Are NGOs Counterhegemonic?


This paper has not been revised by UNESCO ; it is a draft discussion paper that was presented during the conference on "NGOs and governance in the Arab Countries" in Cairo, 29-31 March 2000. A final publication (book) is in preparation.

The opinions expressed in this publication are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of UNESCO.
Are Egyptian Advocacy NGOs Counterhegemonic Organizations?

Abstract of a draft paper to be presented to the conference on “NGOs and Governance in the Arab Countries,” Cairo, March 29–31, 2000

Nicola Pratt, University of Exeter, UK (currently affiliated with CEDEJ, Egypt)

Over the last few years, much has been written about the contribution of NGOs to governance. The debate has become polarized, particularly in Egypt, around the idea of NGOs as the promoters of democracy and sustainable development, on the one side, and the idea of NGOs as promoters of Western agendas on the other. This paper seeks to shed new light on the subject by reframing the debate through the use of the Gramscian concept of ‘counterhegemony.’ The paper examines the relationship of Egyptian advocacy NGOs to the hegemonic discourse of the Egyptian regime in order to ascertain whether advocacy NGOs, through their ideas and practices, are attempting to counter the hegemonic discourse or whether they are in some way propagating that discourse. The basis for current regime hegemony in Egypt is broken down into mutually-constituting elements of a national–patriarchal discourse, state corporatist institutions, and a state-led economy, which is now being replaced by a neoliberal market economy. The author undertakes an analysis of the discourses of advocacy NGOs based on the literature and public statements of NGOs and on interviews with NGO activists. The paper argues that advocacy NGOs are constructing new political discourses that deconstruct nationalism, patriarchy, and globalization, and that provide a new framework for political action beyond political society. Taken as a sum total, these discourses represent the beginnings of a counterhegemonic project challenging the notion of the supremacy of the interests of the nation that justifies undemocratic practices against all citizens and political exclusion of women and working people. However, this counterhegemonic project is limited by the lack of an ideological paradigm upon which to construct an alternative economic model—one that is not based on exploitative power relations.
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Introduction

In the last decade, much has been written in Anglo-Saxon scholarship about nongovernmental organizations as promoters of democracy and development.
 Despite the fact that both democracy and development are complex processes involving questions of power and ideology, the literature on NGOs has almost ignored these issues.
 The first aim of this paper is to explore questions of power and ideology in relation to NGOs using the framework of Antonio Gramsci’s concept of ‘hegemony.’ According to Gramsci, ‘hegemony’ is the political, ethical, and economic leadership of the ruling class.
 In other words, it refers to the complex interactions of ideological, institutional, and economic structures underpinning the ruling regime. Using the concept of ‘hegemony,’ it is possible to locate NGOs in relation to these structures of power as either counterhegemonic (that is, attempting to undermine hegemony) or as part of the hegemonic discourse.

In more recent years, Arab scholarship and Arab public debates have also begun to produce material on the subject of NGOs. A great deal of this material demonstrates a negative attitude, which stands in contrast to the mostly euphoric position of Anglo-Saxon scholarship on NGOs.
 Much of the hostility against NGOs is due to their perception as foreign agents, promoting foreign agendas, and using foreign money. Hence, the second aim of this paper is to address these charges by using the concept of counterhegemony. This concept is obviously derived from Gramsci’s concept of hegemony, but was actually coined by the Marxist political theorist Carl Boggs to capture the essence of Gramsci’s politics as concerned with emancipation.

The third and perhaps most important aim of this paper is to explore the discourses of NGO activists. The totalizing discourses of both Anglo-Saxon and Arab debates on NGOs has completely erased the voices of the NGO activists themselves, denying them any agency beyond what is determined by the supposed characteristics of the institutions in which they work (that is, either participatory and empowering or elitist and corrupt). Here, I focus on just a small sample of Egyptian NGOs—those termed advocacy NGOs. Advocacy NGOs have been singled out in both pro- and anti-NGO literature as the epitome of what NGOs represent to both sides. Their mandate as attempting to change laws, policies, and practices, through lobbying, monitoring, studies, education, and awareness-raising, puts them in a different category to those NGOs that provide services. To those who are for NGOs, advocacy NGOs represent the promoters of democracy and development par excellence. For those who are against NGOs, advocacy NGOs represent the promoters of foreign agendas par excellence. This paper aims to describe how advocacy NGO activists are constructing new political discourses that attempt to address issues of governance in the face of political, economic, and social changes to Egyptian society. These discourses do not necessarily fit into the dichotomies of existing debates on NGOs.

Defining the Concepts

The most important concepts for this paper are those of ‘hegemony’ and ‘counterhegemony.’ The concept of hegemony is believed to be Gramsci’s most important contribution to Marxist political theory. In recent years, the concept has been used by a wide array of scholars in various disciplines to discuss questions of power and ideology. However, the academic usage of hegemony should not detract from Gramsci’s main concern with the concept as a tool for understanding how Western European capitalism could be overturned by a socialist revolution. These days, terms such as socialism, communism, and Marxism have become embarrassingly old-fashioned and irrelevant. Yet, the need for a theory of emancipation is just as urgent now, in the face of globalization and entrenched authoritarian regimes, as it was in the 1920s when Gramsci was writing in the belief that socialism would be the path to emancipation.

Here, I attempt to use the term hegemony as a tool for understanding the emancipatory (in its revolutionary sense) capacity of Egyptian advocacy NGOs. Many hopes and accusations have been laid at the door of NGOs, often from different worldviews (liberal, neoliberal, and Third World nationalist, among others) and here I attempt to use the concepts of hegemony/counterhegemony as a way of clearly positioning the project of Egyptian advocacy NGOs in relation to existing power structures and ideologies.

