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Abstract 
In thinking about regime responses to protests, scholars have invested significant efforts 
conceptualizing repression and concessions and have explored variations within each category 
(for instance, repression is often conceptualized along a continuum). Scholars have also debated 
the effects of repression and concessions on future mobilization. At the same time, however, the 
range of responses beyond concessions and repression remains highly under-theorized. Some 
scholars have proposed concepts like tolerance to denote the absence of repression and 
concessions, but tolerance has been treated as a monolithic category, thereby obscuring 
theoretically important variations within it. The purpose of this paper is to contribute to the 
conceptualization of the domain of regime responses to protests beyond repression and 
concessions. I begin by suggesting that “tolerance” or ignoring might be one of a number of 
possible types of responses in that domain. Moving to a detailed discussion of ignoring, I argue 
that the concept must be disaggregated along various dimensions in order to maximize its 
analytic purchase. This conceptual exercise allows scholars to better grasp the potential (and 
possibly divergent) effects of tolerance/ignoring on future mobilization. Next, I take up the issue 
of protesters’ perceptions of the range of responses beyond concessions and repression. I then 
draw on the case of regime response to labor protests in Egypt during the late Mubarak period to 
illustrate some of the arguments presented in the conceptual discussion. I conclude by discussing 
the implications of this analysis for broader debates regarding the effects of regime responses to 
protests on future mobilization. 
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Introduction 

Studies of contentious politics and authoritarianism typically classify regime response to popular 

challenges in terms of repression, concessions, or a mixture of the two (Lichbach 1987, 

Goldstone and Tilly 2001, Beissinger 2002, Cai 2010, Robertson 2011). Although scholars 

(McPhail and McCarthy 2005; Earl 2003; Davenport 2007) have invested significant efforts to 

conceptualize repression and concessions (exploring variations within each category) and 

examine their impact on future mobilization (Rasler 1996; Opp and Roehl 1990) comparatively 

little attention has been accorded to conceptualizing modes of regime response to protests that 

encompass neither repression nor concessions. Exceptions to this trend emerge in the literature 

on rising protests in China (Cai 2010; Lorentzen 2008). Cai, for instance,  introduces the notion 

of “tolerance” to denote instances in which “citizens’ demands are ignored, but the government 

tolerates their resistance” (Cai 2010, 5). But what happens when governments “tolerate” or 

“ignore” popular mobilization? And does “ignoring” dissent lead to consistently similar 

outcomes?  

 

I argue that treating tolerance as a monolithic category runs the risk of undermining its analytic 

leverage as a concept. Cai has argued “tolerating certain modes of resistance (such as disruptive 

action) will certainly lead to more resistance, which threatens economic reforms and social 

stability” (Cai 2008). Lorentzen, on the other hand, suggests that ignoring certain types of protest 

can serve important functions for authoritarian stability (Lorentzen 2008).  Given that there is no 

agreement on the effects of concessions and repression on future mobilization (Lichbach 1987, 

Beissinger 2002), it is possible for  tolerance to have divergent consequences for future 

mobilization. Understanding these divergent consequences requires breaking down the concept 
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into various dimensions. For the purposes of this paper, I will use the term “ignoring” rather than 

“tolerance.” I do so in an attempt to evade some of the connotations associated with the term 

tolerance, especially when seen from a regime perspective. “Tolerance” connotes laxity, which 

makes sense from the regime perspective but makes it less neutral than “ignoring” which could 

be seen as a category that is better suited to capture both the regime perspective and that of the 

protesters.  

 

The purpose of this paper is to contribute to the conceptualization of possible responses to 

protests beyond repression and concessions. This conceptual exercise is important for two 

reasons. On an empirical level, there is evidence  to suggest that authoritarian incumbents (in 

China, Egypt and elsewhere) have increasingly ignored popular mobilization.Scholars had 

previously assumed that authoritarian incumbents might favor the use of repression over 

concessions given the costs involved in offering concessions to “any groups challenging their 

monopoly of power” (Goldstone and Tilly 2001: 192). While this might still hold, authoritarian 

incumbents might—on some occasions—find it convenient and less costly to ignore “innocuous” 

protests (Boudreau 2005: 35).Examining the Chinese case, Lorentzen hypothesizes that certain 

kinds of protests might provide valuable information to authoritarian incumbents about 

discontented groups (Lorentzen 2008) and might even prevent the escalation of protests through 

a “venting” mechanism. Having said this however, this paper is not concerned with testing these 

hypotheses or exploring the question of why authoritarian incumbents might ignore certain types 

of protests. Most importantly, I make no assumptions about whether authoritarian incumbents 

ignore protests for strategic purposes or as a result of an incoherent policy process. Regardless of 

the reasons, I argue that scholars need to grapple with the domain of regime responses to protests 
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beyond concessions and repression in order to understand how responses within that domain 

affect future mobilization. A first step toward doing so is a better conceptualization of “ignoring.” 

