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Civil Society in Egypt: A Catalyst for Democratization? 

Nadine H. Abdalla1 

Over the past decade, it has been noted that the West (mainly Europe and the United States) tends to 
view civil society as a catalyst or engine for democratization, especially in the Arab world. The role 

played by civil society in some countries of Eastern Europe and Latin America leads to a hope that 
other countries can make a successful transition to democracy even if they are still confronting some 
problems of democracy consolidation. Undoubtedly, this trend also reflects the West's will to find a 
reliable partner, capable of achieving a transition to democracy in a region that is characterized, on 
the one hand, by authoritarian Arab governments reluctant to implement significant reforms, and, on 
the other hand, by a secular opposition unable to counterbalance the power. 

Thus, strengthening civil society seems increasingly to be the watchword at meetings, seminars, and 
conferences in the official and academic spheres. Recently, at the European level, the development of 
civil society has appeared to be the only way to achieve democratization in the Arab world 

Within this framework, Arab NGOs have been heavily funded, especially those of Egypt. Here, the 
question arises: To what extent can Western aid granted to civil society in general and NGOs in 
particular help to achieve a democratic transition and be considered an engine of democratization in a 

country like Egypt?To answer that question, I outline some challenges to the idea of funding a civil 
society-engine of democratization, and argue that the West’s "strategy of indirect promotion of 
democracy"2 cannot succeed in Egypt, at least in the short term. 

1. Proliferation of NGOs or consolidation of authoritarianism? 

The Egyptian regime cannot be called authoritarian, but rather “semi-authoritarian,” according to 
Marina Ottaway3; or “liberalized autocracy,” in Daniel Brumberg’s phrase.4 That is to say, this regime 
is able to consolidate its authoritarianism while putting in place measures that can be considered more 
or less liberal. For such a system, the proliferation of NGOs is less likely to be a means of empowering 

groups seeking to change the regime’s strategy than a part of the controlled-liberalization strategy 
itself. The presence of these NGOs and their various activities, even those seen as anti-government, 
can be viewed as outgrowths of a policy of controlled liberalization. 

Thus, the government has much more to do with promoting civil society than civil society has to do 
with democratization.5 This situation creates a plight for donors, who find themselves funding 

organizations that bolster the regime’s survival strategy, rather than organizations with a realistic 
chance of affecting this strategy.6 

2. A "romantic" Western vision for civil society? 

We should be wary of romanticizing civil society. Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) can play a 
positive and effective role in the democratic transition process only if they have two prerequisites: 

First, they must have a degree of autonomy vis-à-vis the regime.7 But in a country like Egypt, the 

regime in place does not hesitate to co-opt NGO leaders and activists by giving them better positions 

elsewhere in governmental or semi-governmental organizations while letting them retain their 
positions as head of the NGOs.8 An important example is the appointment of Hafez Abu Seada, 
director of one of the largest and oldest NGOs in Egypt, the Egyptian Organization for Human Rights 
(EOHR), to the board of directors of the National Council for Human Rights, a governmental or semi-
governmental institution. Beyond leaders of NGOs, the regime is working to co-opt the game itself by 
creating organizations that are supposedly work in the fields of advocacy and human rights. The result 

of that a large proportion of external funding aids institutions that pose no threat to the government’s 
plans. Examples include the Federation of Non-Governmental Organizations, the National Council of 
Human Rights, and the National Council of Women.9 
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For NGOs to make a difference, they also must possess the capacity to build alliances with other 

sectors of civil society as well as a clear agenda for advocacy and, where appropriate, 
militancy.10 Through alliances, they can pressure the government for socioeconomic or human rights 
reforms.11 However, structural deficits afflicting Egyptian NGOs interfere with their ability to ally with 
other NGOs, and hence their ability to play effective leadership and mobilizing roles.12 

These structural deficits are of two types. The first is the absence of internal democracy and 

transparency. These NGOs, especially those of political nature, are most often centered around a 
charismatic personality, and feature a staff with scant experience.13 The situation probably promotes 
authoritarian leadership of these NGOs.14 In addition, the imbalance between the voluntary and 
professional side and staff within these NGOs affects their ability and their effectiveness. Donors, 
consequently, must give qualitative rather than quantitative aid if they want to enhance the 
effectiveness of these NGOs, a problem afflicting mainly the assistance offered by the European 
Commission in Egypt. 