Gramsci never defines his famous concept in a neat way. Its meaning is to be derived from the many references he made to it throughout his writings. For the purpose of this paper, hegemony is taken to be the ensemble of ideological, economic, and institutional structures through which rulers exercise their power. These structures are constructed through consensus backed by coercion.
 They must appeal to the interests of society as a whole or a majority of society, and not only to the interests of the ruling elite. These mechanisms, according to Gramsci, are located within the institutions of civil society, for example, interest associations, the education system, and the media. Mechanisms of coercion are located, according to Gramsci, within the state as political society.
 However, it is also possible to see coercive mechanisms located within institutions of civil society, for example, ‘honor killing’ by male family members. Similarly, mechanisms of consensus can be located within political society, for example, the parliamentary system.

In Egypt, the hegemonic discourse that developed since 1952 can be considered to contain three principal elements: a nationalist-patriarchal ideology, a statist economic system, and a corporatist institutional framework. The nationalist-patriarchal ideology is based on the political supremacy of the political regime as the sole legitimate representative (and determiner) of the nation's interests and of the nation's interests as politically supreme. This has had the effect of delegitimizing the political rights of individuals or of particular sections of the nation, such as women or Copts. This ideology supported the institutional framework of Egyptian corporatism, characterized by state-dominated, hierarchically-organized, monopoly interest organizations, such as the General Federation of Egyptian Trade Unions (GFETU) and the national federation of NGOs. Corporatism facilitated state control over a nationalized economy, which relied heavily on mass consumption and production.

These three elements are not completely autonomous items, but mutually constituting. Therefore, changes in one of the elements of the hegemonic discourse leads to changes in the other elements. In this way, the postcolonial hegemony in Egypt can not be seen as static. Since the end of the 1980s, the pressure of economic liberalization has begun to dismantle the state-led, nationalized economy. However, rather than threatening regime hegemony, these developments in the economic sphere have led the regime to compensate by strengthening the ideological and institutional elements of the discourse.

Hegemony is not only reproduced by the rulers. The ruled participate in the reproduction of the hegemonic discourse through their beliefs and actions. They perceive the hegemonic discourse as either in their interests or as the natural order of things. For example, public sector workers have suffered repression at the hands of the state security forces for their autonomous protests against the loss of benefits entailed by the dismantling of the public sector. However, workers continue to call for the restoration of the public sector even though the public sector is a part of the regime hegemony that denies public sector workers rights to freedom of association and expression in the defense of their interests.
 Similarly, working class women continue to promote a division of labor based on biological differences as a way of 'coping' with changing economic conditions that disempower them within the household. This is despite the fact that this division of labor is a fundamental part of the patriarchal discourse that maintains women's oppression within society.

However, hegemony can never be total and closed, otherwise the world would never change. Moreover, in today's world of global communications and international migrations, hegemonic discourses within one nation state cannot exist impervious to the discourses in other parts of the world. For example, Egyptian government officials must now include concepts of gender empowerment and women’s rights in their discourses, because of the widespread use of these concepts at United Nations conferences (including the International Conference on Population and Development hosted by Egypt in 1994). Nevertheless, these concepts are not reproduced in the Egyptian governmental context in the same form that they are originally produced in other locations. The government inserts these concepts into the hegemonic discourse in such a way as not to challenge it.
 However, by acknowledging the existence of these concepts, the regime opens the way for challenges to the hegemonic discourse by those within society who define alternative meanings for these concepts and who perceive the dislocations within the hegemonic discourse brought about by these alternative meanings.

Counterhegemonic projects aim to rearrange and recast the meanings of the hegemonic discourse. They emerge from the hegemonic discourse but may draw on ideas and resources from outside the hegemonic discourse in order to bring new interpretations to existing concepts. Counterhegemonic projects aim to provide blueprints for an alternative society. In other words, they strive toward hegemony. It is within this framework that I shall attempt to read the discourses of Egyptian advocacy NGO activists.

These discourses are constructed from interviews with activists within 15 advocacy NGOs and literature produced by these individuals and their organizations, working in the spheres of human rights monitoring, legal aid, psychological rehabilitation of victims of torture, women's rights, workers' rights, peasants’ rights, child rights, rights awareness-raising, civil society and democracy advocacy, health and environmental rights advocacy, and grassroots mobilization.
 The fieldwork for this paper is ongoing as part of my Ph.D. thesis and has been conducted over the past three months.

The Postcolonial Experience: Beyond Nationalism

Almost all of the NGO activists that I interviewed had been active in the student movement during the 1970s and 1980s, either as Marxists or Nasserists, prior to becoming involved in NGO work in the late 1980s and throughout the 1990s. The experience of being part of the student movement during this period has had an important influence on shaping the ideas and actions of these activists. Within the discourses of NGO activists it is possible to discern attempts to work through and overcome the limitations of the student movement and the major national political currents.

The postcolonial period began with hopes of social justice and freedom from colonialism. However, nationalist aspirations in this regard were frustrated by the 1967 military defeat at the hands of Israel and the loss of Sinai. The 1967 defeat led to student calls for democracy and greater participation in decision making from society, and later (in 1971–73) to calls for transparency in the elite decision making process concerning the confrontation with Israel. Following the 1973 victory, leftist and Nasserist student concerns continued to revolve around democracy, as well as opposition to Sadat’s pro-American turn and the open door economic policy. Through this period, the national question continued to be raised and reshaped by the student movement, as a question of political democracy, of national sovereignty, and of social and economic justice.