This paper proposes a way to disaggregate the concept along two dimensions—namely duration 

of ignoring and site of protest— in order to maximize its analytic leverage.  

 

Theoretically, the analysis in this paper has two primary implications for the broader literature on 

protests in authoritarian regimes and the effects of regime response on future mobilization. First, 

most theoretical accounts of the effects of regime responses to protests are based on the 

assumption that authoritarian incumbents face a “repression-concessions dilemma” (Lichbach 

1987) in dealing with popular mobilization (Cai 2010, Goldstone and Tilly 2001). “Ignoring” is 

rarely considered an important part of the calculus. As a result, we know very little about how 

“ignoring” interacts with repression and concessions. For instance, is there a “concessions-

ignoring” dilemma or a “concessions-repression-ignoring” dilemma? Seen as a multidimensional 

rather than a monolithic category, “ignoring” can interact with other modes of regime response 

to protests in consequential ways.  

 

Second, this analysis suggests that the sequence in which “ignoring” is used can have important 

consequences for the nature of future mobilization. For example, if “ignoring” is employed first, 

then followed by concessions, this might result in different consequences than if the opposite 

sequence if employed, and so on. Scholars have hypothesized about the sequencing of 

concessions and repression (Goldstone and Tilly 2001; Opp and Ruehl 1990), but have not 

usually factored “ignoring” in as part of that analysis. In addition, as the analysis in this paper 

will suggest, theses sequences might be qualitatively different depending on the type of ignoring. 
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Third, this paper highlights the fact that certain forms of “ignoring” could result in the 

emergence of protesters’ perceptions of dismssiveness on the part of regime officials. These 

perceptions develop over repeated interactions with regime officials. This means that protesters’ 

cumulative experiences with certain regime officials might shape their subsequent strategies and 

might, in some cases, render traditional tools, such as concessions, less viable in the long term. 

 

The rest of the paper proceeds as follows. I start by exploring possible regime responses to 

protests that fall beyond the scope of concessions and repression. I argue that “ignoringis one of 

several possible options. Turning to a detailed discussion of “ignoring,” I propose two 

dimensions along which the concept might be disaggregated and discuss the resulting variations 

within that concept on the basis of these dimensions. Next, I take up the issue of protesters’ 

perceptions of regime responses beyond repression and concessions, arguing that protesters’ 

perceptions of these responses play a critical role in determining consequences for future 

mobilization. I then draw on the case of regime response to workers’ protests in Egypt during the 

late Mubarak period to illustrate some of the arguments presented in the conceptual discussion. I 

conclude with a discussion of the implications of this analysis for broader theoretical debates on 

the consequences of regime responses to protests for future mobilization.  

 

Although “tolerating” or “ignoring” is the most commonly referenced form of response outside 

of repression and concessions, there are potentially a number of other kinds of responses that 

might fall within that domain. These include: (1) repeatedly ignoring the same group of 

protesters or making false promises; (2) issuing statements that aggressively target protesters or 

use ridiculing language to describe protesters or the act of protest; (3) engaging in behavior that 
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is more overtly condescending. These behaviors might fall along a spectrum ranging from mild 

to more serious. These behaviors are bound to elicit a variety of perceptions on the part of 

protesters’ toward regime officials. This paper focuses primarily on the concept of “ignoring,” 

arguing that certain forms of ignoring could lead protesters to perceive regime officials to be 

“dismissive.” The other behaviors mentioned above might elicit even higher perceptions of 

dismissiveness. I examine protesters’ perceptions in more depth later in the paper, offering a 

more detailed account of how protesters might perceive the range of regime responses beyond 

concessions and repression.  

 

Assumptions and Scope Conditions 

Before proceeding with the main arguments of this paper, it is worth spelling out some of my 

primary assumptions and the conditions under which I expect the factors discussed below to 

produce the hypothesized consequences. First, in an authoritarian context, I assume that most 

protests will be accompanied by some level of policing, even if violent repression is not used. It 

is conceivable, then, that certain types of protests might be “ignored” while at the same time 

being monitored by security forces. Second, I assume that the type of protest matters in 

understanding the consequences of ignoring. The analysis in this paper is most applicable to 

economic-based discontent. Having said this, however, the dimensions of ignoring discussed 

below should provide helpful insights when hypothesizing the consequences of ignoring other 

types of protests. Third, I assume that the consequences of ignoring discussed below will be at 

play in a context where there are some opportunities for mobilization and a level of popular 

discontent that drives people to protest.  
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Unpacking Ignoring: Duration and Site 

I propose two dimensions along which the concept of ignoring could be disaggregated. The first 

has to do with the duration of ignoring or the length of time it takes for government officials to 

engage or communicate with protesters. The second is the site of protest, particularly whether 

ignoring is exercised toward protests that are held in visible locations or ones that are held in 

peripheral locations.  

