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Abstract


This paper examines the changing roles of Palestinian NGOs in the context of increasing debates about the growth of ‘civil society’ at both local and international levels.  Drawing on an analysis of four recently collected organisational case studies of Palestinian NGOs the paper argues that the rhetoric used by donors and some activists inside and outside the NGOs that NGOs are ‘building civil society’ has been somewhat overstated.  The reality is that Palestinian NGOs have gradually shifted from being organisations which served the community in multiple ways (including service provision, organising, and campaigning) under Israeli Occupation are currently shifting towards a narrower NGO focus on service provision as a result of institutional and environmental pressures which have grown under the PNA and the ‘peace process’. Palestinian NGOs historically drew strength and legitimacy from the lack of a national government. They provided essential services as well as political and moral support to local communities. Following the establishment of the PNA, these organisations were thrown into confusion and have faced external pressures from the PNA, from donors and from forces inside these organizations to ‘let go’ of their previous multiple functions, particularly their political roles.





The concept of ‘civil society’ is problematic in the context of Palestine. On the one hand, there are similarities with Western discourses of ‘civil society’ in that NGOs are seen as having the potential to spread civic and democratic values and challenge government policies. Also common is the idea that NGOs can help bring civil society into being where it has not existed before. However, there are important differences from the West relating to issues of wider Islamic culture, the colonial histories of the region (including the British, Ottomans and the Israeli influences) and the internal structures of local NGOs which are often based on vertical ties and hierarchy.





In conclusion, the paper argues that despite these criticisms, some Palestinian NGOs are nevertheless attempting to hold on to or build some sense of a ‘civil society role’.  In addition to providing services (which is of course itself arguably a useful function), some NGOs are also advancing agendas for social change (such as gender issues, and a concern about poverty reduction) and they are also seeking to build links with local communities and to represent community interests to government and donors.  However, there exist very real problems centred on the co-option of NGO agendas by government and donors, and on the undemocratic tendencies of some of the NGOs themselves which are highlighted by the existence of top-down decision-making processes and unaccountable leaders.





Introduction


The contemporary revival of the concept of civil society combines three branches of the original writings on civil society (Honneth, 1993 p.981). It combines 





the emphasis on the social contract connecting individuals in a civil society


the emphasis on associations and the bonds that they create between members of a society which eventually lead to the democratisation of that society


the public sphere 





The global contemporary revival of the concept considers third sector organizations or NGOs to be a basic component of civil society.  These organisations are thought to inspire peaceful revolutions and eventually to change political systems. These changes are expected to take place regardless of whether they occur within the framework of a sovereign state or in a national context subordinated to outside powers. 





In the Palestinian case, the adoption of the concept of civil society was based on a different sequence of events from the global trend.  Third sector organizations were influential historically in the Palestinian society inside and outside the West Bank and Gaza without claiming to be ‘civil society organizations’.  One of their main concerns was to fight the occupying state by non-violent means. The arrival of the PNA elicited the establishment of a civil society in the West Bank and Gaza Strip despite the limitation of this authority.  Practically, the adoption of the concept occurred by the insistence of some strong NGOs on being key elements in civil society.  This coincided with the discourse of some international aid organizations highlighting the roles of Palestinian NGOs as being civil society organizations.  





The main question addressed in this paper is how does the adoption of the concept and term ‘civil society’ by Palestinian NGOs resemble or differ from the international use and operationalization of the concept of civil society.   The Palestinian discussion differed from the international discussion in that some Palestinian NGOs and other interviewees claimed that it was problematic because of lack of support from the authorities and from the community.  Moreover, the Palestinian case differs in that historically, Palestinian third sector organizations were suppressed by the occupation rather than created by it as in some countries with a colonialist past.





NGOs and civil society


The increase in the number and influence of NGOs globally was accompanied by a ‘reification’ of the concept of civil society. The most prominent rhetoric currently used to characterize the contribution of NGOs to civil society is that of the liberal or ‘neo’ liberal school (e.g. Bratton, 1988 p.39; Fowler, 1993 p.308). The models of ‘corporations’ and ‘associations’ described by Hegel and Tocqueville are the most influential this use of the term civil society (Tocqueville, 1961(1840) p.440). Some contemporary authors on civil society (e.g. Keane, 1988 p.102;  Putnam, 1993 p.401) have reiterated the impact of civil societies on reforming states and spreading democracy. Associative democracy (Hirst, 1988 p.332) advocates a similar view of civic associations as catalysts to reform political systems. Notably the above models have originated in the West but were also used beyond it. 