However, in the context of a patriarchal-nationalism, where the interests of the regime (as patriarch) are identified with the nation’s interests, demands for national sovereignty are used to bolster regime power to the detriment of the freedoms of the rest of society. Denial of political freedoms was justified by the regime on the basis of national security. Moreover, a tension existed between student activists and orthodox Nasserist and Marxist thought over the legitimacy of political democracy. One NGO activist tells me:

Our de facto attitude as students was to defend patriotism and democracy. But we lived the contradictions of this because our leaders used patriotism against democracy. Because of Nasserism, we were led to believe that democracy was a bourgeois idea. Marxist thought supported this.

Bourgeois in this context, referred to the ‘bourgeois powers’ that is, the imperialists. Therefore, political democracy was not only discredited as being ‘foreign’ to the project of Nasserism, but also as belonging to the imperialist enemy. The dichotomy was established: national/authentic/authoritarian vs. imperialist/nonauthentic/democratic. This dichotomy was also given credence by the political Islamists emerging in the 1970s. Within the parameters of Nasserist and Marxist thought, there was no legitimate escape for the leftist students in search of democracy.

Moreover, from the mid-1970s, throughout the 1980s, both the Nasserist and leftist trends within the student movement were subject to immense repression that prevented them from forging strong links with other sections of society. Their political parties, particularly underground parties, were also weakened through legislation that either banned their activities or limited them to party premises.
 Finally, the fall of the Soviet Union in 1989 did much to discredit the power of leftist thought in generating a democratic movement among wide sections of society.

Faced with a political impasse, one NGO activist tells me:

[In the late 1980s] thoughts [for forging links with the people] shifted to being where people were, that is, in the syndicates and in communities. However, the people who started to move into new areas, lost links with the left-wing organizations. Therefore, it was important to develop an organization which could do advocacy work.

The organizational framework for advocacy adopted by this and many other activists was that of an NGO. Moreover, in many cases, the content of advocacy became centered around a discourse of human rights, rather than that of leftist or Nasserist political thought. The beginnings of a human rights discourse in Egypt may be traced back to 1984 with the establishment of an Egyptian chapter of the Arab Organization for Human Rights (AOHR). The idea of human rights attracted more people with the establishment of the Egyptian Organization for Human Rights (EOHR) in 1985, many of whose founders were student activists from the 1970s. During this period, many of the NGO activists I talked to (who mainly come from the 1980s generation of students) first came into contact with the concept of human rights and the concept of working within the framework of an NGO. This contact was mainly in the form of the EOHR defending student activists who were being harassed or even imprisoned by the authorities. Many more political activists became involved in the nascent human rights community in 1989 with the strong role played by the EOHR in defending workers against state repression during the iron and steel strikes.

The adoption of a human rights discourse can be interpreted as an attempt by political activists to revisit the unanswered demands of the student movement. The human rights framework solves the problem of reconciling national self-determination with political democracy by replacing the notion of the supremacy of the nation with the supremacy of the individual as a human being. This delinks the two demands and subjects them to separate consideration, that is, the attainment of political democracy is no longer dependent on the regime safe-guarding national self-determination, but rather on the guarantee of the rights of all Egyptians as human beings. Similarly, national self-determination is no longer a question of regime supremacy, but of the supremacy of the human rights of all Egyptians. In other words, human rights represents a paradigm shift that enabled student activists concerned with the national question to overcome the contradictions inherent within it.

In order to arrive at the separation of national self-determination from political democracy, and to give political democracy legitimacy as an Egyptian concern, the NGO activists I interviewed have embarked on a process of de-essentialization of the West. Whereas, nationalist movements struggling against colonialism tend to reproduce the essentialized, racialized discourse of the colonialists,
 NGO activists may be seen as the creators of a postnationalist movement struggling against essentialized, racialized nationalist discourses.

One NGO activist says:

People think that everyone in the West supports capitalism but Western society is pluralistic and not all the same thing. Many of the organizations in the West have ideas that are similar to ours regarding socialism and human rights. … People in the West are not a copy of their governments.

Moreover, NGO activists see links with organizations in Western countries as a necessity in the current era of globalization. In this context, global links empower Egyptians in achieving their rights, rather than threaten their self-determination. As one workers’ rights NGO activist asserts: 

The links with nongovernmental organizations strengthens the [workers’] movement here, as well as the movement there. European workers’ organizations need links with Southern organizations against transnational corporations, which impose bad working conditions on workers everywhere.

Attempts to transgress xenophobic nationalism do not mean that advocacy NGO activists ignore disparities of power and injustices within the world. They use the discourse of human rights to defend victims of Western powers and their allies, in particular, Palestinians facing Israeli occupation and Iraqi people suffering the effects of Western-imposed sanctions. The Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies (CIHRS) organized the first International Conference of the Arab Human Rights Movement, held in Casablanca, Morocco, in April 1999. A working paper presented at the conference, entitled, “Economic Sanctions and Human Rights,” condemned sanctions, not on the basis of anti-imperialism or Arab nationalism, but as a violation of all international human rights covenants, including those addressing civil and political rights, social, economic, and cultural rights, child rights, women’s rights, in addition to the Geneva Convention.

Under the title “Peace and the Rights of Peoples and Minorities in the Arab World,” the final conference declaration states:

The rights of the Palestinian people are the proper standard to measure the consistency of international positions towards a just peace and human rights.

On this basis, some NGO activists condemn international human rights NGOs for failing to adopt clear human rights positions against the violation of Palestinian or Iraqi rights.
 The suggestion by some Egyptian NGO activists to use networks between international and local human rights NGOs to encourage consultation and cooperation aims at overcoming the reproduction of the North/South dichotomy within the global human rights NGO community.