 

I hypothesize that variations along these two dimensions result in qualitatively different types of 

“ignoring:” (1) ignoring visible protests for a short period of time; (2) ignoring visible protests 

for a long period of time; (3) ignoring peripheral protests for a short period of time; and (4) 

ignoring protests peripheral protests for a long period of time. Variations along the dimensions of 

duration of ignoring and visibility of protest site can thus have theoretically important 

consequences for the nature of future mobilization. I start by discussing the independent effects 

of each dimension and then present some hypotheses for their interaction effects.  

 

First, the more visible the protest site, the more likely that the protest in question would receive 

greater media coverage, which means that ignoring such a protest could increase the number of 

protest participants or encourage other groups to mobilize. Greater media coverage increases the 

likelihood that individuals will read and learn about protests occurring in locations beyond their 

immediate environment. While tolerating a peripheral protest might signal to participants that 

they can engage in further protest at a low cost, it is less likely to encourage other groups to 

protest because other groups will have had little limited opportunities to learn about the initial 

group’s experience. It is worth noting, however, that there might be exceptions to this depending 
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on the significance of the group protesting. A historically significant group protesting in a 

peripheral location might attract media attention and can thus spur considerable diffusion to 

other groups. Nevertheless, on the whole, ignoring visible protests is more likely to lead to 

diffusion of protests to other groups than ignoring peripheral protests. 

 

In addition, ignoring highly visible protests, such as street protests in a central downtown 

location (as opposed to protests in peripheral areas) also has the potential to lead to the 

emergence of certain sites as focal points for protests. This is especially the case if the protest 

site has symbolic significance, such as parliament or a presidential palace. Finally, ignoring 

highly visible protests can lead protesters to broaden their audience beyond just the targeted 

government officials. Protesters might thus resort to public performances that aim to attract the 

attention of government officials as well as gain the sympathy of the general public. These 

effects become increasingly pronounced the longer that government officials ignore visible 

protests and when the protest site is more visible. A maximum effect takes place when the 

visibility of the protest site and the duration of ignoring are both high. See scenario II discussed 

below.  

 

Second, I hypothesize that the duration of ignoring has two major effects on future mobilization. 

First, the longer that government officials ignore protests, the higher the likelihood that protest 

participants will perceive the government to be dismissive of their demands, which can lead 

protesters to escalate their protest strategy. There is evidence, for instance, that protesters will 

insist on making their voice heard when they perceive officials to be dismissive of their cause. 

There is also evidence that protesters might suspend their protest when they perceive government 
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officials to be responsive but that they will re-engage in protest when they perceive that 

government officials have continued to dismiss their demands. Second, the longer that 

government officials ignore protests, the more they provide activists with an opportunity to 

develop their group’s organizational capacity. This effect is contingent upon the capacity of 

protest leaders to capitalize on the opportunity of a prolonged protest to develop their group’s 

organizational capacities.  

 

The visibility of protest site and the length of time that government officials ignore protests can 

interact to produce at least four qualitatively different scenarios: (1) ignoring visible protests for 

a short period of time; (2) ignoring visible protests for a long period of time; (3) ignoring 

peripheral protests for a short period of time; and (4) ignoring protests peripheral protests for a 

long period of time.  

 

Each of these scenarios produces different perceptions of the government on the part of 

protesters and has potentially distinct consequences on the nature of future mobilization. For 

instance, ignoring visible protests for a short period of time is less likely to make protesters 

perceive the government as dismissive of their demands than ignoring visible protests for a 

longer period of time. In addition ignoring visible protests for a short period of time is not likely 

to allow groups the opportunity to develop their organizational capacities neither is it likely to 

lead to the diffusion of protest to other groups.  

 

By contrast, ignoring visible protests for a longer period of time is likely to produce a higher 

perception on the part of protesters that government officials are dismissive of their demands, 
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which could lead to an escalation in protest strategy. Similarly, ignoring peripheral protests for a 

long time has a much higher likelihood of leading to escalation than tolerating peripheral protests 

for a short period of time.  

 

Figure 1 below illustrates the hypothesized effects of each scenario. 

. 
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Ignoring and Its Consequences: The Example of Dismissiveness  

Theorizing the effects of the range of regime responses to protests beyond repression and 

concessions requires careful examination of how protesters perceive these state responses. 

Following years of research on political opportunity structures, social movement theorists have 

emphasized the idea that actors need to perceive these opportunities in order to capitalize on 

them (Tarrow 2011; Jasper 2004). Theorizing the effects of repression and concessions on future 

mobilization, Goldstone and Tilly take protesters’ perception into account, arguing that “weak 

repression or concessions can increase perceptions of state weakness” (2001: 189).  

