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Abstract 
 
 

The community of Boghada, near Ismaelia, Egypt, is a community that is relatively 
income poor, yet is “capability rich,” demonstrating this by building and attracting basic 
services and institutions. The leadership of two young men, encouraged by village elders, 
first encouraged young people to build a soccer field, using innovative and ingenious 
techniques. Building on this success, the leadership and the community that stood behind 
them were able to effectively advocate for the creation of key institutions – an early 
childhood education centre, and a local government service unit, for example. Traditions 
of volunteerism, the capacity to mediate conflict, and astute powers of negotiation with 
the authorities are blended with deeply held values promoting a strong sense of 
responsibility to others in the community. 
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Introduction 
 
The village of Boghada in Egypt may well be the quintessential example of an income-
poor, yet certainly not capability-poor community. This case study shows how Boghada’s 
own assets and capabilities, rather than those of external development agents, comprised 
the real impetus for its transformation into a community equipped with infrastructure 
and basic services. As such, the case builds on Amartya Sen’s (1987) argument that the 
poor are those whose capabilities are so limited that the way they function is not the 
result of choice.  Income poverty undoubtedly constrains capabilities and functionings, 
as does political repression, yet despite the odds against them, resilient individuals and 
communities are still able to carve out space in which to exercise choice, summoning the 
other resources and assets that they have to lever the resources that they need. Here, the 
possibilities for an income-deprived community affluent in capabilities are explored in 
the case of Boghada. Shedding light on how assets, choice, and agency intersect, the case 
helps to deepen the practice of asset-based community development approaches that 
have been influenced by Sen’s work. 
 
To the people of Boghada, the term “development” is not associated with the traditional 
language of development researchers and practitioners, such as “participation,” “resource 
mobilization,” “donor agencies,” etc. To members of the community, what matters most 
is the availability of services made possible through an institutional infrastructure largely 
created through their own efforts. The mantra of “Moving forward” is inscribed in their 
memories in a do-it-yourself attitude characterized by collectivism, philanthropy and 
perseverance: values that community elders insist on passing on to future generations. 
When the people of Boghada talk about development, it is generally within the rubric of 
“active citizenry,” or “public spiritedness,” a result of internal rather than external 
agency. 
 
These efforts could be interpreted as convenient for a national development strategy that 
has been described as laissez faire when compared to previous eras. Therefore, some may 
argue that Boghada’s example is inadvertently relieving the state of its responsibility 
towards the disadvantaged. However, community members in Boghada would argue to 
the contrary. Rather, the community sees that its own efforts have been the means to 
access more government services and leverage more state funds than would otherwise 
have been possible. Boghada exhibits a strong sense of pragmatism, which translates into 
an astute use of assets, and an exercise of choice or agency.  
 
Situating Boghada within Egypt’s Development and Welfare Strategies  
 
Egypt has a rich history of philanthropy, especially prior to the neo-liberal economic 
development era. From the mercantile era to the advent of industrialization and 
agricultural expansion, charitable investments and activities constituted the main forms 
of social justice. The members of royalty, who were organically linked to the state and 
probably safe in both their rent-incomes (i.e. from agricultural lands) and in their relation 
to those in power, spearheaded charity work. This period saw the thriving of the awqaf 
(waqf –singular/awqaf  plural) system, a form of institutionalized philanthropy 
(endowments) that donated profit to a social cause selected by the donor (El Daly, 2006).  
 
With the rise of liberalism, the adoption of the 1923 constitution, and the emergence of a 
thriving civil society, charity moved from individual acts of piety and generosity to 
organized and collective action. Endowments became institutionalized in the non-



governmental organization sector, and the freedom that civil society organizations, or 
CSOs, enjoyed prior to 1952 made their activities and numbers multiply.  What was 
particularly striking about CSOs1 in this era was their diversity of interests. Many 
organizations were active on several fronts, advocating for national independence, as well 
as the rights of particular groups, while simultaneously playing an active role in providing 
social services to deprived groups. 
 
The populist regime of 1952 made it the responsibility of the state to look after the 
disadvantaged. A ministry for awqaf was established, confiscating all privately owned waqf 
and putting them under ministry control. The new government sought to co-opt all 
autonomous CSOs and movements, and establish, in their place, community-level 
organizations (community development associations or CDAs) which worked closely 
with the government, essentially as instruments of the state implementing its national 
development agenda.  
 
During the 1970s, the economy was liberalized under President Sadat’s popular infitah 
(open door) policy; however, the state’s ability, let alone willingness, to cater to those in 
need, dwindled. In the meantime, the police state remained healthy and powerful, placing 
heavy restrictions on civil society organizations. Only business associations grew during 
this time, as their mandates coincided with Sadat’s open door economic policy. In recent 
years, particularly since the 1990s, development-oriented CSO activities have expanded, 
due to pressure from the international donor community, but their activities are still 
highly regulated (Infonex, 2005). 
 
In summary, the poor were looked after by the state during the 1950s and 60s, but after 
1974, economic reforms began to squash them. Now they have neither the care of the 
state nor the freedom needed to mobilize to secure their needs. While members of 
royalty prior to 1952 capitalized on their deeds of charity, and Nasser provided services 
to the poor through the state apparatus, “now it seems that poverty is left to, 
miraculously, sort itself out under an oppressive political situation” (El Karanshawy, 
2005).  This situation is reflected in socio-economic indicators such as that of the World 
Bank Development Report (2005), which estimates that 43.9% of Egyptians live on less 
than $2 a day. Income disparity is a harsh reality as the poorest fifth of Egyptians share 
only 8.6% of the country’s income or consumption levels, while the richest fifth share 
more than one third of the country’s income or consumption levels according to the 
Civil Society Index (2005). 
 
What is interesting about Boghada is that it seems to exhibit features of each of the 
different eras. The community’s well-being depends on acts of charity and volunteerism 
most common pre-1952, yet here it is not the royalty who act as philanthropists. The 
ordinary citizens of the community donate money whenever they can, and make non-
monetary contributions in the form of land and other resources even when their main 
livelihood is derived from it. Charity in the form of time or money is guided by both a 
religious norms and a keenness to maintain Boghada’s reputation, as will be discussed 
below. The village currently exists within a political climate that Sen might describe as 
severely limiting capabilities. In spite of this, Boghada enjoys an abundance of capabilities 
that enables it to move forward. This apparent paradox will be tackled throughout the 
case.  
                                                 
1 From 1922 to 1952, the number of CSOs is said to have grown from 300 to more than 800, including 
Private Voluntary Organization (PVOs), eight political parties, labour unions, professional associations, 
chambers of commerce, and one industrial union.  



 
About Boghada 
 
Boghada is a small village2 of 5,300 inhabitants, located 40 km west of Ismailia 
governorate and 120 km east of Cairo. Considered “rural,” according to the 
government’s zoning and administrative regulations, Boghada, like other rural 
communities but unlike urban ones, has been neglected in terms of basic services and 
institutional infrastructure. According to local government officials, about half of the 
population engages in farming activity on an aggregate of 125 feddans, with each farmer 
typically owning one feddan3or less. Twenty per cent are employed in local administration 
offices, 10% work in small vocational business, and 20% are unemployed. The village 
dates back 300 years, or six generations, and is named after the ancestor who first served 
as shaykh el-balad, the government-appointed head of the village. 
 
