sign of this increased confidence is the accelerating pace at 

which the regime began planning for the Rabaa dispersal after July 26. The National Defense 

Council headed by Interim president ʿAdlī Manṣūr convened two days after the protests to begin 

working on a plan to disperse the Rabaa sit-in.69 On July 31, the government announced it had 

ordered the police to end the demonstration and on August 4, the National Defense Council 

approved the plan.70 

Although it is impossible to know for certain what motivated the regime’s violence, 

available evidence casts doubt on explanations that solely focus on Muslim Brotherhood’s direct 

threat to the regime. Indeed, these explanations cannot fully explain the timing of repression. 

Many security and regime officials had long-held hostility towards the Muslim Brotherhood, and 

some believed that the only way of dealing with the Islamist organization was to destroy it, 

according to my interviewee.71 These perceptions that the Muslim Brotherhood posed an acute 

threat were deeply engrained and their origins lay in events that long preceded the coup.72 Given 

these beliefs, it is telling that the military waited almost two months after seizing power before 

unleashing its full force onto the Rabaa protesters and the Muslim Brotherhood. Although 



security forces opened fire on pro-Mursī protesters on several occasions during the weeks after 

the coup, the regime made no significant move against the Rabaa sit-in, and refrained from the 

kinds of mass incarceration that would characterize later periods. Only about 20 pro-Mursī 

political figures were in jail during the crucial weeks from July 3rd to August 14th, according to 

a leading member of the National Alliance Supporting Legitimacy.73 

What changed during the summer was not the Muslim Brotherhood’s threat but the 

regime’s opportunity structure.74 Rising public demand for security, which was in part the 

product of fear-instigating campaigns, created opportunities for the regime to consolidate power 

through dramatic displays of force. 

On August 14, 2013, police and military personnel surrounded the Rabaa and Nahda sit-

ins; Egyptian Special Forces and the Ministry of Interior’s Central Security Forces advanced on 

the protesters alongside Armed Personnel Carriers and bulldozers that were operated by police 

and army personnel, while military soldiers secured the exits.75 Security forces opened fire 

almost immediately. According to a detailed report by Human Rights Watch, protesters were 

trapped inside and not allowed safe exit for several hours.76 The human rights organization 

confirmed the deaths of “817 from Rab’a [sic] and 87 from al-Nahda [sic]” but stresses that 

“likely well over 1,000 people were killed” in the dispersal of the Rabaa sit-in alone on August 

14. This number was later confirmed by Prime Minister Biblāwī. In September 2013, he declared 

that “close to 1,000” had been killed at Rabaa and Nahda on August 14 alone. The collective 

Wikithawra compiled information data on arrests, injuries, and deaths from newspapers and 

social media and counted 932 people killed during the Rabaa massacre.77 

This massacre has been described as the largest killing of unarmed protesters in Egypt’s 

modern history.78 Yet many segments of the Egyptian public reacted with approval of the 



government’s actions. Political scientist Kira Jumet noted how “significant portions of the 

Egyptian public had been whipped into a frenzy and were out for blood, emphatically supporting 

any actions that the military took against the Islamist group, no matter how violent.”79 A Western 

journalist who had been at the location of the massacre recalls witnessing a “scene of jubilation,” 

adding that “[s]oldiers and riot police stuck their chests out like heroes. Civilians stopped to 

congratulate them.”80 

Compare these reactions to those following other acts of repression against civilians in 

Egypt in the past. When in January of 1977, the military violently repressed anti-austerity 

protesters, it caused generalized anger and massive protests that spiralled out of control, forcing 

President Sādāt to walk back his economic reforms and rescind the austerity measures in the face 

of popular pressure.81 Likewise, during the uprising of January and February 2011, the military 

never attempted to dislodge the anti-Mubārak protesters ensconced in Tahrir Square.82 The 

killing of protesters, who enjoyed broad popular support, would have almost certainly cost the 

military its prestige and severely undermined morale within its ranks.83 Unable to order the 

military to crush the protests, the flailing Mubārak regime engaged in desperate attempts at 

clearing the square by outsourcing violence to hired thugs. When the ruling National Democratic 

Party (NDP) sent its thugs onto the Taḥrīr Square protesters on February 2nd, 2011, these attacks 

not only failed to remove the protesters, but they further swayed popular opinion in favor of the 

anti-Mubārak mobilization. Indeed, these violent attacks “instigated a great deal of sympathy for 

the protesters among Egyptians who initially had little interest in revolution.”84 

The situation could not be more different in 2013. In 2013, there was little sympathy 

among secularists towards the protesters. In stark contrast with 2011, several highly prominent 

and influential figures overtly supported the repression and praised the regime for not backing 



down. World-renowned novelist ʿAlā’ el-Aswānī, who had been a staunch opponent to the 

Mubārak regime and a celebrated liberal voice, declared that Sīsī was a “national hero” for 

protecting the Egyptian people. He praised Sīsī, stressing how the Defense Minister’s decision to 

personally get involved and end the crisis signalled great leadership. “The Muslim Brotherhood 

took to the streets to kill you? Just let the police and the public prosecutor deal with the situation. 