 

Protesters’ perceptions are thus critical to understanding their strategies for future mobilization. I 

argue that protesters are likely to perceive government officials as “dismissive” under the 

following conditions: (1) when authorities ignore protests for a long period of time (scenarios II 

and IV above); (2) when authorities repeatedly ignore protesters’ demands or drag their heels in 

making good on promises; (3) when authorities issue statements or behave in condescending 

ways toward protesters.  

 

Perceptions of dismissiveness can be conceptualized along a spectrum and can produce 

emotional reactions among protesters ranging from outrage that they are not taken seriously as 

human beings to humiliation and degradation. These emotions might compel protesters to 

escalate their protest strategy or adopt more confrontational language toward regime officials. 

Protest leaders might also capitalize on these emotions in planning future mobilization.  
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In addition, the more severe the level of dismissiveness or devaluation perceived by the 

protesters, the more difficult it will be for protesters to erase these memories. Protest leaders 

might also use these memories in their construction of the group’s collective identity and in 

drawing lines between group members and foes. These hardened memories might cloud future 

interactions with regime officials, rendering some of the more conventional tools of concessions 

less effective down the road. 

 

Exploring Regime Responses beyond Repression and Concessions: An Empirical 

Examination of Regime Responses to Workers’ Protests in Egypt (2004-2011) 

 

In this section, I use the case of regime response to labor protests in the late Mubarak period in 

Egypt to illustrate some of the consequences of ignoring discussed above. Using the dimensions 

of ignoring introduced earlier in this paper, I highlight the fact that regime officials often ignored 

highly visible protests for a long period of time (Scenario II). I start by presenting evidence for 

this and then explore the consequences of such an approach.  

 

With very few exceptions, in contrast to the 1980s, the Mubarak regime largely eschewed the use 

of force in dealing with workers’ protests starting in the mid-2000s. It is beyond the scope of this 

paper to address possible explanations for this variation. Instead, this paper focuses on a 

particularly intriguing trend in the Egyptian case: namely that workers’ protests that were held in 

downtown Cairo, in highly visible and even symbolic locations, were ignored by the regime for 

extended periods of time. This paper thus uses the Egyptian case to explore the consequences of 

this particular version of ignoring—namely ignoring highly visible protests for extended periods 
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of time. This paper is more concerned with exploring the consequences of the regime’s ignoring 

of protests in the late Mubarak period.  

 

In dealing with workers’ protests in the 2004-2011, the Mubarak regime employed violent 

repression only on a limited number of occasions. Instead, security forces were simply tasked 

with cordoning protests to ensure that they remain within certain parameters. In fact, many 

protesters report feeling “protected” and “well treated” by security forces. There are exceptions 

to this trend, but they are few and far between. Confronted with a dramatic increase in the 

number of protests, especially labor protests, regime officials seemed to ignore some while 

offering concessions to others. Despite this, however, concessions—when offered—mostly came 

on the heels of long periods of “ignoring.” There are some instances in which regime officials 

responded relatively quickly, offering substantial concessions, such as in the case of a major 

strike in the industrial city of Mahalla in December 2006.  But this was more the exception rather 

than the rule.  

 

Ignoring Highly Visible Protests for Extended Periods of Time 

 

Evidence from the Egyptian case illustrates some the hypothesized consequences of ignoring 

highly visible protests for a long period of time (scenario II): (1) the emergence of focal points 

for protests: (2) opportunities for diffusion across and within groups as well as for broader public 

engagement in contentious activism; (3) the escalation of protest strategies as a result of 

protesters’ perceptions of dismissiveness on the part of regime officials; and (4) the opportunity 
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for groups to develop their organizational capacities contingent on the presence of effective 

leadership.   

 

I. The Space in Front of Parliament as a Focal Point of Protest 

Although the wave of workers’ activism was set off in 2006 following a major strike by textile 

workers in the industrial city of Mahalla, it was not until the last quarter of 2007 that street 

politics emerged as a prominent part of workers’ repertoire of contention. Until then, workers 

engaged in strikes and protests at their workplaces. Workers had resorted to street 

demonstrations in Cairo before 2007, but they had done so in relatively small numbers.1  

Following the 11-day sit-in of real estate tax collectors in December 2007 in front of 

council of ministers’ building in downtown Cairo, it became commonplace for other 

workers’ groups to stage protests and sit-in in front of major government offices in Cairo. 

A survey of yearly reports published by the Land Center for Human Rights, documenting 

the number of workers’ protests, supports this claim. As of 2008, various groups of 

government employees and workers began to stage protests and sit-ins in front of 

government buildings in Cairo. The trend continued in 2009, reaching a peak in the first 

half of 2010 when the sidewalk of the people’s assembly building witnessed a series of 

consecutive (and sometimes simultaneous) sit-ins for up to three months in a row.  