Situated on the west bank of the Suez Canal, Ismailia suffered an aerial attack by Israel 
during the 1967 war which virtually wiped out the governorate. In 1969, Egypt intended 
to exhaust Israel into surrendering the Sinai Peninsula, and again in 1973 on Yom 
Kippur. For this reason, in 1973, the Egyptian military undertook a rapid migration 
program to relocate people to Cairo and relatively safer areas. The people of Boghada 
proudly recount that the program stopped at their village, because in their words the 
community was deemed “impenetrable by the enemy” (personal communication, 2007). 
They convinced the military that the community’s kinship ties and determination would 
withstand any impending attack. Following 1973, and later with the signing of the 1979 
peace treaty, farmers worked to reclaim and own agricultural lands that were once 
military property. These efforts added 40 feddans to Boghada’s original land mass of 85 
feddans, and can be referred to as another phase in the community’s “development.” 
Meanwhile, to maintain its reputation for solidarity, a small group of respected elders 
took responsibility for settling any conflicts that arose, such as those over land or 
irrigation water, preventing “scandals” from reaching the outside, and eliminating the 
need to resort to the civil justice system.  Thanks to its strong kinship ties, the entire 
community has worked with this older generation of village leaders to overcome tensions 
and maintain a climate of relative harmony.    
 
Boghada’s most recent expression of endogenous development dates back to the 
eighties, when the community, led by two young visionaries, began to organize itself 
around the establishment of various institutions: a school, day care, youth center, a CDA, 
veterinary unit, and local administrative unit. What prompted the current phase was the 
recognition that institutional infrastructure would guarantee certain services for the 
community. To the community, this phase represents a continuation of the legacy of 
collective work: withstanding war conditions, land reclamation, and conflict mediation. 
Such collective work in effect marks Boghada’s “endogenous development” and is 
described by the community as active citizenry or public spiritedness. 
 
Boghada has thus earned a reputation for being self-made – its resilience, solidarity, and 
activism mark a solid community in the eyes of rural dwellers. It is this legacy of tenacity 
and unity that enables the community to continue coming up with ingenious solutions 
and allowing it to tap excellent opportunities. To maintain this reputation is paramount, 
for not to do so would be both shameful and contrary to the spirit of Islam that 
                                                 
2 According to Egypt’s administrative breakdown, Boghada qualifies as Ezba (“estate”), which is an even 
smaller unit than a “village.”  
3 A feddan is the Egyptian measure for an area of land and is equivalent to roughly 21 metres by 200 metres. 



emphasizes voluntarism, philanthropy, and collective work. This reputation is constantly 
reaffirmed through action, with community members engaging in highly visible 
initiatives, such as building the soccer field as outlined below, and through 
communication by making sure that Boghada’s “news” reaches nearby communities, 
government officials, and the general public. For instance, the community strategically 
makes use of its longitudinal shape that runs alongside the local train tracks. The train is 
considered an important “news-carrier” as passengers witness the latest events in 
Boghada and circulate the news among their communities and social networks. To 
engage in action and then communicate such work to others have become Boghada’s 
specialties – two essential capabilities in Amartya Sen’s argument.   
 
A Series of Uplifting Events 
 
The most recent phase of Boghada’s development – the building of institutions and 
securing of services – was recounted by the community as a series of victories that gained 
momentum over time, feeding a voracious desire on the part of local change agents to 
proceed to the next challenge. The change agents can be described as an active core of 
young men and women and an older group of adult men guided by two visionaries, Saad 
Boghdady and Abdel Mohsen Boghdady (referred to as Saad and Mohsen). This core 
group is supported by the wider community through philanthropic acts, political clout, 
and overall solidarity. 
 
Youth Centre and Soccer Field  
 
The development activity in Boghada that is of interest to this case study can be traced 
back to the time when two local residents, Saad and Mohsen, decided to organize a 
group of their friends to make use of a vacant piece of land in 1984. These young people, 
fanatical about soccer, as are many inhabitants of Ismailia, reclaimed the land and 
converted it into a soccer field where they could practice their favourite sport. Four years 
later, however, this land was seized by more experienced people who pursued the official 
track of registering the land in their own names. This was a sore lesson for the group and 
from this point on Saad and Mohsen were adamant about taking the proper steps to 
guarantee communal or public ownership of future initiatives. 
 
It is no coincidence that the start of Boghada’s development activity (in terms of 
institutional infrastructure) coincides with Saad and Mohsen’s beginnings as community 
leaders. At the time when the soccer field was seized from these friends, they were in 
their twenties and relatively unknown in the community. This failed attempt to create 
communal space had the effect of galvanizing them to take on subsequent initiatives. It 
also shifted their thinking from merely patching up available resources to strategically 
and legally securing facilities that would provide services to the community.  
 
When Saad and Mohsen’s energy was noticed by an older generation known for settling 
community disputes, they received their blessing and moral support. From then on, the 
two young leaders started to gain a reputation for being pivotal actors who made things 
happen. With each initiative discussed below, especially with each visible success, their 
leadership was solidified, enabling them to garner more voluntary support for 
community projects. Saad and Mohsen emphasized the importance of visible and 
tangible progress, so that the community could remain motivated to take on more 
challenges.  
 



The first formal project the two young leaders undertook was the creation of a youth 
centre. A youth centre is a type of civil society organization overseen by the Ministry of 
Youth that provides services to youth over 12 years of age. Typically, a youth centre 
consists of a small library, a tiled gymnasium for sports, and a space for gathering 
together and holding seminars. In 1989, a fellow villager, Sayed Baqary, offered a small 
section of his house to temporarily host the youth centre. Yet this space was insufficient 
to meet the criteria for the ministry to grant official youth centre status, which is 
accompanied by a disbursement of funds. It took another nine years of temporary status 
until Saad and Mohsen managed to convince a neighbouring villager to donate half a 
feddan to serve as the official site for the youth centre. The late Hassan Dawood, resident 
of a nearby village and farmer relying solely on his land for income, agreed to donate this 
land, and the ministry in turn fulfilled its obligation by providing LE 250,000 (since 1 LE 
is roughly equivalent to 0.175 USD, LE 250,000 is therefore equivalent to approximately 
$44,000) for the building and facilities. Saad was later appointed manager of the youth 
centre by the ministry, while Mohsen was elected head of the youth centre’s board. 
 
It was not until 2000 that discussions took place over a vacant tract of land, located at 
the village entrance. It had been used as a waste site by local industry, and community 
members were ashamed of the state of this abandoned land, especially as it was visible to 
commuters on the adjacent road and rail track. People felt that this land projected a 
negative image of Boghada and that the time was ripe for converting it into a useful 
purpose. So, ideas and interests were shared at a series of village meetings. Some people 
wanted to register the land as personal farm land, provoking disputes that were ultimately 
resolved by an agreement that the benefits of a communal space would far outweigh 
those of personal interests.  
 
