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Abstract 
Comparative case studies provide a critical means of linking theoretical debates on 
restrictive environments with the lived realities of civil society organizations (CSOs). This 
article analyzes four cases—Russia and Belarus, Myanmar, and Tunisia and Egypt—to 
illustrate how repression manifests differently across authoritarian, coercive, and hybrid 
regimes. In Russia and Belarus, legal repression through instruments such as the “foreign 
agents” law fosters hybrid organizational models that combine formal registration with 
informal networks. In Myanmar, violent repression following the 2021 coup has displaced 
resilience onto diaspora networks and transnational activism. In Tunisia and Egypt, hybrid 
regimes generate fluctuating opportunities that force NGOs to strategically frame their 
engagement, emphasizing service provision and selective advocacy. The comparative 
perspective reveals recurring patterns: legal mimicry, diaspora mobilization, strategic 
framing, and the use of digital tools. At the same time, it highlights contextual variations 
that shape which strategies are viable in particular environments. By identifying these 
mechanisms, the article contributes to theory by refining understandings of adaptation under 
pressure and to practice by offering insights for donors and policymakers seeking to support 
civil society without exacerbating risks.
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1. Introduction 
Civil society under pressure is neither a uniform experience nor a process of inevitable 
decline. Comparative analysis of case studies provides a valuable lens through which to 
identify patterns of resilience and adaptation while recognizing contextual variation. This 
article examines three contrasting contexts: Russia and Belarus, Myanmar, and Tunisia and 
Egypt. Together, these cases illustrate how different forms of repression—legal, violent, and 
hybrid—shape the repertoires of civil society survival and adaptation.
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2. Russia and Belarus: Legalistic Repression 
Russia’s 2012 “foreign agents” law forced NGOs receiving foreign funding to register under 
stigmatizing labels, subjecting them to audits, fines, and closure (Lokshina, 2017). Earlier 
scholarship had already identified the state’s reliance on legalistic authoritarianism to 
manage civic associations (Henderson, 2002). Belarus followed a similar path, especially 
after the 2020 protests, requiring intrusive reporting and restricting international funding.
Civil society responses illustrate adaptation through legal mimicry and hybridization. NGOs 
re-registered as service providers in fields such as health and education, or reorganized into 
informal collectives that operated outside official frameworks. Advocacy and fundraising 
functions were redirected to diaspora organizations in Europe, which provided both 
resources and international advocacy. These cases highlight that legal repression forces 
NGOs into hybrid forms—partly legal, partly informal—that sustain community legitimacy 
while minimizing confrontation.

3. Myanmar: Violent Repression and Diaspora Activism 
Myanmar presents a contrasting case where repression has been overt and violent. 
Following the 2021 coup, the military junta employed lethal force, mass arrests, and internet 
blackouts to dismantle organized opposition (Cheesman, Farrelly, & Wilson, 2022). Unlike 
Russia and Belarus, repression was not framed through legal processes but through blunt 
coercion.
Adaptation relied heavily on diaspora mobilization and transnational activism. Exiled 
communities in Thailand, Europe, and North America organized fundraising campaigns, 
provided independent media platforms, and lobbied international institutions. Digital tools, 
including encrypted communication platforms and social media, amplified silenced voices 
across borders. This case underscores the role of diasporas as parallel infrastructures 
(Brinkerhoff, 2009), sustaining civil society functions when domestic space is violently 
dismantled.

4. Tunisia and Egypt: Hybrid Regimes and Selective Engagement 
Tunisia and Egypt illustrate how hybrid political environments combine elements of 
openness with repression. Carothers (2016) defines hybrid regimes as systems blending 
democratic institutions with authoritarian practices, creating fluctuating civic space. Yom 
(2015) emphasizes the cyclical nature of pluralism and repression in the Middle East.
In Tunisia, post-Arab Spring reforms expanded opportunities for NGOs, particularly in 
human rights and governance. Yet securitization narratives continued to restrict 
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organizations critical of corruption or reliant on foreign funding. NGOs adapted by aligning 
programs with donor priorities, strategically framing contributions to national development, 
and balancing criticism with collaboration.
In Egypt, after a brief opening in 2011–2012, the government of Abdel Fattah el-Sisi 
reimposed severe restrictions. Laws criminalized foreign funding and imposed harsh 
penalties on unauthorized NGOs. Many organizations relocated abroad, embedded activities 
in less politicized sectors, or relied on informal community structures. These examples 
demonstrate how hybrid regimes generate shifting opportunity structures, requiring NGOs 
to continuously reassess risks and strategies.

5. Comparative Analysis 
Across these cases, repression assumes different forms—legalistic, violent, or hybrid. Yet 
civil society consistently demonstrates agency through adaptation.

• Legal repression fosters hybrid organizational models combining formal and 
informal structures.

• Violent repression shifts resilience to diaspora networks and transnational activism.
• Hybrid regimes generate fluctuating openings, necessitating selective engagement 

and strategic framing.
These recurring mechanisms reveal civil society not as passive but as innovative, 
negotiating survival even under severe constraints.

6. Conclusion 
Comparative case studies demonstrate that repression does not eliminate civil society but 
transforms its forms and strategies. Russia and Belarus illustrate adaptation through legal 
mimicry; Myanmar highlights the centrality of diaspora networks under violent repression; 
Tunisia and Egypt show how NGOs maneuver within fluctuating hybrid regimes.
Recognizing these patterns enriches theoretical debates on civic resilience and authoritarian 
governance, while providing practical lessons for policymakers and donors. Supporting 
NGOs requires sensitivity to contextual dynamics, ensuring that external engagement 
strengthens rather than undermines local legitimacy.
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