In February 2010, the daily al-Masry al-Youm reported that the streets in front of the 

people’s assembly and the council of ministers’ building in Cairo resembled a “popular 

                                                
1 Personal communication with labor affairs journalist, May 2012 
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parliament” where different social groups present their respective demands.2 In March 

2010, the same newspaper reported that the area in front of the people’s assembly 

resembled London’s “Hyde Park,” witnessing five simultaneous protests on March 1.3 

Groups included employees of the general agency for land improvement, as well as 

workers in the companies of Amunsito and the Nubariya Company for Agricultural 

Engineering. In April 2010, the daily Youm 7 reported that at least six groups, including 

two of the groups that had been protesting in March, staged sit-ins in front of the people’s 

assembly.  

Sit-ins varied in duration, but several extended over a long period of time, rendering the 

space in front of the people’s assembly a virtual theatre of contentious activism. For 

instance, employees of the General Agency for Land Improvement staged a 42-day sit 

beginning in April 2010.4 A group of minister of justice employees held a sit-in in front 

of the minister of justice for over 30 consecutive days in the summer of 2008.   

II. Diffusion Effects, Public Performances and Greater Public Engagement in 

Contentious Activism 

Not only did ignoring highly visible protests allow for the emergence of focal points for protest, 

such as the space in front of parliament, it also led to diffusion across and within protest groups 

and greatly increased the scope of popular involvement in contentious activism. This occurred 

through two primary mechanisms: (1) a high level of media coverage; (2) increased physical 

                                                
2 http://www.almasryalyoum.com/node/16518 
3 http://www.masress.com/almasryalyoum/85681 
 
4 http://www.masress.com/boswtol/12974 
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interaction between protesters and the general public, including protesters’ family members who 

also took part in extended sit-ins. 

One of the major advantages of holding protests in downtown Cairo is the level of media 

coverage accorded to them. Activists in the real estate tax collectors’ movement note the critical 

role that media outlets and bloggers played in bringing their mobilization to the public light. 

Commenting on the role of media, a prominent movement leader from Daqahliya argues that the 

heightened media attention played an important role in increasing the public’s sympathy for 

group’s cause, which in turn strengthened the participants’ resolve to continue their sit-in.5  

Extensive media coverage also contributed to increasing the number of participants involved in 

this group’s sit-in in December 2007. An activist from Qalyoubia, whose representation in the 

initial days of the sit-in was pretty weak, argues that his colleagues were encouraged to 

participate after hearing the news about the sit-in on television.6  

Bringing workers’ protests to the street also made it possible for the general public to witness 

contentious politics more closely, and in some cases, become directly involved themselves. In 

December 2007, residents of Hussein Higazi Street, where real estate tax collectors had staged 

their sit-in, opened their homes to protest participants to use the restrooms and supplied them 

with food and blankets.7 In other cases, workers’ engaged staged public performances to bring 

attention to their cause, thereby addressing regime officials as well as their fellow Egyptian 

citizens. In May 2010, for instance, a group of Amunsito workers staged a mock funeral service 

in front of parliament, symbolizing their grievance over the death of the worker. In another 

protest during the same month, members of the same group took off their shirts in public and 

                                                
5 Personal communication with author, June 2012 
6 Personal communication with author, October 2011 
7 Gamal Oweida, “Malhamat I`tisam Muwazafi al-Dara’ib al-`Aqariya,” Center for Socialist Studies, 2008 
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wore their undergarments in an attempt to communicate their desperation. Others put on white 

garments used to wrap those who have been deceased, thereby symbolizing their imminent death 

in case their demands are not heard. For their part, municipal information center employees, 

working for the council of ministers, put together a giant cardboard skeleton, reading: “This is 

my state after nine years in Information Centers during their demonstration on May 1, 2010.”8 In 

November 2010, members of the same group organized gatherings (along with their family 

members) in public parks in various governorates to celebrate the Muslim Eid holiday. Group 

members wore black clothes, and prayed in public, attracting attention and sympathy to their 

unresolved cause.9 

In addition to engaging the general public, holding protests on the streets made it possible for 

different groups of workers to physically interact and engage each other as they often ended up 

sharing the same space for an extended period of time. This did not always translate into more 

coordination among groups but it did create an environment that is conducive to increasing 

communication across groups. Three different groups of protesters organized a group prayer on 

May 1, 2010, for instance.10 In April 2010, various groups protesting in front to the people’s 

assembly announced that they started to coordinate collective escalation measures in light of the 

government’s continued ignoring of their demands.11  

Third, engaging in street protests allowed protest participants to engage their families in their 

mobilization, thereby extending the scope of contentious politics. This took place repeatedly in 

the 2007-2011 period. In December 2007, real estate tax collectors brought their children and 

spouses to the site of the sit-in. In May 2010, Amunsito workers involved their children in 
                                                