Meanwhile, the young men advocated for allocating a portion of the land for a new grass 
soccer field. The tiled gymnasium at the youth centre caused injuries, and the youth 
wanted to emulate the conditions for professional soccer championships held in Ismailia. 
The story goes that once those elders who had been in favour of personal land 
registration heard the youths’ wishes, they conceded, since it would ultimately be their 
sons and daughters who would be benefiting. It can also be inferred that the youths’ 
voices were heeded because their enthusiasm touched Saad and Mohsen, who had never 
given up on the dream of creating a proper soccer field.  
 
The six-feddan portion of land was sectioned into smaller pieces: three feddans were 
allocated for the field and the remainder distributed for various uses: a veterinary unit, a 
health unit, a religious institute, and a children’s playground. Making use of their contacts 
in local government, Saad and Mohsen painstakingly registered each piece of the land 
with the Ministry in charge: the field with the Ministry of Youth, the health unit with the 
Ministry of Health, and so on. Such registration is the means by which the land becomes 
government property – a public good – with usufruct rights by the community.  
 
The land was in no condition for playing soccer. It was uneven, with deep puddles of 
sewage water. The youth contacted the head of the nearby Tel El Kebir city council to 
borrow a bulldozer that could be used for levelling the ground. Thanks to Saad and 
Mohsen’s adeptness in inspiring government officials to take a personal interest in the 
young people of Boghada, the head of the city council became instrumental in 
encouraging the youth to lead the work. In fact, the story of the villagers’ encounter with 
the city council has become almost folkloric. It is recounted that when the older villagers 
asked to meet the head of the city council at the start of the soccer field initiative, he 



asked “Who is actually going to do the work?” When told that it was the youth, he said 
“well then, tell the youth to come and ask for what they need” (personal communication, 
2007). 
 
Interestingly, although the soccer field would ultimately be used by young men, the 
young women of Boghada significantly participated in the heavy-duty activities of 
preparing the field. After partially levelling the ground using the borrowed bulldozer, the 
youth played in the field for almost two years before an idea for improvement was 
sparked. The field consisted of sand, which made it easy for unwanted weeds to grow 
and these scratched and cut the youths’ legs as they played. Growing grass to cover the 
field would solve the problem. A youth camp was organized to clear the area of weeds 
and prepare it for planting. However, covering the entire area by spreading sod for a 
lawn would cost LE 42,000 (or approximately 7,400 USD). One of the older farmers 
then ingeniously thought of buying a much smaller sod lawn and picking out grass 
seedlings one by one. The seedlings were planted intermittently so that the patches would 
join together to cover the entire area. The idea was successful. While the grass was 
growing, the youth did not play in the field. In order to irrigate the grass, a plumber 
designed a system based on water pipes with openings at 12 metre intervals. The youth 
dug a pit for a well, and a water pump was borrowed from one of the villagers.  
 
The field was still too uneven and so it was decided to improve previous levelling efforts. 
Sand was used to fill the pits and the sandy patches were replanted with grass. Small 
boulders left over from restoration efforts in a nearby municipality were donated by the 
city council to place around the field as a border. Trees were then planted as a 
windbreak.  At one point, the governor of Ismailia was passing by and stopped to 
observe what was going on. He commended the effort, and since then he too has taken a 
personal interest in Boghada.  
 
Yet the effort was not devoid of obstacles. Without fencing, the field was unprotected 
from trespassers, and Bedouin shepherds and their livestock eventually intruded.  Rather 
than dismiss the Bedouin, another farmer suggested letting the livestock graze and 
collecting their manure as organic fertilizer for the field. The suggestion worked, but the 
task of coordination was overwhelming, and so Saad and Mohsen wrote to the Minister 
of Youth requesting additional funding to build a fence around the field that would 
prevent trespassing. Their letter went unnoticed until a ministry-organized celebration on 
volunteerism took place in Ismailia, and the two friends – Saad and Mohsen - seized the 
opportunity to speak with the minister. The governor praised the work that had gone 
into the reconstruction of the field. On the spot, the minister approved a disbursement 
for LE 210,000  (or approximately 37,000 USD) to build a fence, a changing room and 
refreshment facility, and to turn the field into a state-of-the art soccer field similar to that 
used by the official Ismailia soccer team.  
 
Also, at the suggestion of the governor, a portion of the six feddans was allocated to build 
housing for the underprivileged in 2006. As Saad commented, “the governor wants the 
rural population to benefit – this is a new way of thinking.  It is unprecedented for the 
governorate to build low-income housing in a rural area” (personal communication, 
2007). From the governorate’s perspective the vacant land, in a land-scarce region, 
constituted an opportunity since it was already serviced with water, electricity, waste 
collection utilities, and even a children’s playground. Construction for two buildings – of 
92 housing units each – started in March of 2007.  
 



The School 
 
By now, the community had gained some experience in taking the legal route for 
securing communal facilities, such as registering land, taking initiative in construction, 
and then leveraging government resources. This experience went back several years. For 
example, there had been no primary school in Boghada, which meant that children had 
to cross two busy roads and a canal before reaching the nearest school. So, in 1986, the 
same team of youth, who were at that time mostly children, together with some adult 
villagers – all encouraged by Saad and Mohsen – took on the task of building three 
classrooms out of mud, supported by wooden slabs. This time it was mostly men who 
took on the construction work. The team recounted the story with bittersweet nostalgia 
as they pointed at pictures of their first rudimentary school: “We almost forgot the ordeal 
of creating this initial school. That is why pictures are so important,” commented 
Mohsen (personal communication, 2007).  Mona, a young woman who frequented the 
mud classroom scoffed, jokingly, “I don’t want to remember those terrible days” 
(personal communication, 2007). 
 
As would be true of the soccer field initiative, a critical mass of concerned citizens was 
mobilized to build the school because of the commonality of purpose. Collectivism and 
religious norms of piety and philanthropy inspire people to contribute manual labour, 
time, money, and other resources if they are convinced that the project will serve a wide 
range of people.  
 
The makeshift classrooms were in a remote location, where stray dogs wandered. Some 
of the youth remembered the situation: “we had to run into class and close the shabby 
metal door behind us. Otherwise our uninvited friends (dogs) would join us,” (personal 
communication, 2007). Wind would tear through the classroom and water would seep 
through the roof during rainstorms. It was barely tolerable, but it was all they could 
afford.  Seven years later, and at the prodding of many parents, it became evident that 
the classrooms were no longer sufficient, so Saad and Mohsen went on a door-to-door 
fundraiser to collect donations for building three additional elementary classrooms and 
two primary classrooms. Those who did not have money donated ducks, geese, and 
other in-kind contributions to be sold in an auction to raise funds for the school.  
 
The idea of donating to a community cause is intended to foster an open-ended sense of 
reciprocity among community members, so that contributors may expect some future 
rewards not necessarily from those they have helped, but from the entire group (White, 
1994). This sentiment is reflected in statements such as the following: “the community 
genuinely feels that its well-being has been enhanced and so village members never 
hesitate to contribute when needed” (Saad, personal communication, 2007). 
 