However, their universality was questioned by several authors (e.g. Hann, 1996 p.325) who tried to give a voice to localized forms of distribution of power deviating from the Western concept of civil society. Other authors even questioned the presence of the notions of civil society and good governance within Western societies themselves and questioned whether they were not mere ‘myths’ (e.g. Wood, 1997 p.967).





Bilateral and multinational organizations incorporated the concept of civil society along with their development approaches.  First was the ‘new policy agenda,’ (e.g. Edwards, 1995 p.298) which dominated the international aid arena for a considerable period with its emphasis on the role of private institutions. Private institutions which included nonprofit and for profit organizations were seen as the appropriate mechanism for development. The most current development paradigm used by international aid organizations stresses both governments as well as ‘civil society’ in achieving development (e.g. World Bank, 1998 p.57). The World Bank stressed co-operation between the government, civil society and the private sector to be able to speed up the development process


 





NGOs and civil society in the Middle East


A large number of writers on the Middle East have been preoccupied since the 1980s with discussing the applicability and usefulness of the concept of civil society to the Arab world and the rest of the Middle East (e.g. Ibrahim, 1993 p.4, 1994, 1995; Ghalioun, 1993 p.18; Al-Sayyed, 1995 p.488). Most of these intellectuals were mainly interested in civil society as a tool for understanding the political impediments to democracy in Arab societies (e.g. Brynen, 1995 p.42; Norton, 1996 p.143). There were numerous debates among these scholars revolving around the definition of civil society. Generally, these definitions entailed a study of the organisational aspect of civil society meaning non-governmental organizations.  Authors perceived NGOs as a ‘buffer’ between state and citizens (Brynen, 1995 p.42; Norton, 1996 p.143). 





There was also an increase in research on NGOs in the Middle East, which questioned whether they signaled to the vibrancy of civil society. Researchers attempted to assess the impact of NGOs on social and political life and to historically examine the roles of NGOs (e.g. Kandil, 1994 p.20).  Among the examples of this interest were authors who discussed organisational issues and regional concerns of NGOs (e.g. al-Jabiri, 1997 p.23; al-Bassam, 1997 p.25; Madani, 1997 p.24).  Some authors (e.g. Marzouk, 1997 p.7) have looked more critically at the role of NGOs and concluded that ‘excessive politicization’ of Arab NGOs forced them to reproduce the same authoritarian structures found in the Arab political life (Marzouk, 1997 p.7).





Since the signing of the peace accord in 1993, there were discussions on the changing roles of Palestinian NGOs, which focused, on their role in civil society, in development and on their relations with the Palestinian National Authority (PNA).  Advocates of the ‘civil society’ role of NGOs and grassroots organizations saw them as an embodiment of democracy. Some authors assumed that civil society existed by the mere fact of the presence of NGOs and political parties.  Others thought that Palestinian third sector organizations provided a strong base for building civil society because their interests were not limited to serving their narrow political interests but rather the interests of the whole society.  Others negated the fact that there was a civil society in the Occupied Territories because of the historic absence of a state and considered these discussions mere ‘simulation’.  Some authors objected to applying a ‘western’ concept to a different environment without thorough analysis of the compatibility of the subject matter and the method.





Some authors observed that the overlapping in the functions of NGOs as ‘development agents’ and ‘civil society’ organizations was an attempt to prevent authoritarianism of the incoming authorities due to the weaknesses of political factions.  With the advent of the PNA, the ‘political field’ had witnessed new ‘images’ among which was "the romantic image of the institutions of civil society that act as a guarantor for democracy against authoritarianism" (Hilal, 1998 p.464:254). The author observed that NGOs along with international donors were developing a new ‘ideology’ that was based on development language and was intensified by the increase in poverty and inequality in the Palestinian society (Hilal, 1998 p.464:260).  Other authors observed that the adoption of this ‘ideology’ mainly of civil society was a result of the weaknesses and eventually the defeat of leftist factions (Hammami, 1995 p.458).