8 http://today.almasryalyoum.com/article2.aspx?ArticleID=253389 
9 Al-Dostour, November 17, 2010 
10 http://today.almasryalyoum.com/article2.aspx?ArticleID=253265 
11 Al-Masry al-Youm, April 23, 2010, http://today.almasryalyoum.com/article2.aspx?ArticleID=252308 
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protest chants during an extended sit-in in front of the people’s assembly. On March 9, the 

children of protesting Amunsito workers organized a demonstration in front of the people’s 

assembly in support of their parents’ sit-in in front of the Shura council, the upper house of 

parliament.12 The children held banners reading “1500 families susceptible to homelessness,” 

and called on President Mubarak to intervene to solve the crisis, chanting “Father of 

Gamal…Bring back the right of the workers.”13 In October 2010, the children of employees in 

municipal information centers participated in a demonstration with their parents on the steps of 

the journalists’ syndicate. The children wore a red plastic bag on their face, symbolizing the fact 

that their parents had been put on death row, following a decision to transfer the employees onto 

the jurisdiction of the ministry of housing rather than the ministry of municipal development, as 

they had demanded.14  

III. Escalation on the basis of Perceptions of Dismissiveness 

Evidence from the case of regime response to labor protests in Egypt also suggests that protesters’ 

perceptions of dismissiveness on the part of regime officials drove them to escalate their protest 

strategies and adopt more confrontational measures to make their voices heard. The following 

section begins by offering some general evidence of protesters’ perceptions of dismissiveness 

and then two detailed case studies tracing how these perceptions shaped two groups’ strategies 

for future mobilization.  

 

Evidence from the Egyptian case suggests that protest groups consistently lamented the fact that 

officials are not responding to them, often leading them to resort to more disruptive measures 

                                                
12 http://today.almasryalyoum.com/article2.aspx?ArticleID=246629 
13 Ibid. 
14 Al-Wafd, October 24, 2010 
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such as breaking social taboos to draw attention, making a lot of noise or blocking traffic in front 

of major government buildings. Having protested and slept on the sidewalk of the people’s 

assembly for 43 days but gotten no official response, workers in the Nubariya Company for 

Agricultural Engineering took off their shirts and their undergarments to express their 

desperation. In some cases, protesters also started to use rocks to pound on the steel barriers set-

up by state security forces to attract attention. In a statement to a daily TV news show on Dream 

2 satellite channel in May 2010, a worker in the company Amunsito ragingly said: “No one is 

answering us at all. We have been staying here for 15 days, standing on the side-walk…there is 

nothing new…no one is responding to us….this is why we adopted the system of pounding on 

the steel and using whistles so that someone would respond to us.”15  

In April 2010, a woman working with the agency for agricultural land improvement told al-

Mehwar satellite channel that it is “shameful and catastrophic that we are sitting here (at the side-

walk of parliament) and they are blocking their ears and covering their eyes toward our rights.”16 

For her part, a municipal information center employee told al-Hayat satellite channel in April 

2010: “We have been here (at the side-walk of parliament) for 18 days and no one paid attention 

to us.” 

The following case studies provide further evidence of how protesters’ perceptions of 

government dismissiveness shaped their strategies for future mobilization.  

Real Estate Tax Collectors 

In responding to the real estate tax collectors’ sit-in in December 2007, government officials 

initially ignored the sit-in and abstained from making any statements. A member of the strike 

                                                
15 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ptQQFjSr2bI&feature=related 
16 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kXT_eunm1Wk&feature=related, April 24, 2010 
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committee and a key leader from the governorate of Daqahliya writes that a few days into the sit-

in, at a time when no officials in the ministry of finance had addressed the protesters, protesters 

began to raise doubts about the futility of their sit-in. Instead of going home, however, they 

vowed not to leave until their core demand was met.  

Notably, it was not until the seventh day of the sit-in that the Minister of Finance Youssef 

Boutrous Ghali commented on the issue. When he did, Ghali stubbornly declared that “he will 

not be arm twisted” into succumbing to popular pressure.17 “If protesters tell me to resolve the 

issue or we will stay on the street,” he said, “I would tell them to stay on the street.” A prominent 

leader in the real estate tax collectors’ movement asserts that Ghali’s statement enraged the 

participants and made them more steadfast in pursuing their goals.18  

“Regime officials “arrogantly” assumed that a group of government employees could not do 

anything,” adds the same activist. For his part, Prime Minister Nazif evaded the whole issue by 

physically distancing himself from the site of protest and simply leaving for his office in the 

smart village on the outskirts of Cairo.19 

Municipal Information Center Employees 

In the case of dealing with the mobilization of municipal information center employees, 

protesters perceived regime officials as consistently dragging their heels in making true on 

promises of concessions, consistently arousing perceptions that regime officials were 