The Ministry of Education assigns teachers from a national pool, so teachers are typically 
foreign to the communities in which they are placed. Teachers who were assigned to the 
Boghada school by the ministry were perceived to be unlucky by their colleagues. 
However, because the people of Boghada were keen on maintaining a certain standard of 
education for their children, various community members were intent on embracing the 
teachers and making them feel at home. The people of the community realized how 
difficult it was for a newcomer to fulfil his or her duties in a remote mud and wood-
thatched classroom, so some volunteer men and women took on the task of providing 
supplementary lessons for the students in the evening. 
 



It was not until 2000 that the Ministry of Education supplemented Boghada’s efforts by 
granting LE 750,000 (or approximately 132,500 USD) for the building of a new school, 
which has come to be known in the community as the “luxury hotel.” Standing tall in the 
centre of Boghada, the concrete building serves as a constant reminder that hard work 
always bears good results – a popular saying in Boghada. 
 
The Community Development Association 
 
The idea of having a Community Development Association (CDA) in Boghada was 
initially pursued out of a need for a day care centre which would fall under the mandate 
of this type of civil society organization. In 1996, a villager had donated his house for this 
purpose. The team hired a childcare worker from the community and collected money 
from each child’s family as nominal compensation. Meanwhile, the core group was 
adamant about registering the CDA with the Ministry of Social Affairs, to avail itself of 
annual funds and other services, such as training for the childcare worker and provision 
of primary healthcare. Unfortunately, the donor reclaimed the house for his son, who 
was about to get married. 
 
Despite this setback, the team was able to find another donor, Hassan El Sayed Khalil, 
who provided a one-storey house, which at the time was used as a hall for such events as 
funerals, weddings, and other community gatherings. Meanwhile, the team was 
undertaking the arduous bureaucratic process of officially registering the CDA, which 
was successfully completed in 1997.  
 
Then an opportunity presented itself. As part of a strategy that was launched in the late 
90s, the Ministry of Social Affairs sought qualified CDAs to host a new project – the 
Centre for the Rural Child. The governorate recommended three CDAs, one of which 
was Boghada. At this time, Boghada’s day care centre had been put on hold since the hall 
had yet to be converted into a space suitable for children. Yet the team did not want to 
miss out on the opportunity to host the project. So they devised an ingenious plan. They 
borrowed a swing from the adjacent municipality to attract the children, then they 
gathered the adults, and awaited the visit of the ministry staff. As Mohsen recounted, 
“the [ministry] staff members were urbanites from Cairo so they did not know that what 
they saw was, in fact, a hall and not a day care centre. What they saw was a bunch of kids 
playing” (personal communication, 2007). With this little white lie, the team, together 
with the ministry staff members, planned the space in a way that would comply with 
project guidelines. The elders waited anxiously during this process, worrying about the 
prospect of replacing the popular hall – that they so often frequented – with a day care 
centre.  
 
That same evening, Saad and Mohsen called for a village meeting at the hall and 
explained: “There is kheir (prosperity or good deeds) coming to the village, but we must 
work together to build another storey. We are going to implement the plans agreed with 
the ministry staff, but not as a replacement to the hall, rather as an extra space that we 
must create” (personal communication, 2007). Another fundraising campaign was 
organized, with people donating whatever they could, including livestock. Luckily for 
Boghada, this happened during the elections of the People’s Assembly in parliament. 
Affluent candidates eager to win votes provided generous donations. 
 
Six months after that meeting, the roof to the events hall was enclosed and three rooms 
added. The ministry staff members arrived for their second visit to assess progress and 



were surprised to find the plans indeed implemented, but on another floor. According to 
Saad and Moshen, the staff members realized the trick, but they conceded: “Yes, you did 
lie to us. But you have proven that you deserve to host this project” (personal 
communication, 2006). Implementation of the Rural Child Project meant that childcare 
workers’ salaries would be paid by the ministry, and that basic furnishings and equipment 
would be purchased.  
 
[Box 1.1: Timeline of CSO Laws] 
 
 Laws 91 of 1959 and 62 of 1964: These severely curbed the autonomy of CSOs and 

imposed numerous bureaucratic shackles. Unions were brought under heavy 
government control and property belonging to NGOs was sequestered.  

 
 Proposed reforms of 1998: After recurrent lobbying, the government appeared to 

have intentions to reform Law 32 of 1964. In 1999, a draft considerably relaxing 
CSO regulation was developed. However, proposed reform legislation was ruled 
unconstitutional on procedural grounds and was never passed into law.  

 
 Law 84 of 2002: This is the current law passed in June 2002. While some CSO 

activists praised the law for reducing the bureaucratic obstacles present in previous 
NGO legislation, others believe that the law is restrictive in spirit and does not, to say 
the least, encourage advocacy, especially advocacy waged against the government. 
The manner in which the new law has been implemented has come under fire from 
some civil society actors for being either too repressive or imposing the same 
bureaucratic shackles over civil society activism. 

 
Source: Civil Society Index Report for Egypt, 2005. 
 
[End Box] 
 
A new track in the Government of Egypt’s development strategy has been to enable 
CDAs to manage micro-loan programs rather than local banks. The implementing 
agency of the office of the prime minister announced that four villages would be chosen 
in each governorate to implement this micro-loan program. The Ismailia governor, Gen. 
Abdel Galil Al Fakharany, being familiar with Boghada’s efforts had recommended the 
Boghada CDA, along with three other local CDAs.  Loans were used for purchasing 
livestock and sewing machines; they were also used as start- up funds for small handicraft 
workshops. Saad and Mohsen were keen on involving the youth in this initiative, and as a 
result the younger generation of men and women currently participate in sending notices 
to loan recipients, in bookkeeping, and in various other tasks.  
 
For a local CDA to receive LE 1.25 million (approximately 221,000 USD) in loan funds, 
not to mention further annual funds from the Ministry of Social Affairs, is significant. 
When word spread of the funds flowing through Boghada, 27 CDAs were established in 
the vicinity. Yet the team in Boghada was not complacent and continued to seek every 
possible avenue for funding.  A challenge was posed by the Illiteracy Eradication Unit of 
the Ministry of Education: if the Boghada CDA were to succeed in motivating 100 
students to continue attending classes, they would receive LE 25,000 (approximately 
4,400 USD) in funds for equipment and office supplies. The Ministry had always faced 
the challenge of sustaining students’ commitment to illiteracy programs, a national 
priority given that 44.4% of adult Egyptians are illiterate (UNDP Human Development 



Report 2004). Saad and Mohsen once again took it upon themselves to encourage 100 
elderly men and women to regularly attend class, explaining that if they were to pass the 
literacy test, kheir would accrue in the form of funds. They also convinced the elders by 
noting the various capabilities they would acquire by being literate. They collected in-kind 
donations, such as cooking oil and sugar from private businessmen and storeowners, to 
distribute to the elders as incentives. On the day of the Ministry literacy test, the two 
friends were surprised to see an additional 20 villagers show up. These villagers had been 
studying independently for the test, and the success rate was therefore 120%. The funds 
were used to purchase a desk, computer, and fax machine for the CDA. As a special 
gesture to the elderly students who passed the test, the CDA used some of the funds to 
purchase 100 velvet-covered chairs for use in the hall.   
 