For other authors, the PNA could benefit from the experience of NGOs and use their services since its resources were limited and it could not fulfill all needs of society (e.g. Barghouthi, 1994 p.263). Meanwhile, the latter author listed the threats that could face NGOs in the future.  These threats included co-optation, centralisation of authority, marginalization of NGOs, distortion of objectives for securing funding and indifference to the Israeli occupation. On the emerging relationship between the PNA and NGOs, Sullivan (Sullivan, 1995 p.432) noted that the PNA displayed the tendency to ‘control’ NGOs despite the animosity among these ministries.  He observed that although Palestinian NGOs succeeded in withdrawing the draft law on associations temporarily in 1995 (along with other factors such as the international pressure) this did not mean that they will permanently succeed which was apparent during the fieldwork period.  The author described the differences among NGOs and the PNA as ‘cultural’ since they resulted from differences in generations and in socialisation (Sullivan, 1995 p.432: 49).  With regards to differences among social actors and their negative impact on building civil society, another author (Roy, 1996 p.161: 255) described the struggle among social groups in the Palestinian society as one major obstacle to building civil society in the Gaza Strip. 





NGOs themselves have formed coalitions (e.g. PNGO) and published their own positions on how they conceived the changes in their roles (e.g. PNGO, 1995 p.82: 2-3).  PNGO stressed the need to work in an environment were the freedom of association was guaranteed and the independence of NGOs was ensured within a legal framework (PNGO, 1995 p.82: 2-3).  PNGO has issued several position papers on how its members stipulated their relationship with the PNA through the legislature on charitable societies and NGOs (PNGO, 1997 p.83: 13).  PNGO has circulated its proposed version of the law (e.g. PNGO, 1997 p.83: Supplement).  One of the main criticisms of PNGO to the initial draft law was that it did not take into consideration the uniqueness of the Palestinian NGO sector as well as its diversity in specialisation and development approaches (PNGO, 1997 p.83: 13).





Theoretical framework


Institutional theory is useful in analysing how the pressures in environment have influenced NGOs.  The impact of the environment on shaping the organisation is ‘subtle’ (Powell, 1991 p.648). 





“Organizations do not exist and compete as individual autonomous units, but as members of a larger system … (environments) … penetrate the organisation, creating the lenses through which actors view the world and the very categories of structure, action and thought” (Scott, 1992 p.422:13). 





New institutionalism shows “scepticism (of) rational-actor models of organisation” (Powell, 1991 p.648:12). Although, it can be argued that there is a space for the action of individuals within organizations, the outcome of their work is not the direct result of actors’ decisions as advocated by this theory. 





Organizations attempt to work rationally in a highly complex arena with a diversity of interests. They are required to take into consideration a large number of variables in order to make decisions.  However they are not totally free in their decision-making since they are governed by their history and resources (habitus), their environments and competing interests within the same field (e.g. Bourdieu, 1977 p.48; Powell, 1991 p.648: 1991).  Organizations are governed by unwritten systems acquired throughout their history in addition to their formal sets of rules and procedures.  These systems regulate actions of staff without necessarily being spelled out. The organization or the authority of the organization attempts to uncover "forms of capital which are or can become efficient" in the struggle for the appropriation of scarce goods such as distinction, profit, power, and wealth in their respective fields (Calhoun, 1993 p.60:69). In this attempt the organization continues to be aware of the restrictions found in its surrounding environment or specific field.  The work of the habitus, which is the orchestration between the social positions and objective positions, is disrupted during times of transition.  Since the study looks at a society in transition, all aspects of life are affected and altered as a result. The changes in objective conditions are reflected on the habitus of NGOs. Agents who are endowed with the adequate capital can act rationally by consciously selecting the most appropriate decisions. The ability to rationally make decisions can explain how some organizations planned and implemented strategies strengthening their roles as civil society organizations while others did not as will be shown in the findings.  However, the mere fact that ‘building civil society’ was a rational decision does not guarantee that the discourse will be reproduced and that it will become part of their ‘habitus’.





As seen above in the first part of the paper, the literature on the role of NGOs focused on three main functions attributed to NGOs in order to build civil society.  These functions were the ability of the NGO: (1) to promote democracy; (2) to promote associationalism; and  (3) to act as a buffer between state and society.  For NGOs to be development agents as well as civil society organizations they need to: (1) provide the needed services; (2) to represent the poor and marginalized; and (3) to be partners with the state.  These functions will provide the background for analysis of NGOs’ discourses to find out the similarities and differences with the literature.  