He [Sīsī] could have just done that!”85 In the weeks before this declaration, Al-Aswānī had been 

relentless in calling for repression of the sitting protesters in Rabaa Square. On the day of the 

massacre, he tweeted to his 2 million followers: 

In Egypt now there is a people, a government, a police force and an army in the confrontation with an 
armed terrorist group that is committing the most heinous of crimes for power. There is no middle 
ground. Either with Egypt or with terrorism.86 

Many other prominent liberal figures publicly supported Sīsī after the massacre. Ibrāhīm ʿAyssā, 

the founder of al-Dustūr newspaper, who was often referred to as a “thorn” in the side of the 

Mubārak regime for his relentless criticism of corruption and police abuse, publicly and 

enthusiastically supported repression, declaring that “[t]here is no such things as rights for 

terrorists[.]”87 ʿAyssā later supported Sīsī’s candidacy to the presidency, referring to Sīsī’s 

political rise “a day of joy, a day of victory, a day of dignity, a day of pride, the day Egypt and its 

people were victorious.”88 Another prominent secularist activist, Muḥammad Abū al-Ghār a 

university professor who founded the March 9th Movement for university autonomy and an 

active voice opposing the Mubārak regime likewise endorsed repression. In an interview with a 

Western journalist in the days following the massacre, he said “The loss of life is tragic. But I’m 

sorry to say that the Muslim Brotherhood invited this. They wanted all of the time for this to 

happen[…] I don’t accept that there are non-extremist elements to the Muslim Brotherhood.”89 

Respected sociologist Saʿd al-Dīn Ibrāhīm, famous for his pathbreaking academic studies of 



Islamist activism and for being imprisoned for his pro-democracy activism under Mubārak, 

suggested schools and mosques be turned into temporary detention centers to accommodate the 

estimated 700,000 Muslim Brotherhood members.90 Co-founder of the Egyptian Movement for 

Change, the Kifāya Movement, which pushed for political liberalization in the mid-2000s, and 

Secretary General of the Egyptian Socialist Party, Aḥmad Bahā’ Al-Dīn Shaʿbān supported 

repression and even criticized the interim government for not doing enough in its battle against 

terrorism. In early 2014 he called on the regime to “purge state institutions from members of the 

Brotherhood and their allies” adding: “We are fighting a bloody battle against terrorism.”91 

Concerned about the ongoing Muslim Brotherhood protests on university campuses, he called on 

the government to suspend classes for two weeks and “arrest terrorist elements” on university 

campuses.92 

The secularist activists I spoke to held a similar discourse. For instance, Leftist activist 

Muhạmmad explained to me at great length how the Muslim Brotherhood was a highly 

ideological movement that had become expert at dissimulating its true objectives and could not 

be trusted.93 Moreover, the Muslim Brotherhood’s patriotism was suspect, according to Tawfīq, 

another leftist activist. The Muslim Brotherhood’s goal was no less than wipe Egypt off the map: 

“They don’t believe in the concept of nation. They want to erase borders.”94 Had the military 

failed to stop the Muslim Brotherhood, Egypt would have disappeared and been dissolved into a 

translational Islamic Caliphate, and the organization would have expanded its influence beyond 

Egypt’s borders. For these activists, the Muslim Brotherhood posed a threat not only to Egypt, 

but to the entire world. As Muhạmmad noted, “Humanity will one day remember that the 

Egyptian people put a stop to the expansion of religious extremism in the world,” adding 



No one can come to us and tell us, like the Americans did, that this was a military coup. We are the ones 
who decided and we demanded that the military move. If the military lost the support of the people, Sīsī 
wouldn’t last one minute.95 

He further added, “The West, I think, made a huge mistake in its appraisal of June 30. June 30 

saved humanity from a terrible wave of barbarism,” referring the so-called “June 30 Revolution” 

against Muḥammad Mursī.96 For Egyptian secularist forces, it was only natural to turn to the 

powerful Egyptian military for protection once they understood the Muslim Brotherhood’s true 

nature.97 

By the time I did these interviews, the regime’s willingness to inflict violence on its 

opponents, including non-Islamists, was abundantly clear. Nevertheless, many secularists still 

maintained their support for the regime and the groups that did critique the regime’s increasing 

repressiveness became marginalized. Consider the April 6th Movement, a youth political 

organization that became famous in 2008 for coordinating a nation-wide strike in solidarity with 

workers and played a central role in the protest movements that ousted Mubārak in 2011. 