The Local Government Unit  
 
While the team was establishing the youth centre, the CDA, and the school, the 
establishment of a localized government unit became a priority. Boghada belonged to a 
fairly large local government unit, responsible for provision of electricity, water, roads, 
etc., and the unit included some 60 villages. Its funds and services were stretched too 
thin, so once again Saad, Mohsen, and the team of concerned citizens suggested that the 
local unit be split into two units, each overseeing approximately 30 villages.  
 
From 2003 to 2005, Saad and Mohsen undertook the painstaking process of bringing this 
idea to fruition. They prevailed upon former senior government officials to assist with 
compiling the required paperwork. This was an extremely cumbersome task but these 
two young leaders and their advisors convinced the governor of Ismailia that he would 
enjoy a lot of credit if this local government unit were established while he was in office. 
The governor in turn met with the prime minister with the completed dossier and the 
request was granted in 2005. 
 
This meant that about LE 500,000 (approximately 88,300 USD) in annual funds would 
be extended to the new local government unit. This would pay for overseeing 35 villages, 
instead of 60, as per the initial arrangement. Conflict arose over the location of the new 
local government unit because of a misconception that the village hosting it would 
receive certain privileges. Thanks to Saad and Mohsen’s inherited conflict mediation 
skills, which they describe as the ability to persuade, all of those concerned were invited 
for a meeting at the hall of the Boghada CDA. It was explained that a consensus had to 
be reached in order not to forego this opportunity. It had been the case in several villages 
that kheir, in the form of government funds, for youth centres, schools, etc., had been 
revoked because the community could not resolve its own issues.  “[Conflict] 
automatically sends a signal to the government that the community is incapable of 
managing the funds,” explained a teacher from a nearby community (personal 
communication, 2007). Essential to resolving the conflict was the location, selection, and 
naming of the new unit. A central location was chosen for the local unit on the premise 
that all villages served would lie within a limited radius. A neutral name was chosen – 
Shorouq (meaning sunrise) – that did not represent any one village and was not associated 
with historical heritage. The naming of the local unit is strategic in that it signifies alliance 
with the government, and it invokes a sense of newness associated with “striding 
forward” in populist rhetoric, and most importantly, does not privilege any one village.   
 
Saad was appointed head of the new Shorouq local unit in 2006, which is a testament to 
his leadership capabilities. It was explained that this appointment instilled a sense of 



pride in the community and that Boghada was capable of growing leadership from 
within. It also reaffirmed the value of collectivism and extended it into the realm of 
leadership. In a meeting organized to announce this appointment Saad explained, “we are 
all leaders of the local government unit” (personal communication, 2007). 
 
Yet this great achievement also took its toll. A larger responsibility for overseeing the 
multiple institutions established has now fallen on Mohsen, who is employed full-time at 
the district office of the Ministry of Education. Mohsen noted: “Saad is now deeply 
immersed in fulfilling the local government unit’s financial obligations, such as reporting 
to the government office in charge, handling budgets, etc. He cannot make any mistakes. 
Everything is calculated in monetary terms. Auditors do not understand the value of 
volunteering; they need to see everything accounted for in exact pounds and piasters” 
(personal communication, 2007). 
 
The Boghada team was wary that Saad’s appointment might place Boghada under 
scrutiny from surrounding villages. Members of these communities might have had the 
impression that his newly acquired influence would allow the funnelling of funds to 
Boghada at the expense of other villages. And so, in another strategic move, Saad and 
Mohsen held a meeting of village representatives at the youth centre and announced: 
“Boghada is self-sufficient, and thus we decline any service from the local government 
unit unless there is a surplus at the end of the year” (personal communication, 2007). 
Since the establishment of the local unit in 2005, Boghada has only availed itself of one 
benefit, earned through its volunteer efforts. Local government unit funds are of two 
types. One is an “infrastructural plan” in which funds are allocated for projects relating 
to infrastructure and a contractor is hired to implement them. The second is the Shorouq 
plan in which services are contingent upon the non-monetary contributions of a 
community. Boghada benefited from the latter. For example, to acquire new PVC water 
pumps for irrigating the soccer field the community contributed manual labour for their 
installation.  
 
[Box 1.2: Decentralization] 
 
Egypt is divided into 26 governorates under the Ministry of Interior, which is then 
divided into 126 administrative districts. According to the Egypt Human Development 
Report, whose theme for 2004 was decentralization: “local government does not control 
the bulk of wage expenditure, it is just the agency responsible for disbursing it on behalf 
of line ministries” (2004, p. 55). The report alludes to a very limited level of 
decentralization on the part of the government and very limited autonomy in fiscal and 
non-fiscal matters at the level of local government. This lack of fiscal autonomy on the 
sub-national governmental level is also confirmed by the UNDP’s Programme on 
Governance in the Arab Region (POGAR), which indicates that transfers of funds from 
the central government account for 90% of local revenues. The UNDP report confirms 
that the absence of capital at the local level undermines the ability of these governments 
to initiate development projects. 
 
Source: Civil Society Index Report for Egypt, 2005. 
 
[End Box] 
 
A Sceptical Perspective 
 



While these stories have been described here as successes in terms of being community-
driven, a more nuanced discussion of who has the power and responsibility to act in 
these circumstances is required. In this section, this is addressed by first discussing 
whether such community-driven initiatives absolve the state of some of its 
responsibilities, and second, by looking at the extent to which the community-driven 
process is inclusive or consensual. 
 
Onus on the Community 
 
One question that might be raised about these stories is whether, in fact, they showcase a 
power differential between the community and the state where failure of the state to 
provide social service has increased the burden on communities to provide for 
themselves. It may be outrageous to think that children have to endure six years in a mud 
classroom, or that youth must work relentlessly for nine years before the government 
finally fulfils its duty of building a proper school or youth centre. By declaring these 
successes, does the state evade its responsibilities and place an increased burden on 
communities?  
 
And so, to assess the success of the Boghada case implies passing judgment on what the 
respective roles are – or ought to be – of citizens relative to the state. When this issue 
was raised at a Cairo workshop in 2003, in which this case was discussed, community 
members responded that the answer is different depending on whether the context is 
urban or rural. In the rural situation, the government technically owns no land.  A 
community member clarified: “If we go to the state and request a service, the first 
question that will be asked is: where is the land?” (personal communication, 2007). The 
predominance of reciprocal relations among villagers in the rural context is contrasted to 
its absence in the urban. In fact, reciprocity is seen as the distinguishing characteristic (or 
the pretext) that makes it possible for citizens to take initial action and for the state to 
supplement those actions. As Mohsen, and other community members, explained:  
 

We exert the initial effort to demonstrate to the state that we are up to it. Then 
we bombard the state with letters and demand officials to come and see. We 
essentially say to the state: ‘Put us in your plan.’ After that the state never fails to 
fulfil its side of the agreement. (personal communication, 2007) 

 
Citizens of Boghada never doubt that the state will eventually offer support. Perhaps the 
people are mystified by the State’s hegemonic discourse, but it seems more plausible that 
they are highly pragmatic. They have learned over years that this is the state of affairs in 
Egypt, and that unless they take initiative, nothing will be done for them. This is their 
way of challenging the status quo and exercising political activism. The people of 
Boghada have taken a situation that disadvantages them as rural citizens and transformed 
it into a situation that leverages state resources to maximum effect – resources that 
would not have been acquired had it not been for their initial efforts.  
 