The advocacy NGO activists who I spoke with clearly use the idiom of human rights as a means of expressing new types of relations that they do not see as subscribing to essentializing nationalist discourses of the West vs. the Arabs, or North vs. South. NGO activists regard their advocacy of human rights as a new form of political discourse that transgresses the limitations of previous discourses based on nationalism, whether Nasserist or Marxist. The supremacy of the individual as a human being clearly opposes notions of the nation, embodied by the regime, as supreme. The construction of such a discourse opens the way for a promotion of democratic political change in Egypt, as well as for calls for international justice and peace. The development of this discourse outside of political parties also points to attempts to create new forms of political action beyond existing formal political institutions.

In Search of Autonomy: Beyond Political Society

Almost all the NGO activists I spoke to were members of organizations that prior to May 1999 were not registered with the Ministry of Social Affairs as an association but were registered under the civil code as civil companies. A May 1999 law regulating the activities of civil associations made the pursuit of civil society activities through companies illegal (with a possible penalty of imprisonment) and at least seven advocacy organizations have expressed their intention to register with the ministry as an association until now and one has actually completed registration. 

All the activists I interviewed had chosen to register as civil companies in order to escape interference by the Ministry of Social Affairs. The previous law regulating NGO activities, the infamous Law 32/1964, granted the ministry wide-ranging powers to intervene in the work of NGOs, to the point of even appointing ministry officials to the boards of NGOs. The law also contained articles restricting the plurality of associations (only one association carrying out a certain category of activity was allowed in each district).
 The choice to register as civil companies was a clear demonstration by advocacy NGOs that they oppose government powers to control civil society. 

However, advocacy NGOs established after 1987 were also skeptical that their application for registration with the ministry would be accepted. Attempts by the EOHR to register as an association in 1987 were refused by the ministry, since human rights was not considered to be within the permitted scope of civil associational activity. The EOHR appealed against the decision and the case continued to be heard until the new law was passed. Now the EOHR is attempting to register under the new law.

The government’s declared hostility to human rights work, expressed by numerous statements condemning human rights organizations in Egypt of tarnishing Egypt’s reputation abroad, also drove advocacy organizations to register outside the remit of the ministry.
 Moreover, a warning signal that the government would not tolerate political opposition from NGOs was made when the government moved to dissolve the ministry-registered Arab Women’s Solidarity Union in 1992, because of its opposition to Egypt’s involvement in the 1991 Gulf War.

The only advocacy organizations I spoke with that registered with the ministry under the old law (and were not dissolved) were those addressing child rights and health and environmental questions. The fact that they were under the remit of the ministry did not seem to limit their activities in this sphere because the government did not see their work as a threat, although they were calling for policy changes. As one child rights activist expressed:

We use the space provided to us by the government to mobilize around the issue of child rights. The government, the President, and the President’s wife have identified child welfare as a priority for the government and we can use this to our advantage.

The non-threatening appearance of an organization’s work can mean that the ministry bureaucracy leaves you alone. As one health and environmental activist says:

We were happy as an association until recently. We would send the ministry all the required paper work on time and they would never bother us. We never saw a ministry official in all those years.

However, once the government’s suspicion is aroused, it can use its powers to limit an association’s activity. The health and environmental association had been part of the NGO coalition opposing the May law and soon afterwards, the ministry, for the first time ever, refused permission for the association to receive the second installment of a grant from the Canadian International Development Agency.

NGO attempts to avoid interference by the state comes from a belief in the illegitimacy of the regime and the regime’s complete infiltration of state institutions (with the exception of the judiciary). NGO activists I spoke to all regard the state as nondemocratic, corrupt, or arbitrary. The regime passes nondemocratic laws and uses them in an arbitrary way to help its supporters and dissolve its opponents. Many of the activists interviewed had already been the victims of arbitrary and nondemocratic laws as student activists in the 1970s and 1980s. Some had been imprisoned for a few years on charges of belonging to an armed organization (that is, belonging to a communist organization not permitted by the government), while others had been detained or tortured on similar allegations. To work under the tutelage of the regime signifies to many NGO activists opening oneself up to the corrupting and nondemocratic influences of the government. However, working within the framework of the civil code subjects one to the rule of law as enforced by the judiciary.

NGO activists have also chosen to work outside of state tutelage because they do not believe it is possible to accomplish their goals within state institutions. For example, a group of psychiatrists working within state hospitals experienced first hand that it was impossible to get hospital authorities to write a report stating that a patient had suffered torture. This led them to set up an NGO that could provide this service. One of this group told me that she thought that it would be impossible to reform the medical profession from within because it had been totally corrupted.

An NGO activist working on workers’ rights had chosen to work within an NGO framework because she saw the General Federation of Egyptian Trade Unions as totally controlled by the state and beyond reform. This same person had been fired from her job in a public sector factory for strike activity in 1989. 

All the NGO activists I spoke to believed that the May 1999 law had been passed to take away the autonomy of NGOs working outside the framework of the ministry. Even those who intended to register their organization with the ministry were afraid that they would no longer be able to carry out their activities as they had as civil companies. Many NGOs are currently in a state of limbo, waiting to see what will happen when the new law is fully implemented after May 2000.

Following the referral of the secretary-general of the EOHR to a state security court in February of this year, many rights NGO activists felt that although the May 1999 law allowed human rights associations to exist legally, the government would not tolerate criticism of its human rights record by Egyptian NGOs.
 The EOHR secretary-general was charged with receiving foreign funds, contrary to a (fairly obscure) military decree of 1992, with a penalty of between seven and fifteen years in prison. Among the human rights community, it is widely believed that the charges were meant to punish the EOHR for attempting to publish a report on ‘sectarian strife’ in an Upper Egyptian village in January of this year.
 Coincidentally, the newsletter of the Ibn Khaldoun Center for Development Studies (an NGO that has actively promoted the rights of religious minorities) and the newsletter of the EOHR were both issued with confiscation decrees in January.
 