Background to the case studies


There were four NGOs selected as case study organizations.  These organizations were AgriFriends (AF)�established in 1983 in the West Bank and 1987 in Gaza, HealthFriends (HF) established in 1985 in both areas, Mother&ChildFriends (MCF) was established in 1991/92 in the Gaza Strip and Rehabfriends (RF) was established in 1980 in Gaza.





The first organization (RF) was established as a charitable society, which was the most common form of Palestinian third sector organizations until the end of the seventies.  The first and second organizations (AF) and (HF) were established as voluntary committees, a form of third sector organization which emerged by the mid seventies and beginning of the eighties. These committees were affiliated with political factions but supported the community indiscriminately.  During the Intifada, the number of these committees multiplied and they attempted to fill the gap in governmental services supported by Palestinian, Arab and international aid.  





The Gulf crisis, which started in 1990, had affected Palestinians drastically. This was followed by peace negotiations between Israel and the neighboring Arab countries. The Madrid peace conference was convened in 1991 and signaled a shift in the political environment.  According to some authors, the peace process led to the emergence of two distinct types of NGOs (Nakhleh, 1994 p.1019: 13).  One type of NGOs was prepared to take over official or semi-official functions such as the high councils, research centers and unions (Nakhleh, 1994 p.1019:13).  The second type continued to include personnel who were dedicated to voluntary work and committed to the importance of building civil society (Nakhleh, 1994 p.1019: 13). The fourth organization (MCF) was established during this period.  The objective of the founders was to create an organization, which was unaffiliated with any particular political faction and was specialized for children and women’s issues as will be shown.





The peace negotiations between the PLO and Israel eventually led to the declaration of principles (DOP) known as the Oslo agreement, which was signed in Washington in September 1993. This declaration was followed by the Gaza-Jericho or the Cairo agreement signed in Egypt in May 1994.  This agreement stipulated the withdrawal of the Israeli forces from most of the Gaza Strip and the West Bank town of Jericho as well as the establishment of the Palestinian National Authority (PNA).  According to the Interim agreement or Oslo II which was signed in Washington in September 1995, the details of the elections of the (legislative) council and the presidency of the PNA were set. In February 1996, an elected President and legislative council were sworn in inaugurating a limited self-rule. The council has been unable to act autonomously and only a small number of bills presented by it to the executive committee were approved. The charitable societies law has been one of these bills. It was only by the end of 1999 that the executive authority approved the legislature while at the same time it broke the law by changing some clauses in it. The law has been of central importance to most interviewees during fieldwork. NGOs, under the auspices of PNGO (the Palestinian NGO Network) were lobbying council members to adopt PNGO’s version of the law.





The case studies


The research focused on Palestinian NGOs during the period between 1993-1998 following the transfer of authority from the Israeli occupation to the PNA.  The fieldwork period was carried out between summer 1997 - summer 1998.  The focus was on four NGOs working in the West Bank and Gaza, AF, HF, MCF and RF.  The first two organizations were branches of NGOs based in the West Bank/Jerusalem.  Most attention of this study was given to the Gaza Strip branches. As a result of the closure imposed on Gaza, relations between the West Bank headquarters and Gaza offices have been altered causing semi-autonomy in the case of HF and a different organisational structure in the case of AF.  There were interviews with the directors of these organisations, higher level staff, some board members and fieldworkers.  Moreover, there were interviews with PNA officials, donors and some beneficiaries (please refer to Table (1) for a brief summary of the case study organizations).





TABLE (1)


Overview of the Four Palestinian Case Study Organisations


Case


Studies�
Establishment Date�
Origin�
Political Affiliation�
Governance & Organization Structure�
Main Activities�
�
AgriFriends


(AF)�
1983 (headquarters)


1988 Gaza office.�
Voluntary committees 


Relief oriented.


�
Leftist �
Headquarters in Jerusalem.


General assembly of 60 members.


Board is elected by the general assembly and oversees work in branches.�
Empowering women.


Developmental support for rural areas �
�
HealthFriends


(HF)�
1985 Headquarters & Gaza.�
Voluntary committees


Relief oriented.�
Leftist�
Headquarters in Jerusalem.


An autonomous board of directors for the Gaza Strip offices.