 
Power, Conflict, and Friction 
 
“Development” in Boghada is about more than increasing income; it is also about a 
process of conflict mediation and conciliation inspired by an older generation of 
Boghada citizens who remain committed to resolving conflict through dialogue rather 
than external means. Conflict mediation does not take any prescribed form, except for an 



astute sense of reading the situation and responding through versatile communication 
skills. Saad and Mohsen have inherited what they refer to as “the art of persuasion” from 
the older generation. Because of their leadership status, whenever there is a situation of 
tension, the two friends call for a meeting where issues are settled through dialogue. 
Each situation warrants a different strategy, with some disputes such as those over land 
or irrigation water being more divisive than everyday neighbourly disputes for example. 
But what is common in all incidents of conflict is that Saad and Mohsen always manage 
to craft a framework of collective responsibility. For instance, when disagreement arose 
over the use of the vacant land a certain rule of thumb was used: communal use would 
benefit a greater number of people than private use. Moreover, the two friends always 
found a common denominator around which all stakeholders could coalesce: the youth 
in the soccer field initiative, a neutral name and location for the local unit, kheir 
impending on the community in the day care project.  The idea is to show that there 
exists some larger, higher-order interest that community members should strive towards, 
while concurrently demonstrating the adverse impacts of not resolving conflict. In 
villagers’ popular parlance, Boghada is usually compared to other communities that lost 
the promise of kheir because people could not resolve their conflicts.  
 
The highly collectivist and egalitarian philosophy demonstrated in Boghada may indeed 
overshadow the existence of conflict or power differentials. Yet there may be a deliberate 
relationship between the two. Collectivism is a structure that minimizes or alleviates 
conflict; it is an imperative that precedes rather than follows conflict situations. So the 
issue is not the apparent absence of conflict or power differentials but the application of 
collectivist values to avoid conflict, and to resolve it once it arises. Collectivism is more 
than a mere nicety; it is achieved by the community as an absolute necessity. Relations of 
power are levelled before they actually form.  
 
The community’s prizing of amicable relations and the urgent action taken to resolve 
conflict leads to an alternative interpretation of power, inviting a shift in metaphor from 
the conventional ‘power over’ to ‘the power to’  and ‘power with’. In the former, power 
is treated like a ‘thing’ of which there is a finite amount in a closed system; if one party 
gains power it would be at the expense of another – a zero sum game. While the ‘power 
over’ surely exists in Boghada and maybe manifest in unequal access to land, irrigation 
water, or other forms of wealth, it seems that the more relevant model of power here is 
the ‘power to’ or ‘power with’, which draw on generative definition of power. Here 
power grows by stimulating activity in each other to realize what capacities and 
knowledge can be developed in a collective way (Nelson and Wright 1995). Indeed the 
Boghada community, through its collectivist mantra and conflict resolution practices, 
constantly tries to suppress the existence of ‘power over’ in order to grow the power ‘to’ 
make change ‘with’ each other.  
 
The Boghada community recognized its own telic note in recounting its stories. “Don’t 
be misled to think that this was all easy. It took years and years of work. The CDA is the 
outcome of ten difficult years,” reminded Saad (personal communication, 2007). 
Moreover, there were times when the two leaders felt disheartened and burned out. 
Mohsen recounted that some people often questioned Saad and Mohsen’s leadership, 
insinuating that they must have had ulterior motives. On one occasion in particular, 
Mohsen was fed up and told Saad that he would quit community work as soon as they 
had finished a scheduled meeting with a government official. At the meeting, Saad 
directed Mohsen’s attention to a framed saying by the Prophet Muhammed that hung 
directly above the official’s desk: “God has assigned certain people to assist others, 



making them love el-kheir and bringing them closer to el-kheir. Those will evade hell’s 
wrath” (personal communication, 2007). From then on, Mohsen and Saad developed the 
conviction that they had a mission - to assist people of lesser fortune. It would be haram 
(against God’s will) if they were to abandon this role.  
 
Assessing Assets Positively or Negatively 
 
Assets can be described in terms of what they can do for, or what they confer upon, in 
terms of identity and capacity, those who have them. Depending on one’s perspective 
and circumstances, the same set of assets can be perceived positively or negatively. A 
negative perspective foregrounds the limitation of one’s capacity to act and is reflected in 
statements such as: “Those (assets) are all we have. We get by.” Assets in this sense are 
utilized out of a sense of coercion, stemming from the absence of alternatives and lack of 
choice. By contrast, in the case of Boghada, people chose to see themselves positively as 
having an abundance of assets, which led them think in terms of possibilities for action.  
 
Everything they did was a matter of choice and not limitation. Relating this to Sen’s 
argument, we could say that the people of Boghada defined their asset base (that others 
might see as meagre) positively, precisely because of the community’s varied capabilities, 
which in turn enabled it to choose how to function in certain situations. These 
capabilities include various skills such as leadership, the community’s ability to 
communicate its progress to others, and its adeptness in attracting government officials. 
The capabilities also include the worldview that the community itself constructs to propel 
it forward, such as reciprocity, philanthropy, and collectivism.  
 
Of course, Boghada exists within a larger power structure. “Development” is often 
criticized for being shaped into an apolitical machine, offering technical solutions rather 
than political ones because political solutions would threaten the state by pointing 
attention to its failure to account for the poor (Fisher, 1997; Ferguson, 1990). The people 
of Boghada are aware of the power structure in which the community exists, but instead 
of confronting, challenging, or dismissing the state, they choose to engage and work with 
the system.  
 
Applying an Asset-based Lens 
 
This section will illuminate the most pivotal assets in the Boghada case and review, in 
more detail, how government funds have been leveraged.  
 

Human versus natural assets 
 
It is quite evident that a number of assets were utilized throughout all the years of 
Boghada’s development. The community has an aptitude for recognizing even latent 
assets and putting them to good use, whether these assets initially belong to the 
community or not. In recounting how they obtained assets, people shamelessly used the 
verb shahatna, which literally means “beg,” but in the Egyptian dialect in fact means 
acquiring something for which its owner no longer has use.  
 
Boghada used numerous assets to establish the four institutions discussed above, 
including physical assets such as buildings and water pipes; natural assets, such as land; 
and human assets, such as solid leadership. When asked which of these was most 
important, a debate ensued with some claiming the land and others claiming human 



assets. There is no doubt that land is critical in Boghada. It could be argued that without 
the vacant land for the soccer field, or the other plots donated, that no activity would 
have occurred in Boghada. Land is more than an asset in Boghada; it is embedded in the 
wider social pattern of the community. 
On the other side of the debate was the view that even if land were abundant, it would 
remain idle if it weren’t for the human and social assets that converted it into something 
useful. By human assets, the community referred to leadership, the youths’ commitment 
and enthusiasm, and the various skills exhibited by members of the community from 
knowledge of government structures and mechanisms, to skilfulness in planting and 
irrigating desert patches of land.  
 