It is not only hostility to the state that is demonstrated by NGO activists. There is also hostility to political parties. It has often been said that the rise of advocacy NGOs since the late 1980s is a result of the problems within political parties. The state’s strict regulation of both the creation and activities of political parties have made them closed talking shops with practically no constituency. They also suffer from lack of internal democracy and an aging leadership. One activist told me that she and a small group of younger members of the Tagammu‘ Party had their membership frozen in the late 1980s because they tried to democratize the party. 

When asked whether political parties should support the activities of advocacy NGOs, many activists replied that political parties are irrelevant and that they are only interested in issues of human rights, and other issues addressed by advocacy organizations, when it serves their political interests. For example, the Socialist Labor Party makes a big fuss about Islamists being tortured in prison but denies freedom of expression to those who dare to question any aspects of Islamic teachings. 

Even where NGOs cooperate with political parties over certain issues, such as the Constitutional and Political Reform Committee, NGO activists constantly stress their independence from political parties and the danger of political bias to the credibility of the NGO. When pressed about the nature of cooperation, some NGO activists are skeptical about the commitment of political parties as institutions to the issues that certain individuals from political parties cooperate on. One NGO activist sums up the problems of cooperating with political parties as part of the Constitutional and Political Reform Committee:

There are agreements between the government and some political parties over the number of seats [allocated to them] in the People’s Assembly. This means that political parties are not really working for long term political reforms but rather they are more interested in gaining five or ten seats [in the next parliamentary elections].

Many NGO activists also stated that they had joined or formed NGOs in order to escape the political divisions that characterized student politics. In the words of one human rights activist who has since left the EOHR:

When I joined the EOHR, it was the first time for me to work alongside people of different political backgrounds. We were all united by the idea of human rights.

Another activist tells me:

Within the student movement we never able to settle our [political] differences in a democratic way … this NGO provides a forum for participation and free debate.

The fear of being vulnerable to infiltration by the state or political factions has led most advocacy NGOs I spoke with to take the form of closed organizations rather than membership organizations. As a ministry-registered association, a NGO must have a membership with an elected board (although this may be dissolved by the ministry). Only the EOHR, whose current legal status is still pending, takes the form of a membership organization that is not registered with the Ministry of Social Affairs.

Many of these NGO activists had first experienced NGO involvement through the EOHR. This experience established many of their fears about membership organizations. The EOHR became subject to much-publicized internal wranglings in 1993 to 1994 leading many members to leave the organization. These events provide bitter memories for many NGO activists. There seems to be a consensus among them, even though some of them are far from being friends or allies, that the EOHR was taken hostage by a certain political faction that then politicized the organization and effectively destroyed its work.

One activist told me:

Don’t get me wrong. I believe that human rights is a political issue but the human rights movement should be the most democratic of all political forces. In the EOHR, they [a political clique] were allocating seats on the board according to political affiliation.

Another activist echoes these words:

A political faction within the EOHR claimed that they were saving the EOHR from politicization, from being taken over by a certain underground grouping, while all the while it was they who were politicizing the EOHR by rigging elections in favor of certain political factions. Since then, the work carried out by the EOHR has had nothing to do with human rights. It has been led by political interests [of the factions running the organization].
These bad memories have led NGO activists who were affiliated with the EOHR to purposefully build their organizations in a way that could avoid such politicization. 

Therefore, when some people claim that NGOs, particularly rights NGOs, attempt to be substitutes for political parties, this is not exactly true. The NGO activists I spoke to showed either hostility or suspicion to existing political parties and to state institutions. It was clear that NGO activists were attempting to create a civil society that would be independent of interference from political society, whether from the state or from political parties. Nevertheless, NGO activists are bringing political concerns into the realm of civil society. 

Advocacy NGOs are blurring the boundaries of civil and political society by addressing their work from the perspective of civic and political concerns. Many of the activists I spoke to believed that working within the framework of an NGO, rather than a state institution or a political party, was necessary in order to be able to address their work in a more holistic way. Many advocacy NGOs combine research/monitoring and advocacy with services that address the problem in question. For example, many organizations monitor and research into rights violations, while offering legal aid, therapy, partial care, or even financial help to the victims of violations and their families. They do not consider it possible to do such work within a state institution or political party.

However, the attempt to build organizations outside of the state corporatist framework and to protect their organizations from government and political infiltration has left advocacy NGOs open to criticisms of lack of transparency and accountability, not only from their opponents but also from NGO activists themselves. Only one of the activists I spoke to believed that registration with the ministry as an association would help to build stronger civil associations based on democracy, transparency, and accountability. However, another activist, when asked about the problems of closed organizations vs. membership organizations, believed that membership organizations do not necessarily create a democratic organization, as demonstrated by the experience of the EOHR. 

Challenging Patriarchy: Making the Private, Public

Until now, we have looked at the ways in which Egyptian NGO activists seek to challenge the ideological and institutional supremacy of the regime, through the advocacy of human rights within the framework of an NGO. This discourse, constructed around postnationalism and autonomy from political society, seeks to reconcile the contradictions of historical demands for democracy and self-determination. It de-essentializes the West and questions the supremacy of the regime as the protector of the nation’s interests.

Simultaneously, Egyptian NGO activists are attempting to de-essentialize the Egyptian nation. They are claiming that Egypt is not one nation, but is made up of different groups and classes, with different needs and different rights. Moreover, democracy and self-determination are not only questions of public institutions and public policies, but also of personal relationships, particularly within the family.