“dismissive.” Starting in March 2010, information center employees engaged in a series of 

protest activities to demand better pay and permanent contracts. This group’s mobilization, 

                                                
17 Al-Dustur, December 10, 2007 
18 Personal communication, June 2012 
19 http://www.ikhwanonline.com/Article.aspx?ArtID=32613&SecID=230 
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which extended—intermittently—until November 2010, demonstrates that the fact that regime 

officials consistently dragged their heels in fulfilling their promises, further enraged protesters 

and fueled more protest activities. In March 2010, hundreds of municipal information center 

employees organized a sit-in in front of parliament to demand permanent contracts and better 

pay.20 Following a 15-day sit-in and a promise by a government official, the employees decided 

to suspend their sit-in for another 15 days to grant government officials an opportunity to make 

true on their promises. Lamenting the “evaporation of officials’ promises,”21 however, the same 

group resumed its sit-in on April 17. In a clear indication of their determination to continue their 

sit-in until their demands are officials address their demands, protesters held banners reading: 

“Sitting-in, sitting-in, sitting-in…until you care, until you pay attention, until to you listen.”22 

This time, protesters held their longest sit-in to date (28 days) and only left after reaching an 

agreement with the ministry of municipal development (mediated by the workforce committee in 

parliament) that their demands would be met. 23 One of the groups’ telling chants was 

“Government: we are not leaving, we will spend the night.” 

On September 14, 2010, thousands of protesters returned to the side-walk of the people’s 

assembly, yet again, announcing an open-ended sit-in in to protest the “government’s ignoring” 

of the agreement mediated by the people’s assembly workforce committee in May.  

When protesters perceived that officials continued to drag their heels, the group continued to 

mobilize, intermittently, in October and November 2010, and asserted that they will not give up 

in the face of what they described as “the ignoring on behalf of the government of lies.”24 During 

                                                
20 http://today.almasryalyoum.com/article2.aspx?ArticleID=248302 
21 http://today.almasryalyoum.com/article2.aspx?ArticleID=251649 
22 http://www.masrawy.com/News/Egypt/Politics/2010/april/17/haires.aspx 
23 http://today.almasryalyoum.com/article2.aspx?ArticleID=253643 
24 Al-Shorouk, October 20, 2010 
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this period, protesters started to escalate their confrontation with government officials. In 

October 2010, a month before the November 2010 parliamentary elections, tens of municipal 

center employees threatened to expose scandal about a number of ministers running for 

parliament in their respective districts.25 During a demonstration on October 12, 2010, protesters 

raised banners incriminating prime minister Ahmed Nazif’s government and chanted “Leave 

Nazif…we cannot find the price of a loaf of bread.”26 During another demonstration on October 

23, protesters chanted against the government, saying “Boutrous Ghali...Boutrous Ghali…you 

are the one who made my children homeless.” Addressing Prime Minister Nazif, they chanted: 

“Nazif, Nazif, we will not leave you winter or summer.”27 

 

IV. Developing Organizational Capacities: The Case of the Real Estate Tax Collectors 

The case of the real estate tax collectors best illustrates how the duration of being ignored 

can provide group leaders with an opportunity to develop their group’s organizational 

capacities. The case is particularly instructive because it shows how a geographically 

dispersed group capitalized on the opportunity of being in a highly visible central 

location (where all group members could gather) to develop an organizational core that 

would become critical in future mobilization. It is important to note that capitalizing on 

these opportunities is contingent upon the presence of a proactive and ambitious 

leadership.  

Municipal real estate tax collectors were the first major workers’ group to resort to street politics 

to press for their demands. In September 2007, real estate tax collectors staged demonstrations in 
                                                
25 Al-Masry al-Youm, October 24, 2010 
26 Al-Masry al-Youm, October 12, 2010 
27 Al-Wafd, October 24, 2010 
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front of the offices of real estate tax collecting bureaus in Giza, Daqahliya and Beni Suef. 

Dissatisfied with the lack of attention accorded to their issue, they were determined to 

communicate their grievances to higher-ranking government officials. In October 2007, they 

organized a demonstration in front of the ministry of finance in Nasr City in Cairo and then 

marched to the council of ministers’ building in downtown Cairo to make their voices heard to 

Prime Minister Nazif. The group also tried to appeal to the ETUF leadership, organizing a 3-day 

sit-in in front of the Egyptian Trade Union Federation headquarters in downtown Cairo in 

November 2007.  Disappointed with the pace and futility of ETUF-led negotiations, more than 

5,000 real estate tax collector, traveling from various governorates, began (on December 3, 2007) 

an open-ended strike and sit-in in front of the council of ministers’ building in Hussein Higazi 

street in downtown Cairo, steps from parliament and other major government buildings.  

