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in Egypt, Palestine and also on other Third World coun-
tries in Africa and Latin America, one can observe a
process of NGOization.

The ‘NGOization’ of the Arab Women’s
Movements

What 'NGOization’ means is the spread of a different
form of structure for women’s activism, one which lim-
its the participation of women at the local level to ‘their’
organisation. 'NGOization’ also limits the struggle for
national causes to ‘projects’ geared to priorities set by
an international discourse without diversity, and frag-
ments the accumulation of forces for social change. The
formation of women’s NGOs with particular social aims
marks a very different form and structure for Arab
women’s activism from those that predominated in ear-
lier periods. The first half of the twentieth century was
characterized by the spread of women’s literary salons
mainly for highly cultured and educated upper middle
class women. Urban middle and upper class women also
ran charitable societies and, later, women’s unions
based on open membership for women. In Palestine for
example, charitable societies recruited hundreds of
women in their administrative bodies and general
assemblies, while women’s unions had large member-
ships extending to women in villages, and after 1948 to
refugee camps.

If we compare the size of the older societies and unions
with that of the constituencies of contemporary NGOs,
one easily notes a decline in numbers. The prevailing
structure of NGOs is formed of a board of between seven
to 20 members, and a highly qualified professional and
administrative staff whose number is generally small, and
depends on the number and character of projects being
dealt with. The power of decision is not, as it is supposed
to be, in the hands of the board but usually in those of
the director. The power of the latter stems from his or her
ability to fund-raise, be convincing, presentable and able
to deliver the well-written reports that donors require. In
order to achieve these requirements, communication and
English language skills become vital, besides modern
communication equipment (fax, computer, mobile
phones, etc). In some NGOs the director has the power to
change board members, sometimes even without their
knowledge.

As for the internal ‘governance’ of NGOs, a survey of
more than 60 Palestinian NGOs found that most of their
employees do not participate in decision-making due to
“their passivity or their lack of competence” (Shalabi
2001:152). The ‘target’ groups do not participate in
decision- or policy-making either. When the administra-
tions were asked why this was so, they answered that
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they were part of this society, they knew it, and could
decide about its needs. (Shalabi 2001:152). In many
women’s NGOs, the staff has nothing to do with the
general budget of their organization, and do not know
how it is distributed. According to Shalabi, the internal
governance of the surveyed NGOs was “a mirror reflec-
tion of the Palestinian political system based on individ-
ual decision-making, patronage and clientalism™, and
the lack of rules organizing internal relations in the orga-
nization. In some cases a union dispute erupted, and
was settled in a ““‘way very far away from the rule of law”
(Shalabi 2001: 154).

The highly professional qualities required of administra-
tive staff for better communications with donors may not
directly affect the links between an NGO and local con-
stituencies, but most of the time they do. Referring here
to the Palestinian experience, the qualities of cadres in
what were known as ‘grass roots organizations’ - the
women’s committees that were branches of political
formations that sustained the first Palestinian Intifada -
differed considerably from those required in NGO staff.
The success of the cadres lay in organizing and mobiliz-
ing the masses, and was based in their skills in building
relations with people. They succeeded in this because
they had cause to defend, a mission to implement, and
because they had a strong belief in the political forma-
tions they belonged to. It was important for the cadre to
be known and trusted by people, to have easy access to
them, to care about them, and help them when needed.
The task needed daily, tiring, time-consuming effort in
networking and organizing. These cadres knew their con-
stituency on a personal level, and communication
depended on face-to-face human contact. But NGOs
depend mainly on modern communication methods such
as media, workshops, conferences, globalized rather than
local tools. These methods may not be bad in themselves
but they are mainly used to ‘advocate’ or ‘educate’ a ‘tar-
get group’, usually defined for the period needed to
implement the ‘project’. Here the constituency is not a
natural social group, rather it is abstract, receptive rather
than interactive, and the ‘targeting’ is limited by the time
frame of the project. This temporality of the project and
the constituency makes it difficult to measure the impact
of the intervention, and also jeopardizes the continuity of
the issue defended.

With NGOs, the targeting policy is always limited, local-
ized and implemented by professionals hired by the orga-
nizations to do the ‘job’ which makes it different from
the ‘mission’ based on the conviction and voluntarism of
cadres in the grass-roots organizations. Their structure
and methods do not help NGOs to act as a mobilizing,
organizing formation when working for claims to rights
or change; most NGOs do not in any case set organiza-

tion or mobilization as a goal. Assessing Algerian
women’s defeat in changing the retrogressive family law
of 1984, Lazreg attributed it to the fact that women
hung by the thread of the state‘s moral obligation to
them as fighters for Algerian independence, and added
that women lacked ““organization, numbers and money”
(Lazreg 1994: 155).

It is important to notice these differences to help clarify
the prevailing confusion between social movements and
NGOs, because in order to have weight or, in political
terms, power, a social movement has to have a large
popular base. According to Tarrow, what constitutes
social movements is that “at their base are the social
networks and cultural symbols through which social rela-
tions are organized. The denser the former and the more
familiar the latter, the more likely movements are to
spread and be sustained” (Tarrow 1994: 2). He adds,
““contentious collective action is the basis of social move-
ments; not because movements are always violent or
extreme, but because it is the main, and often the only
recourse that most people possess against better-
equipped opponents. Collective action is not an abstract
category that can stand outside of history and apart
from politics for every kind of collective endeavor - from
market relations, to interest associations, to protest
movements, to peasant rebellions and revolutions”
(Tarrow 1994:3). The same can be said of women’s
movements. To put “’women’s movement[s]’ into con-
text, we have to ask first, what a ‘women’s movement’
is and how can we distinguish it from ‘women in move-
ment’” (Rowbotham 1992, quoted in Jackson and
Pearson, 1998).