The student movement never raised the question of women’s rights and equality in its demands to the regime. This was partly a result of the regime having coopted women’s demands from the prerevolutionary womem’s movement. These demands included rights to political participation, rights to equal pay, and rights to child care services, which were all adopted by the post-1952 regime into legislation.
 In other words, it appeared that women had been granted their demands and they were now free to participate alongside men in the student movement, calling for democracy and self-determination.

Moreover, the failure to raise demands specific to women’s position in society was supported by the failure to problematize gender within different ideological currents within the student movement. Both Marxist and Nasserist trends assumed that once women were granted equal rights in the public sphere, this would automatically grant them social equality. This position ignored the question of gender inequalities within the private sphere. In addition, both Marxism and Nasserism prioritized either the class struggle or the struggle for national self-determination over that of any other struggles, including that of the struggle for women’s equality.

Nawal El-Saadawi, one of the founders of the Arab Women’s Solidarity Association (AWSA) in 1982 (one of Egypt’s first independent feminist organizations since 1952), challenged the exclusion of gender from Egyptian political trends by prioritizing the struggle against patriarchy within the struggles against capitalist exploitation and imperialism. In a 1981 paper that was adopted as AWSA philosophy, El-Saadawi argues:

The progressive nature of the appeal for the creation of an Arab women’s political movement and its revolutionary content are embodied in the fact that the appeal is a response to genuine democratic principles, authentic Arab nationalism and true socialism. It is also a response to accepted human values. This is because it gives voice to the needs and rights of half the society, and is a response to the severest forms of open and hidden oppression exercised by half against the other half, that is, by men against women. Its progressive nature is also due to the fact that it is a response to class, group, and professional oppression—since the vast majority of Arab women are peasants, workers or poor toilers—and it is also a response to national oppression—since Arab women are a part of the Arab nation, which is subjected to exploitation by international capitalism and Zionism.
 

Attempts to bring awareness of patriarchy into political struggles, especially in the face of the growing Islamist movement, led former student activists to establish informal groups in the early 1980s, which later became NGOs devoted to promoting the rights of women. The first wave of women’s rights advocacy NGOs were primarily concerned with promoting women’s political and public roles in society. Their activities included, studying the history of the Egyptian feminist movement, developing a feminist discourse for the Egyptian context, consciousness-raising to encourage women to enter public life, building a strong feminist movement, advocating legal reforms, and promoting women’s writing.
 

The establishment of women’s rights advocacy NGOs represented a break from the depoliticization of women’s issues that had occurred under the postcolonial regime. From 1952 onward, women’s organizations became almost exclusively concerned with providing services and charity in the fields of mother and child welfare, community development, and religion and culture.
 In contrast, women’s rights advocacy NGOs established their interest in women’s political and civil participation and the wider legal and political structures that inhibit that participation. This new form of women’s activism challenged prevailing notions of women’s interests as lying exclusively in the private domestic and social spheres. Therefore, it is not surprising that some NGO activists have met resistance to this new model of work. One NGO activist promoting women’s legal education, told me:

People were unfamiliar with the concept of our work. Through the legal education classes, we were not giving them money or charity, we were teaching them to claim their own rights to provide a better lifestyle for themselves.

Similarly, child welfare has been traditionally addressed from the perspective of providing services and charity. NGO activists working within a framework of the international child rights covenant see their work as a break from the traditional model.

We see our role as empowering children and young people to make the changes in society which are necessary to guarantee their rights.

Advocacy NGOs are not only challenging patriarchal nationalism by prioritizing issues concerning women and children within political debate. By the late 1980s, women’s rights advocacy NGOs began attempts to break down the patriarchal division of public and private by bringing so-called private, or family issues, into public debate as a political issue. Campaigns began advocating changes to the laws governing marriage and divorce, changes in interpersonal relationships within the family, against domestic violence, and against female genital mutilation.

While efforts to promote the rights of women in relation to their political participation and legal equality has largely avoided controversy on the national level, the discussion of those issues regarded by patriarchal society as pertaining to the family has met with substantial opposition, and even attempts at suppression. For example, when Egyptian NGOs submitted a report to the 1994 International Conference on Population and Development and then again at the Beijing UN Conference on Women in 1995,on the extent of domestic violence in Egypt, the official Egyptian delegation, headed by Mrs. Suzanne Mubarak, denied the existence of domestic violence. Similarly, an NGO proposal dating back to the mid-1980s to create a new marriage contract, making it easier for women to assert their rights in marriage, as guaranteed by Islam, has yet to be considered by parliament, despite recent procedural amendments to the personal status law.

The opposition toward bringing so-called ‘private issues’ into the public domain has often been accompanied with accusations that Egyptian women activists are implementing a Western agenda. These reactions are a consequence of the centrality of the public/private dichotomy within nationalism. In the struggle against colonialism and Western threats, the private sphere became the repository of national culture, protected from the corrupting influences of the enemy, with woman as its guardian.
 In other words, marriage and divorce laws, female sexuality, and family relationships are to be kept away from politics and public discussion, especially in front of Western representatives, even if Egyptians disagree with some of the practices that happen within the private sphere. These are necessary measures in order to protect Egyptian national culture—the foundation of the nation—from Western corruption.

Attempts by women’s rights and child rights advocacy NGOs to make the private, public, challenges nationalist–patriarchal discourse. However, their actions can also be read as challenging the discourse of ‘postnationalism.’ Insofar as postnationalism does not attempt to deconstruct patriarchal representations of the nation, it can be seen as being complicit with nationalism in the exclusion of the private sphere as an object of political struggle. Many of the women rights and child rights NGO activists I spoke with, joined or founded NGOs working on women and child rights because they perceived these issues to be marginalized by existing advocacy NGOs.