Branches in the Gaza Strip.�
Primary health care


Health education especially for women.


Hospital.�
�
MotherChild


Friends


(MCF)�
1992 – the headquarters in the Southern part of the Gaza Strip.�
Combination of both voluntary committees and charitable organizations�
A mixture of secular political factions.�
Board of directors until recently was running the operations of the organization.


Several branches in the Southern part of the Gaza Strip�
Holistic approach to women’s health.


Informal education for children and teenagers.�
�
RehabFriends


(RF)�
1980 – home for the elderly


1995 – the medical center. �
Charitable organization�
Political-Religious �
Board of directors oversees the work of the organization. Some of the founding members are still on board. 


One location in Gaza town.�
Home for the elderly.


Specialized medical center for the disabled.�
�



Discussion of key findings


The findings of the research on Palestinian NGOs showed some tendencies that resembled some of the main themes in the international discourse on civil society and NGOs.  There were as well differences that characterised the historical Palestinian experience from other international experiences.  Below is a discussion of these similarities and differences.  Most Palestinian NGOs under study stressed their role as key components of civil society.  This emphasis represented a new tendency by Palestinian NGOs upon the arrival of the PNA despite their long years of operation.  It also shared a global phenomenon highlighting civil society by intellectuals, NNGOs and eventually aid organizations.  





The first three NGOs (AF, HF and MCF) emphasised the term ‘civil society’.  For HF, the importance of NGOs arose out of being key elements in ‘civil society’.  For AF, not all NGOs qualified to be part of civil society.  NGOs had to prove their transparency, professionalism and democracy to be constitutive of civil society.  They had to: 





Believe in the principles that they worked on, (e.g. transparency).  Before we ask society for democracy or professionalism, we have to apply it ourselves.  Laws and systems, we have to apply them to ourselves (Director, June 8, 1998). 





HF highlighted democracy, accountability and transparency as well.  The director of MCF also stressed transparency and the possibility of the PNA to check on NGOs on the precondition that it did not interfere with the autonomy of these organizations. The director of HF explained that the organisation was able to acquire credibility in the community through its high-level services and care of the poor and marginalised.





The concepts of ‘democracy’ and ‘community participation’ were linked with civil society.  For HF community participation was achieved by taking into consideration the needs of the community.  The director of MCF stressed the importance of community participation for the role of NGOs in civil society where she said:





For any organisation there is no need for it (without its strong relation with the local community).  The survival of an organisation is associated with the extent it participates with the local society in putting its plans.  We cannot put plans without gathering the beneficiaries (Director, May 19, 1998).





AF went a step further and showed that it organised ‘workshops’ in order to involve the community. AF interviewees also considered publishing organisation reports and budgets in the newspapers as a way to involve the public as well. An AF interviewee showed how financial contributions from the public were methods of community participation. Community participation was also a method to raise funds from beneficiaries to help the organisation to be less dependent on donors.





Some NGOs adopted a policy of ‘lobbying’ or influencing policies. The strongest NGOs or the better-established ones tended to focus on ‘influencing policies’ despite their acknowledgement that at some points the PNA lacked clear policies. The emphasis on lobbying was highlighted by the work of PNGO (the Palestinian NGO Network) which AF, HF and MCF were members of.   PNGO articulated its position on the role of Palestinian NGOs after the arrival of the PNA:





NGOs are presumed to play an important role during the coming period as ‘lobbying groups’ watching continuously the activities of A-Sulttah and following up its adherence to democratic values and human rights.  (NGOs) also have to strengthen societal sectors and increase their participation in the direction of more democracy in general national and private developmental decision-making (PNGO, 1994 p.103: 3). 





A second area for using the term lobbying was in describing the roles of PNGOs in lobbying council members to change the draft law according to PNGO’s version.  The administrative director of AF explained:





One level is to be able to do lobbying with the law.  For example, instead of waiting till a law is imposed we made a legal study comparing between work systems and laws, that governed the work of Al-Mu’assasat Al-Ahliya in other parts of the world.  Accordingly, we suggested the proposed law for the relationship (Administrative-Director, March 5, 1998).