To start with, there are different views as to what a
women’s movement is. It could be a mobilizing engine to
demand female suffrage, with a leadership, a membership,
and diffuse forms of political activity that qualify it as a
movement, as distinct from forms of solidarity based on
networks, clubs or groups. And according to Molyneus, it
implies a social or political phenomenon of some signifi-
cance, due both to its numerical strength and to its capac-
ity to effect change, whether in legal, cultural, social or
political terms. A women’s movement does not have to
have a single organizational expression and may be char-
acterized by diversity of interests, forms of expression, and
spatial location. Also, it comprises a substantial majority of
women, where it is not exclusively made up of women
(Molyneux in Jackson and Pearson 1998: 226).

Thus, it seems preferable to reserve the term * movement’
for something larger and more effective than small-scale
associations. The long quotations presented here are
intended to highlight the elements that must be present
in a movement if it is to achieve change. As | argued ear-

lier, the typical structure of NGOs debars them from serv-
ing as mobilizing or organizing agents, so that however
much they proliferate they cannot sustain and expand a
constituency, nor tackle issues related to social, political
or economic rights on a macro- or national level. Were
they to undertake these aims, they would have to stop
being NGOs.*

NGO reliance on the use of media communication for
advocating national issues (eg. fraud in elections, corrup-
tion) can cross the red lines drawn by political authorities,
leading to the punishment of individual leaders, and
pointing to the weakening effects of lack of a broad con-
stituency. The cases of Sa’ad el-Dine Ibrahim, an out-
standing defender of Egyptian ‘civil society’, and Eyad
Sarraj, a prominent defender of Palestinian human rights,
both jailed by their governments, need to be analysed for
the light they shed on the efficacy of NGO as opposed to
‘movement’ action. Issues related to political and civil
rights are usually seen as more ‘political’ than issues relat-
ed to women’s rights. But even some social rights such as
salary raises or education rights have met with violent
oppression by the political authorities. Big issues need an
organized constituency to carry them; otherwise raising
them is like playing with fire.

Empirical observation and research have shown that it is
not easy, and perhaps not feasible, to assemble a number
of women’s NGOs to work towards a common goal (the
minimum requirement for the definition of ‘women in
movement’). It appears that the NGO structure creates
actors with parallel powers based in their recognition at
the international level, and easy access to important
national and international figures. But this international
recognition is not translated into recognition or legitima-
cy on the local and national levels. This creates a com-
petitive dynamic between NGO directors that makes it
hard to compromise or agree on common goals, since the
one who compromises may be seen as the weaker
among power equals. Coordination is more possible
between NGOs with similar aims, but it is difficult to
achieve with women’s organizations as different as char-
itable societies and ‘grass roots’ organizations. NGO lead-
ers, empowered by high levels of education, professional
qualifications, and the international development ‘lingo’
tend to patronize the others.

These observations are supported by NGO studies in other
Third World countries. As cited earlier, the proponents of
a ‘bottom-up’ approach argue that the organization of
popular pressure and participation from below is a neces-
sary pre-requisite for political change and economic
progress. They are also extremely sceptical about the abil-
ity and willingness of any regime truly to reform itself.
Under such conditions, the ‘top-down’ approach may sim-
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ply be ineffective, as official donors have to work mainly
through the governments of recipient countries. However,
under such conditions, the ‘bottom-up’ approach is also
likely to fail, though for different reasons.

The potential of NGOs to foster participatory develop-
ments beyond the ‘grassroots’ level is fairly small; even
at this level, since projects are transitory, their capacity to
bring about change is dubious. The activities of NGOs
are typically focused on specific projects; coordination
between NGOs pursuing different aims is weak; and
benefits beyond narrowly defined target groups are
uncertain at best. In any case, empowering the power-
less from below is a time-consuming process. Most
importantly, though, it is naive to assume that participa-
tory development at the ‘grassroots’ level can be signifi-
cantly promoted in developing countries whose govern-
ments are notoriously unwilling to reform political and
economic systems. If governments are not reform-mind-
ed, they will suppress participatory developments wher-
ever they emerge as soon as such developments threat-
en to undermine the power base of the ruling elites. The
experience of NGOs in various countries offer ample evi-
dence of this. As concerns entitlement as defined above,
the ‘bottom-up’ approach obviously relies on supportive
measures by government authorities (Nunnenkamp
1995:14-15).

Here one should raise the question: are Arab govern-
ments willing to introduce reforms? Do they act to reform
themselves? The evidence from lIraq, Egypt, Palestine,
Saudi Arabia and other Arab countries suggest that they
are not, and do not. The appearance of the wives of pres-
idents and rulers, princesses, and prominent women in
certain women’s NGOs cannot be translated as a willing-
ness to reform, but means rather that women’s rights and
claims are seen as a-political and politically unthreaten-
ing, since they do not touch the political, economic and
social foundations of the Arab regimes.

In this article | have tried to argue that the role attributed
by UN agencies and international development organiza-
tions to Arab women’s NGOs as a vehicle for democrati-
zation and participatory-based development needs to be
re-assessed through empirical studies, and not pursued
on a cultural basis that brings back the old dichotomies
of West versus East, or vernacular versus Westernised.
The Arab women’s NGOs in their actual forms and struc-
tures might be able to play a role in advocating Arab
rights in the international arena, provide services for cer-
tain needy groups, propose new policies and visions, gen-
erate and disseminate needed information. But, in order
to achieve comprehensive, sustainable development and
democratization, a different form of organization is need-
ed with a different, locally grounded vision.
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ENDNOTES

In the middle of a recent debate in Egypt on khula’ (women’s right to ask for divorce), a prominent feminist activist was asked if her
Centre was taking part in the debate. She replied, “We don’t deal with such ‘projects’”.
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