One women’s rights activist told me:

Some people do not understand the concept of particular rights for women. They think that all problems will be solved by civil and political rights, which is why a women’s center is necessary. You can’t solve the problems of society without solving the problems of women.
My own experience of attending seminars and conferences organized by advocacy NGOs supported this statement. During the annual 1999 Intellectual Forum of the EOHR, a member of a human rights organization stated that the role of human rights NGOs was to defend civil and political rights, not women’s rights, or child rights, or social and economic rights. The existence of guarantees for political and civil rights would enable women’s associations, trade unions, and other special interest groups to organize and defend their own rights. It was also notable that at this conference, only four women were invited to speak (out of a total of approximately 48 speakers) on a special session concerning women.

A child rights activist also told me:

Until a couple of years ago, human rights groups did not consider children’s rights as part of human rights work. For example, when the EOHR published a book on the human rights treaties, it did not include the convention on child rights. … But now there is more relations between the work of NGOs [concerned with child welfare] and the work of HR groups.

All NGO activists I spoke with declared support for all international human rights covenants, including the Covenant on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women and the Child Rights Covenant, without reservations. Some NGOs advocating human rights in general have programs related specifically to women’s rights or deal with women’s and child rights in their press releases when specific issues are raised, such as amendments to the personal status laws or the promulgation of a new law on the child. However, women’s and child rights within the context of NGOs working on civil and political rights or social and economic rights tended not to problematize patriarchy within their work, that is, their approach to advocacy work did not consider the particular problems faced by women and children because of patriarchy.

The discourse of advocacy NGOs working on women’s and child rights does not only challenge patriarchal nationalism by redefining the boundaries of the political sphere that underpin the concept of the nation as supreme, in addition, it challenges the discourse of postnationalism by deconstructing the nation. This new feminist discourse interrogates the discourse of postnationalism by addressing the differences engendered within the national political terrain by patriarchy. However, patriarchy is not the only differentiating element within the political terrain.

From State to Market: The Challenge of Human Rights during an Era of Globalization

Unlike patriarchal nationalism and state corporatism, the state-dominated economy with its accompanying system of patronage, has been slowly dismantled over the past decade. Through this economic infrastructure, the government provided Egyptian citizens with guaranteed jobs, subsidized goods and services, and rent controls on agricultural land and housing leases. However, since 1991, when the Egyptian government agreed to an Economic Reform and Structural Adjustment Program (ERSAP), a number of measures have been implemented that remove these socioeconomic benefits. Those measures with the greatest political impact have been, the privatization of public sector enterprises, leading to redundancies and removal of employment-related monetary and non-monetary benefits; the removal of administratively-decided rents for land tenants, allowing landowners to raise rents considerably and to evict peasants from their land; and, the removal or reduction in subsidies of many goods and services.

These measures represent a huge reversal in the postcolonial political economy. The implementation of land reforms and legislation to protect the rights of workers from the early 1950s to the early 1960s were keystones in the postcolonial economic order and provided the regime with substantial moral authority to its claims of representing the nation’s interests. So much so, that the national trade union became a vehicle for government control over workers, rather than a vehicle for representing workers’ demands. Similarly, independent peasant organizations were not allowed. 

There has been almost near consensus across the political spectrum (with the exception of Wafdists and land and capital owners) that the economic and social rights of working people represent the essence of nation-building in postcolonial Egypt. Student demands following the 1973 war included calls to protect the social and economic gains of working people in the face of Sadat’s open door economic policy.
 The Tagammu‘, Labor, and Nasserist parties contain various special committees or unions devoted to workers’ and peasants’ issues, all pledge commitment to legislation that protects the rights of workers and peasants, and have all opposed recent reforms that have undermined this protection, including the dismantling of the public sector. 

Since the early 1990s, certain advocacy NGOs have been focusing their work on the violations of social and economic rights resulting from the ERSAP. These violations include, increasing levels of poverty as a consequence of reductions in subsidies, increases in rents, loss of land, and redundancy. Approaches to advocacy work against these violations have tended toward research and monitoring of the social consequences of ERSAP, particularly for marginalized sections of society, such as the urban and rural poor, women, and children. Another approach has been to provide legal assistance to victims of social and economic violations, particularly workers suffering from arbitrary dismissal, often related to the restructuring of the public sector in preparation for privatization.

Other advocacy NGOs have concentrated on defending the rights of workers, farmers, and their allies, to freedom of expression, freedom of association, and freedom of peaceful demonstration in the course of protecting their interests. For example, the EOHR was active in defending workers who were arrested, injured, or tortured by state security during the Helwan iron and steel strikes of 1989 and the Kafr al-Dawwar textile factory sit-in of 1994. A number of human rights NGOs campaigned in defense of political activists and peasants arrested during 1997 for mobilizing against changes to the agricultural rents law. 

The linking of violations of civil and political rights to violations of social and economic rights in the context of ERSAP constitutes a specific challenge to hegemonic discourse. Within patriarchal nationalism, workers and peasants only have legitimate claim to social and economic rights, and not political and civil rights. The reasons for this dichotomy can be attributed to the fact that, after 1952, the regime granted workers and peasants many rights, and, therefore, the regime considered workers and peasants as having no need for autonomous political action because the regime was the guarantor of their interests. Second, the regime granted workers and peasants these rights in recognition of their important contribution to the economy, which was central in nation-building. Autonomous political action would threaten the continuity of the contribution of workers and peasants to the economy and therefore violated national interests. Even in the era of ERSAP, the Egyptian government continues to delegitimize autonomous political action of workers and peasants, by continuing to criminalize it and suppress it using coercion, as well as claiming that the government will protect the interests of workers and peasants.