A third area for using the term ‘lobbying’ was in relation to institution building.  The director of AF stressed the role of the organization in ‘training’ the target group on lobbying.  Lobbying was seen as a means to change policies and therefore, to build ‘civil society.’  Looking at lobbying broadly, MCF could be seen to be implementing this by convening public meetings with PNA officials attended mainly by women and children.  During these meetings issues of concern to the local residents were raised.  However, these meetings were less effective because they solved individual cases rather than found a systematic approach to problems within the PNA.  An MCF board member explained "problems were raised and some of them were solved on an individual basis (... what persists is) the problem of Al-Wasta" (Staff-member, May 13, 1998).





The goal of influencing ‘governmental policies’ has been emphasised by international donors.  These donors especially the USAID considered influencing policies to be one of the main functions of NGOs in order to be considered part of ‘civil society.’  One of the programs of USAID offered support to NGOs or nonprofit organizations that were “interested in or are working on development and strengthening of the Palestinian civil society for the realisation of a just, transparent and responsible governance system” (Al-Ayyam, 7/2/1998).





Most NGOs interviewed tried to show their detachment from politics. At AF the public relations officer explained how the decision to get away from politics was taken by the majority of the staff who felt the negative implications of factional politics on the organisation’s work.  He also related getting away from political factions as a move towards democracy and building of civil society.  Here there was juxtaposition between working in politics and building civil society. The issue of democracy was intertwined with civil society. Civil society was perceived as a step towards democracy:





Seven years ago, we started to endure the political character that was clinging to AF because we had a relationship with political factions.  This was one of the impediments for the development of the organisation in a natural way.  We as staff and as administration at AF started to think of how to address this point.  There was a strong direction by the staff that the political dimension or the political relationship between AF and any political faction has to have its limits in a way or another. (We wanted also) to give attention to the social dimensions and development dimension and to our attention to building a democratic society and to help in laying down the first blocks of a civil society (Head-Public-Relations, February 25, 1998).





The attempt to de-politicise the role of NGOs was also apparent in the World Bank approach to the issue of NGOs.  A World Bank official that oversaw the World Bank Trust Fund in the West Bank and Gaza said:





NGOs had played a strong role with the occupation (however, now they have to act as) public service providers (Co-ordinator, May 7, 1998).





Both HF and MCF reiterated the negative implications of politics where they contrasted ‘politics’ with development. RF showed its detachment to political affiliations and so it focused on its role as a service provider.  According to these organizations de-politicisation was needed in order to succeed in building civil society or in the case of RF to provide services. For the first three organizations, previous involvement in politics meant that the organizations were not capable of building a democratic society - ‘the first blocks of a civil society’.  As shown, accountability and transparency had a better chance to take place when politics was put aside.  Therefore, these organizations were clearly saying to the PNA and donors that they had historical shortcomings, which they were willing to correct for the sake of gaining a better position in the new environment.





Emerging issues 


The key findings revolve around two main themes in relation to the role of NGOs in civil society.  The first theme examines how interviewees defined the roles of their organisations in relation to ‘building civil society’ and how they translated these roles into policies and daily activities.  The second theme involves the impact of these policies and activities on actual processes of  ‘building civil society.’





Regarding the views of interviewees on civil society and how they translated them into policies and activities, there were four main responses.  First, there was a group of interviewees who thought that there was a need to adapt the concept to the local culture.  These interviewees stressed the importance of localising concepts related to civil society.  They justified transferring Western concepts only if these concepts were transformed into adaptable forms to the local culture.  The interviewees mentioned venues for exposure to Western culture through training, education and readings of books and journals.  Training and education and insight were means through which this process took place.  One example of transferring the concept to the local culture was establishing a new unit called the ‘institutional development’ unit at one organisation.  The aim of the unit was to transform the concept of civil society from a high level of abstraction to a practical level. The objective of the unit was to adapt the concept according to the needs of the targeted communities.  However, the same interviewees cautioned of transferring Western concepts without special attention to how the transformation took place. The agent who made the transformation had to have reached a certain maturity that enabled him to handle ‘foreign’ concepts without losing understanding of the local culture.





A second response of a group of interviewees to the concept of civil society was that it was absent in the local context and that there was a need to transfer it.  The interviewees thought that there was no Palestinian civil society and therefore, it needed to be transferred from Western societies.  Among these examples were NGO personnel who declared that the community lacked some basic understanding of civil society concepts such as the understanding of a rule of law.  A female lawyer explained how she could not say that she was a lawyer because a ‘lawyer’ was associated with the police from the time of the occupation.  Another interpretation for fear of lawyers was that people and especially women did not expect to go to an official and tell them of private family problems. This view can be due to the association between the occupation and ‘legal codes’ as well as cultural values and the primacy of the unity of the family over individual rights.  However, the lawyer thought that with time people started to get used to the idea of her being a lawyer who was willing to help them.  