3. Receiving funds versus acquiring a social base? 

Certainly, without external funding, NGOs of an advocacy type or political in nature may never 
emerge. The Egyptian government prohibits NGOs from receiving funds without its permission, which 
is rarely granted. 

Even if permission is given, the culture of the country can be a real obstacle. The public has relatively 
little interest in politically active organizations, by contrast to its considerable interest in organizations 

of a religious nature that provide economic and social services; these social service NGOs are much 
likelier to receive local funds for their activities.15 This creates contradictory interests between 
external donors interested in democratization, on the one hand, and the community, relatively 
uninterested in political activism, on the other. Political groups in general have little or no social base. 

An additional problem is that the democratization-oriented NGOs compete for external donors. 
Scarcely any cooperation between them exists, which weakens their ability to lead and mobilize 
effectively.16 

4. Nongovernmental partner in the government? 

The government welcomes partnerships with NGOs working in development and providing services, 
especially given the rising Egyptian population.17 These organizations, unlike those in Latin America, 
for example, do not possess a dual agenda combining development and democratic change, so they 
do not mobilize the population to demand democratic reforms.18 USAID in 2001 implemented an 
action plan for Egypt, under which it would stress aid to NGOs that combine their activities with 
advocacy or democratic change, but this approach is still limited and relatively ineffective.19 One 

must ask, then, whether these organizations are generally reinforcing the government’s 
authoritarianism rather than challenging it. 

5. The Islamist dilemma 

A further problem is that Islamist NGOs in Egypt tend to be more effective than secular ones, yet the 

Islamist ones tend to be excluded from external funding. (The Islamist organizations do not 
necessarily want external funds.20) The result is two categories of organizations: secular ones with 
limited effectiveness, a weak social base, and access to outside aid; and Islamist ones with greater 
efficiency, a stronger social base, and no outside aid. These two categories confront each other rather 
than cooperating, and thus are unable to act as a combined catalyst for pressuring the government for 
greater democracy. Donors generally do not promote such cooperation. 

6. Civil society, a catalyst for democracy? 

http://www.icnl.org/research/journal/vol10iss4/special_2.htm#_ftn10
http://www.icnl.org/research/journal/vol10iss4/special_2.htm#_ftn11
http://www.icnl.org/research/journal/vol10iss4/special_2.htm#_ftn12
http://www.icnl.org/research/journal/vol10iss4/special_2.htm#_ftn13
http://www.icnl.org/research/journal/vol10iss4/special_2.htm#_ftn14
http://www.icnl.org/research/journal/vol10iss4/special_2.htm#_ftn15
http://www.icnl.org/research/journal/vol10iss4/special_2.htm#_ftn16
http://www.icnl.org/research/journal/vol10iss4/special_2.htm#_ftn17
http://www.icnl.org/research/journal/vol10iss4/special_2.htm#_ftn18
http://www.icnl.org/research/journal/vol10iss4/special_2.htm#_ftn19
http://www.icnl.org/research/journal/vol10iss4/special_2.htm#_ftn20


One way of framing the issue is whether we wish to foster the demand for democracy, by increasing 

the capacity of civil society organizations to pressure the government and rally the citizenry; or 
whether we wish to foster the supplyof democracy, by enhancing the ability of state institutions to 
behave consistently with democratic values. In a famous article, Berman showed that civil society in 

Germany in the 1930s failed to achieve greater democracy. Highly mobilized, facing state institutions 
that were weak and unable to meet their demands, the organizations sided with the Nazi 
party.21 Admittedly, this situation differs from that currently in Egypt, but the point is that civil 
society is not invariably a catalyst for democracy; the political and cultural contexts play a crucial role. 

The West knows that the dynamics of democratization, in terms of political openings or more radically 
in terms of regime change, could at least in the short term lead to instability. The Muslim brotherhood, 
for example, is the only viable opposition in Egypt; it could assume power. The 2005 legislative 
elections confirmed this danger. For this reason, the West is seeking to promote democracy indirectly 
through civil society, an approach with limited promise. 
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