Opposition by advocacy NGOs to violations of the rights of workers, peasants, and marginalized social groups (both civil and political, as well as social and economic) not only challenges aspects of patriarchal nationalism that have existed since the beginning of the postcolonial era, but also interrogates the neoliberal discourse of many international organizations and Western governments, who claim that the transition to a market economy in Egypt (and other parts of the world) will guarantee human rights, democratization, and civil society.

Within neoliberal discourse, ERSAP has a role to play in enabling countries to participate in the process of globalization, represented as a panacea for many ills. According to neoliberals, globalization generates unprecedented levels of global wealth that provide a necessary foundation for the growth of democracy; unprecedented levels of global interactions through new media technologies, which publicize human rights violations internationally, making it difficult for governments ‘to get away with it;’ and, globalization undermines the power of the nation state in general, setting free the forces of citizen groups within a global civil society.

Contrary to this list of attributes of globalization, one NGO activist argues:

Globalization does not mean democracy but the control by transnational companies of labor markets, of the movement of labor, and of the movement of goods. Globalization means more profits for TNCs and more poverty for the poorer nations. … Now we live in an era that is against trade unions and social movements. … Globalization is against democracy.
Implied in this analysis of the bases for democracy, is the need to eradicate social and economic injustices resulting from a class system that privileges one class (capital and landowners) over another (workers and peasants). NGO activists see ERSAP as encouraging class inequalities by promoting the interests of business and landowners over the interests of workers and peasants. As one NGO activist indicates:

The government gives businesspeople tax breaks, builds new cities for them, and provides them with all the necessary infrastructure, such as electricity and pavements, and at the same time it stops workers from forming trade unions.

While rejecting the neoliberal discourse on globalization, NGO activists advocate an alternative discourse of globalization, based on democracy and the power of civil society. This alternative consists of struggling against the policies of the World Trade Organization and other international financial institutions that harm the interests of working people, of forging links with trade unions and NGOs in other countries who are struggling toward the same goal, of ordinary people having greater access to information to use in their struggles against oppression and injustice. For many NGO activists, the Seattle anti-WTO demonstrations in November 1999 provide the model for this alternative discourse of globalization.

Nevertheless, while democracy and an empowered civil society provide an alternative model of globalization, Egyptian NGO activists I spoke with do not clearly advocate an alternative economic model to the neoliberal market, nor the patriarchal nationalist state-led economy it seeks to replace. Having rejected existing political ideologies based on experience of their negative effects on human rights, advocacy NGO activists find themselves in a postmodern ideological void. Not even the ‘grand narrative’ of universal human rights can provide them with an alternative economic model. This tension within the discourse of alternative globalization makes it easier for advocacy NGOs to concentrate on the citizenship aspects of the model, rather than its economic power relations. This gives the impression that advocacy NGOs are not really that concerned with the rights of working people. In the words of one activist:

The problem with human rights and women’s rights organizations is that they are too interested in political and civil freedoms but the topic of workers’ rights is a very thorny issue for them because it makes problems for them.

However, some NGO activists recognize this tension and its sources but are unable to put forward an alternative model for their work. One activist confessed to me:

There’s no doubt that there are problems [with the intellectual reference of our work], whether with the [international human rights] covenants, the Constitution, or Egyptian legislation. However, we have to have an intellectual reference for our work.
Despite the limitations in the discourse of NGO activists regarding an alternative model of globalization, the construction of a discourse that links violations of the rights of workers, peasants, and marginalized social groups to particular economic models challenges both nationalist assumptions that the regime is protector of the interests of all members of the nation and neoliberal assumptions that the free market is the protector of the interests of all citizens. Like women’s rights activists, those that advocate the rights of working people also interrogate postnationalist assumptions that democracy exists external to relations of power within the national terrain. Access to democratic rights for working people depends upon their position within relations of economic power, as structured by the economic system.

Conclusion

This paper sets out to ascertain whether Egyptian advocacy NGOs are counterhegemonic organizations or whether they propagate existing hegemonic relations through their discourses. The basis for current regime hegemony in Egypt was broken down into mutually-constituting elements of a national–patriarchal discourse, state corporatist institutions, and a state-led economy, which is now being replaced by a neoliberal market economy. Advocacy NGO activists challenge regime hegemony through their discourses on postnationalism, autonomy from political society, patriarchy, and alternative globalization. Taken as a sum total, these discourses represent the beginnings of a counterhegemonic project challenging the notion of the supremacy of the interests of the nation that justifies undemocratic practices against all citizens and political exclusion of women and working people.

This nascent counterhegemonic project is based on the deconstruction of several dichotomies that underpin the hegemonic discourse: the Arab world/the West; political society/civil society, private sphere/public sphere; and civil and political rights/social and economic rights. Many of these dichotomies were constructed in the context of colonialism and the anticolonialist struggle. Anticolonial-nationalist discourse sought to challenge racist, stereotypes by inverting dichotomies produced within colonial discourse. While this was a useful tool in the struggle against colonialism, it quickly turned into a tool for oppression in the postcolonial context. The discourses of NGO activists represent attempts to move beyond these dichotomies by deconstructing them. 

Nevertheless, these efforts at constructing a counterhegemonic project are compromised by the lack of an alternative economic model that would remove the material bases for unequal power relations within society. Unlike Antonio Gramsci in the 1920s, NGO activists working in a post-Soviet era are not willing to advocate emancipation from capitalism based on Marx’s philosophy.
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