Although April 6th participated in the June 30th 2013 demonstrations that ended Mursī’s 

presidency, it vocally denounced repression after the Rabaa massacre. In the fall of 2013, it 

mobilized against a highly restrictive anti-protest law and the regime responded by arresting the 

April 6th leadership, including prominent leader Aḥmad Māhir. Remarkably, Ibrāhīm ʿAissā, 

mentioned above, “applauded” the regime’s actions.98 Reflecting on these events, one member of 

April 6th’s political office explained to me how the prevailing polarization at the time made it 

impossible for their movement to gain traction: 

At the time, people had been told that anyone who talks about reconciliation serves the interests of 
the Muslim Brotherhood. Even the other civilian movements were attacking April 6. Civilian 
movements like the Free Egyptians and all the political parties. This included opposition political 
parties that had been founded on social movements: like the Nasserists and the Karama Party. They 
were all attacking us.99 

He added: 



In those days the general opinion was that the Muslim Brotherhood are terrorists. There were terrorist 
attacks and the Muslim Brotherhood was blamed for them. There was violence, and they would say 
the Muslim Brotherhood were terrorists. So anyone talking about a reconciliation would be accused 
of serving the objectives of the “terrorist organization” [the Muslim Brotherhood]. Even though we 
[April 6th] had been among the biggest opponents of the Brotherhood and had participated in 
Tamarrud and the June 30 [protests] against Mursī.100 

The polarization in Egypt at the time was a major obstacle to successful organizing. 

There was intense polarization. Are you with us or against us? There was no such thing as someone is 
in the middle who wants what’s best for the country. Are you with us? No? Then you are against 
us.101 

In short, repression in Egypt after the coup of 2013 did not delegitimize the regime, contrary to 

expectations of existing scholarship on repression. My theory explains this seeming contradiction 

by pointing to prevailing polarization, and secularists’ animosity towards the Muslim 

Brotherhood. In the summer of 2013, they had come to believe the Muslim Brotherhood posed 

an existential threat to themselves and to the country, and wanted a government that could 

address the threat. Polarization dramatically reduced the costs of repression for the regime. It 

ensured that repression would not provoke indignation, it could even be used for political gain. 

By repressing the Muslim Brotherhood, the new regime could increase its legitimacy by 

signaling a willingness to protect its supporters their political rivals. 

Conclusion 

This article has argued that repression can serve more than one purpose. It can serve to 

eliminate threats as well as build support for authoritarian rule. Although the former function of 

repression has been well-studied in the existing scholarship, the latter has received much less 

attention. The argument that repression can rally support for autocrats helps explain recent 

developments in Egypt. Secularists not only disapproved of the pro-Mursī mobilization in the 

summer of 2103 but also hoped that the regime would suppress it. This expectation that violence 

against protesters would not provoke outrage helped convince the new regime to go ahead with a 



plan to disperse the sit-in violently. Rather than delegitimize the government, the massacre 

improved its image by presenting itself as uniquely capable of protecting Egypt against threats. 

The theory presented has many implications for how we think about repression. First, it 

unsettles the strict divide between cooptation and repression in the current literature. This article 

shows how repression can serve not only to eliminate threats but also to generate support for 

authoritarian rule. This strategy complements conventional forms of cooptation that rely on the 

provision of material goods to supporters.102 Repression may also provide a form of “good,” in 

the form of protection and revenge against a perceived enemy. Yet more work must be done to 

explain whether these exchanges can be institutionalized and sustained over the long-term, 

especially after the threat recedes.103 

Second, the theory helps explain why repression increases dissent in some cases and 

decreases it in others. Scholars have long struggled with the question of whether and if so when 

repression “works,” i.e., whether it reduces future mobilization. I suggest that repression is more 

likely to work in polarized contexts. When polarization is high, repression provokes less outrage, 

even when directed at largely non-violent protesters.104 Repression in polarized settings allows 

the regime to simultaneously eliminate a threat and legitimize itself. 

Third, the article demonstrates the critical role of civilian publics for state repression. I 

contribute to a large body of evidence that demonstrates how unarmed actors during a conflict 

are not passive observers but instead have agency in shaping violence. During civil wars, 

unarmed civilians shape the production of violence through their provision of information or 

logistical support to armed groups.105 Building on these works, I find that the responses of 

everyday citizens toward acts of violence perpetrated by security forces condition how 

authoritarian regimes decide to repress. 
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