The role of empowering leadership 
 
There is no doubt that Saad and Mohsen appear as the prominent leaders of this 
movement of active citizenship or public spiritedness in Boghada. They are leaders 
because of three factors. First, they embrace their own leadership and justify it in terms 
of the religious argument discussed above. By voluntarily taking charge of various 
projects, they see themselves acting as good Muslims. They have also earned this tacit 
status by championing various activities, starting with the soccer field that was seized 
from them back in the eighties. Finally, the community confers leadership on them, as 
Saad and Mohsen continually demonstrate their capabilities with each challenge.  
 
As mentioned above, the community extends collectivism into the leadership realm. This 
implodes the traditional hierarchical relationship between leader and follower, and dispels 
the heroic model in which a powerful and charismatic leader directs others or bestows 
knowledge upon followers. One manifestation of this type of leadership is the way it 
recognizes and values the capabilities of others. For example, the water pump earlier 
donated by a villager was no longer required once PVC water pipes were installed. When 
the youth suggested removing the pump, Saad and Mohsen refused, explaining that it 
should be left to commemorate philanthropy and the good man who donated it. “We 
never forget el-kheir,” stated Mohsen (personal communication, 2007). 
 
Another manifestation of this collective form of leadership is its empowerment of others 
–especially younger generations – to take on leadership roles. This occurs through the 
constant reinforcing of capabilities and subtle reminders of Boghadian values. For 
example, when the Ministry of Youth hired a contractor to build a wall around the soccer 
field and convert the field into one that met professional standards, the youth might have 
been relieved of arduous tasks. Yet, as Mohsen commented, they “keep organizing clean-
ups, and other day-long activities, lest we all forget the spirit of volunteerism” (personal 
communication). An elder had always advised Saad and Mohsen to create a ‘second row’ 
of community champions who will take charge of Boghada’s development, and indeed, 
the two friends are keen on building the youths’ capabilities through subtle, ongoing 
pedagogical approaches. The youth readily accept the responsibility and the challenge. 
Mahmoud Khalil, one of the younger citizens explained: “our colleagues from other 
villages always tell [the Boghada youth] that we are too invested in this community. They 
think it consumes all our life. I say to them ‘that is because everything that we work on in 
Boghada is relevant to other life experiences.’ I will use this learning in whatever life 
throws at me” (personal communication, 2007). 
 

Assets as means of exchange 
 



There are many ways of talking about the value of assets. One is the sociological sense of 
what is ultimately good, proper, or desirable in life. In Boghada, this logic applies to 
natural assets, such as land, and human assets, in the form of volunteerism, and the value 
attributed to them. In another sense, assets could be defined economically, particularly by 
measuring how much people are willing to give up to obtain them. Physical assets in 
Boghada, such as the school or the youth centre, could be defined in this way because 
people gave up money (in the form of donations) and time (in the form of volunteerism) 
to construct them. Yet another theory of value in people’s action is most relevant to this 
case. When people’s capacity to act is “transformed into concrete perceptible forms” 
(Munn in Graeber, 2001,   p. 45), the assets exchanged serve as a medium, with the real 
value lying in the act of exchange. So when community members donated ducks to help 
build the school, the real asset was not so much the donation – in this case, live birds – 
but the act of exchange itself. In other words, the birds would have no value in this 
situation had it not been for the exchange relation. This act of exchange is an important 
capability in Boghada. 
 
This case is an example of open-ended reciprocity, when people give and receive to 
widen the circle of exchange so that any individual can access the resources of the entire 
group. Such exchange relations signify two interrelated things: social capital and 
capabilities. Social capital is defined by Putnam as “features of social organization, such 
as trust, norms [of reciprocity], and networks [of civic engagement], that can improve the 
efficiency of society by facilitating coordinated actions” (Hulme, 2000, p. 4). Exchanging 
donations (ducks) for buildings (a school) is an example of an act that solidifies 
reciprocal relations and builds social capital. Capabilities do not only refer to particular 
skills such as leadership or communication, but also how the people of Boghada 
construct reciprocal relations that keep the community moving forward. Sen’s definition 
of poverty as capabilities and functionings argues that: “…the constituent part of the 
standard of living is not the good, nor its characteristics, but the ability to do various 
things by using that good or those characteristics” (Sen, 1983, p. 9). In this light, physical, 
natural, financial and human assets act as media because they enable social capital to 
strengthen and accrue, enabling people to do various things by using them.  
 
 
Leveraging Government Funds – The Role of “External” Agency 
 
Boghada’s strategy for obtaining government funds has been simple, yet very effective: 
the community pools both monetary contributions and time to establish a makeshift 
institution, and then the government provides the funds necessary to shift from a 
temporary to a permanent structure. Boghada has not been successful, or perhaps not 
keen enough, to obtain funds from donor agencies, despite the fact that it is known to 
the donor community.  
 
Boghada has solidified its relationship with the government on all levels, partly because 
of proximity and access to local government officials. Several citizens of Boghada have 
enjoyed prominent government posts and these people have been instrumental in 
guiding Saad and Mohsen. Boghada’s relationship with government, especially at the 
local level, is premised on partnership and the understanding that the state cannot invest 
in an initiative without securing land first. As explained succinctly by a villager: “the 
government also wants to do its job. It’s a win-win relationship. We do the work and 
provide the land, and they fulfil their end of the bargain. In the end, we get what we want 
and the government can demonstrate progress” (personal communication, 2007). 



 
An example of the capabilities discussed by Sen is Saad, Mohsen, and the Boghada 
team’s intuitive communication skills.  They know exactly what attracts government 
officials, and they are confident that once an official visits Boghada, he or she will 
provide access to resources. Over the past decade, Ismailia has had three governors, all 
of whom have known Boghada well. Mohsen explained, “Any new government official is 
interested to know who are the active members, the change agents, the ‘makers and 
shakers,’ within his jurisdiction. They are drawn towards these people and wish to build 
alliances” (personal communication, 2007). Of course, prominent government officials 
would not seek out Boghada, a tiny village off a dirt road, so the community must invite 
them first. As Mohsen puts it: 
 

Some people establish relationships with governors and other influential people 
by inviting them to weddings. We have found that it is much more effective to 
invite them to any event that signifies progress in the community – like the 
inauguration of the local government unit. (personal communication, 2007) 

 
Mohsen mentioned that the governor was planning to make a fleeting appearance on the 
day of the inauguration, but ended up staying two hours because he was so impressed.  
 
Boghada’s skills in leveraging government funds, in communicating with government 
officials, and exerting influence over the community’s own development all challenge the 
“idea of the state as a concrete, overarching, encompassing reality” (Ferguson & Gupta, 
2002). This idea - that the state is above civil society and community with inherently top-
down planning - ultimately benefits the state because belief in the idea entrenches its 
legitimacy, thereby granting it more rights to intervene and control local development 
processes.  
 