Bypassing the ETUF, and the ministry of finance, municipal real estate tax collectors chose to 

direct their demands-- namely wage parity with their Cairo-based counterparts and their financial 

and administrative inclusion under the jurisdiction of the ministry of finance rather than 

municipal governments—directly to Prime Minister Ahmed Nazif.  

From an organizational standpoint, protest organizers had made arrangements to ensure their 

arrival at the location of the sit-in, and anticipated that they might have to stay for more than one 

day. Beyond this, however, they had not made any plans regarding where they will sleep, how 

long they will stay, and the day-to-day logistics of sustaining an extended sit-in. Determined to 

continue their sit-in until their core demand was met, group leaders and activists from various 

governorates began to organize themselves into committees, including the livelihood committee, 

the slogans’ committee, the media committee, the organization committee, and the high strike 

committee. Notably, the high strike committee began as a very small committee and expanded 
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over the course of the sit-in.  What is important here is that prior to the extended sit-in, the 

movement had a very limited organizational core with some key leaders in a few of the 

governorates.  By the end of the sit-in, however, this limited core was significantly expanded to 

cover almost all of the governorates and to include a much more sophisticated division of labor 

among the top leadership. The expanded high strike committee later formed the organizational 

core of the movement and remained in place until the establishment of the first independent 

union in Egypt since the 1940s. Commenting on the importance of the sit-in for the later 

development of the movement, a labor affairs journalist, and a member of the Revolutionary 

Socialists who lent a great deal of the support to the tax collectors’ movement, argues that by the 

end of their sit-in the real estate tax collectors had already established the core foundation of a 

union.  

The group’s ability to use the street to mobilize also had a significant impact on the emergence 

of a common identity among its geographically dispersed members. The geographic 

fragmentation of the real estate tax collectors (50,000 employees spread across 27 governorates) 

meant that many members of the group met each other for the first time in protests that were held 

in Cairo in late 2007. Prior to this point, protests were organized at the governorate level and 

rarely involved the large-scale participation of members from outside the respective governorate. 

As a result, the group’s ability to stage an extended sit-in in downtown Cairo not only meant that 

the group had the opportunity to collectively mobilize. Even more importantly given the nature 

of this group, it allowed participants to recognize their potential as a unified force and laid the 

foundation for the development of a common group identity that would have been extremely 

difficult to foster absent this extended period of physical interaction. Several members of the 
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group remember fondly the 11 days of their sit-in in December 2007, noting that they quickly 

made friends and even became ‘family.’ 

Under the leadership of longtime activist and Karama party member Kamal Abu Eita, as well as 

a number of other politically savvy leaders, the group was thus able to effectively pressure the 

regime and use the possibility of holding an extended sit-in to develop a core organizational 

structure that would be a key to further mobilization.  

 

Conclusion and Avenues for Future Research 

 

This paper has tried to offer some conceptual tools for understanding the highly under-theorized 

domain of regime responses to protests beyond repression and concessions. I have introduced 

two primary dimensions along which to disaggregate the concept of “ignoring,” and presented 

some hypotheses for how variations along these dimensions can produce qualitatively different 

consequences for the nature of subsequent mobilization. The empirical analysis has tried to 

illustrate some of these dynamics but more research is needed to systematically test the 

hypothesized relationships.  

 

This analysis has important implications for broader theoretical debates on the relationship 

between regime response to protests and future mobilization. First, the arguments made here 

underscore the fact that “ignoring” (in its various forms) must be taken into account when 

considering how various modes of regime response to protests interact with each other. Scholars 

must thus consider “ignoring” as an additional element in the much discussed “concessions-

repression” dilemma.  
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Second, this analysis implies that the particular sequence in which various regime responses to 

protests are employed, can have important consequences. For example, if “ignoring” is employed 

first, then followed by concessions, this might result in theoretically different consequences than 

if the opposite sequence if employed, and so on. Scholars have hypothesized about the 

sequencing of concessions and repression (Goldstone and Tilly 2001; Opp and Ruehl 1990), but 

have not usually factored “ignoring” in as part of that analysis. In addition, as the analysis in this 

suggests, theses sequences might be qualitatively different depending on the type of ignoring. 

For instance, ignoring protests for a short period of time then repressing them is different than 

ignoring protests for a long period of time then repressing them.  

 

Third, this analysis reveals that protesters’ perceptions of “dismissiveness” on the part of regime 

officials develop over repeated interactions. This means that protesters’ cumulative experiences 

with certain regime officials might shape their subsequent strategies. Protest leaders might 

capitalize on perceptions of regime dismissiveness to construct movements’ collective identities, 

which might prove difficult to reverse in the long-term. This can undermine an authoritarian 

regime’s capacity to co-opt these protest movements down the road.  
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