The Boghada example illustrates that the lines between “state” and “community,” and 
between “internal” and “external,” are often blurry. With Saad’s new position as head of 
the local government unit, it is difficult to draw a line between insider and outsider, or 
between state and civil society. Boghada’s engagement with the system, rather than its 
confrontation, has a political result in that it alters power relations (or perhaps conceived 
power relations) between the state and civil society. The image of the top-down state 
dictating development agendas no longer holds in this case. Boghada remains the driver 
of its own development, and even defines the very notion of development according to 
its own terms.  
 
Nevertheless, there is some danger then when assessing a community’s capacity to drive 
its own development. The danger comes from depicting a community as a neatly 
bounded entity with distinguishable boundaries when “endogenous” (or internally-
driven) is pitted against “exogenous” (or externally-driven). As clearly demonstrated in 
this case, community leadership was effective because it worked at these boundaries, 
linking internal capacity to external opportunity and blurring these notions of endogenous 
and exogenous. 
 
Concluding Remarks 
 
Boghada provides a remarkable example of agency: community action in the context of a 
government structure that expects more from the rural poor than from the urban poor. 
As such, it contradicts commonly held assumptions about the capacities of the poor, 



found in popular characterizations such as  “a culture of dependency,” “weak work 
ethic,” “eroded values,” “apathetic attitudes,”. Boghada also provides a counterpoint to 
theories that attribute poverty to the culture of a people where internalized self images of 
poverty are passed on to succeeding generations and become enduring cultural ways of 
seeing the world and acting within it (Howe, 1998). 
 
In Egypt, it is common to find vestiges of these attitudes, even today. Privileged groups 
express their anguish over the dismal state of the country and blame the poor for their 
poverty, but it is less common to blame the wider socio-economic circumstances or the 
political structure. 
 
Boghada has suffered the deprivations of war, scarce resources, weak economic 
conditions and a state development policy that favours urban over rural populations. Yet, 
instead of conforming to the stereotype by expressing a negative view of itself, the 
leadership of Boghada has managed to instil a belief in possibility derived from an 
appreciation of its capabilities. Community members have ingeniously realized that by 
fuelling diverse capabilities they can function and exercise a measure of choice, as they 
have demonstrated in their ability to turn state development policy to Boghada’s 
advantage.  In exercising this choice they have shown that assets are not the locus of 
value so much as people’s actions through which assets become a means of exchange. 
These actions, ranging from forging reciprocal relations to attracting high-profile 
government officials, are the capabilities discussed by Sen that enable a community to 
exercise choice in its development endeavours.  
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Appendix I:  
Contributors to Boghada’s Initiatives 

 
  
Youth: 
 
 Mahmoud Mohamed Khalil 
 Mona Mohamed Khalil 
 Ismail Abdallah Mansour 
 Hosny Mohamed Gomaa 
 Mohamed Ismail Khalil 
 Mohamed Mostafa Metwalli 
 Imam Abdelmoneim 
 Ahmed Abdelmohsen 
 Hassan Tamim 
 Ibrahim Ali 
 Mohamed Awad 
 Abdelkarim Mohamed Ali 
 Soliman Hussein 
 Abdallah Hassan Ali 
 Hamida Ibrahim 
 Sabah Mohamed Khalil 
 Nagah Farid Mohamed 
 Ibtisam Mohamed Ibrahim  

 
Elders: 
 
 Abdelkarim Boghdady: political leader, ex undersecretary of governorate 
 Ibrahim Hassan: a farmer (solely reliant on income from agriculture) who donated 

land for the one-classroom school as part of the Suzanne Mubarak initiative for 
schoolgirl dropouts 

 Ismail Bakary: a farmer (solely reliant on income from agriculture) who donated land 
to build a mosque 

 Khalil Soliman: donated land for mosque 
 Metwalli Ibrahim: contributed towards building the mud school 
 Abdelhamid Khalil: contributed towards building the mud school 
 Mohamed Khalil Hassan: political and community leader 
 Mahmoud Mohamed Ibrahim: member in local council, assisted with local unit 

establishment  
 

 
 

 
 
 

 



Author’s Note 
 

Interviews for this case study were conducted in 2005 and subsequently in February 
2007. I talked with the two recognized leaders in the community – Saad and Mohsen, 
various community members of different occupations, the active youth volunteer group, 
and staff of some of the community-led initiatives including the daycare, the youth 
centre, and the veterinary unit. Preliminary discussions revealed that Boghada citizens 
generally have an astute sense of what counts as resources (‘resources’ in Arabic 
resonated more than the literal translation of the word ‘assets’) and how to use those 
resources. By 2007, a relationship based on trust had been fostered with the community, 
and since appreciative inquiry seemed to obscure the more contentious, and conflict-
laden topics, I chose to probe into some potentially negative terrain. Through that, 
stories about the initial conflict surrounding the soccer field, and some community 
gossip about the two leaders were revealed. It was through these stories that I could get a 
sense of how the community manoeuvres tough terrain, especially when it comes to 
mediation of conflict, which appeared to be an integral part of the daily life and cultural 
repertoire of Boghada.  
 
The story of Boghada is a special one for me, because the community’s progress seems 
to run parallel to my own personal development over the past three years. When I first 
visited the small village back in 2005 I was delighted to be part of a comparative case 
study research and found it particularly refreshing to be looking into positive examples, 
within a line of work dominated by depressing stories. I was impressed by their tenacity, 
wisdom, and sense of morality. 
 
Three years and an anthropology degree later, I was still impressed with Boghada, all the 
more for different reasons. I could still see their tenacity, wisdom, and sense of morality, 
but what I found myself infatuated with was their sense of agency. Boghada embodies 
agency – an overused and tired word in the development discourse. Despite all the odds 
stacked against the village, the community seizes every opportunity, makes use of every 
resource, and activates every relationship in order to achieve its objectives.  
 
Equally fascinating to the story itself was the way in which the people welcomed me and 
chose to communicate their story. I often found myself reflecting on my own position in 
the research and how, what we might traditionally refer to as the researcher-researched 
relationship, itself offers insight into the Boghada way of doing things. The people I 
interviewed largely drove the research, using me as a communication method to the 
‘outside’ world and as a means to solidify their current relationships. Unlike the 
frequently encountered attitude of suspicion, Boghada entered into the conversation 
from a stance of pride. I, to them, was living proof that word of their success had 
circulated outside the village, outside the boundaries of the governorate, and even 
outside the typical communicative spheres for such small villages. I was proof, and was 
used to show-off, for lack of a better word, how Boghada was now attracting researchers 
residing outside of Egypt. If there were people that needed honouring, my presence was 
an opportune time. People from neighbouring villages were invited to converse with me, 
not so much for data gathering, but to communicate to them that they were respected 
and that it was Boghada’s privilege to have them represent Boghada to the researcher. 
 
I was constantly aware of this dynamic. This was a manifestation of agency. And if 
people in Boghada used me as they did the train to communicate their news, then its all 
the more reason to recognize their astuteness and cleverness in this case study.      