Other NGO personnel showed that following the arrival of the PNA they had to change their ‘development ideologies’, which included the concept of civil society.  One example was an organisation that shifted attention towards teaching the target group how to ‘lobby’ and not only how to ‘produce.’  This shift resulted from the need to understand the environment surrounding the target group in order to change their lives and accordingly build a civil society.





There were donors who stressed the need to transfer the concept and create it in the Palestinian context.  Donors such as the USAID declared that they were giving Palestinians ‘aid’ because they wanted to help them build a ‘vibrant civil society.’  USAID did not spell out that there was no Palestinian civil society.  However, its emphasis on governance, legislature and civil society clarified how the presence of a PNA had to be accompanied by  ‘building a civil society’.  USAID did not consider all NGOs to be part of civil society. Most Palestinian NGOs were ‘service providers’.  There were only some professional and research institutes that had a public interest or were ‘civic organizations.’ Among its projects within the area of civil society was a program to support training of civil society leaders in policy analysis, strategic planning and communications skills (UNSCO, 1999 p.44).  





The third response of interviewees was the irrelevance of the concept.  Some organisations did not use the term ‘civil society’ or similar terms such as ‘democracy’ or ‘accountability.’  One organisation highlighted the humanitarian nature of its work rather than its attempt to influence society.  One interpretation for this was that its culture was closer to charitable organizations, which stressed welfare approaches.  A second interpretation could have been the religiosity of some of its staff and board members which made them focus on helping out people.





A PNA official who was sympathetic to NGOs discarded the whole discourse on civil society.  Although she had participated in the organisation of workshops related to civil society projects, she thought that the discussion of civil society was a ‘big lie’ (October 29, 1997).  For the official, the use of the term did not signify any meaning.  The real significance of the concept was volunteerism that resulted from it.  There were some international NGOs who did not highlight the concept and considered their work to mean the same thing as ‘civil society’ without necessarily using the term.  An ex-director of an international NGO alluded to the notion that the term ‘civil society’ was just used in a new mould while the meanings associated with it were a repetition of older notions.





The fourth response of interviewees to the concept of civil society in the Palestinian context was that the occupation was an obstacle unlike other colonial experiences where civil society was inherited from colonialism.  Most Palestinian interviewees stressed the impact of the occupation on impeding their attempts to build NGOs and similar community organizations prior and after the take over of the PNA.  There was no mention of the Israeli Occupation’s attempt to build even parallel civic institutions to counterattack organizations supported by the PLO, which was back then operating from outside the West Bank and Gaza. Interviewees mentioned that the Israeli army stood in their way of carrying out their work because of the fear that they were political organizations.  





Only one organisation mentioned that because of the passivity of its target group, the Israeli government did not interfere often and even facilitated sometimes the movement of its employees. Because of the occupation, NGOs had to change their priorities to respond to the need of their communities. They were forced to work in areas that were neglected rather than decide their own priorities. According to some interviewees, international donors tried to strengthen NGOs by providing them with funding in order to weaken political factions and reduce resistance to the occupation.





Regarding the second theme, which revolved around the actual process of building civil society, there were three main practical consequences of the discourse on civil society. The first consequence as mentioned by most interviewees was that NGOs faced impediments to their efforts to carry out their ‘ideal’ roles as ‘builders of civil society.’ These impediments prohibited them from contributing to building civil society. These impediments ranged from restrictions in the general environment surrounding NGOs to restrictions in their own policy environments.  These impediments included Israeli restrictions on movement as well as daily interventions from PNA security forces. The impediments in the policy environment included lack of co-ordination among NGOs of different political beliefs and lack of interest from the community.  





The problems that hindered NGOs to carry out their visions of building civil society also resulted from conflicting expectations of NGOs’ roles by actors in their environment.  For example, PNA officials despite their rhetoric on encouraging NGOs security forces were continuously interfering in NGOs affairs.  There were also some international donors’ views on civil society, which limited the possibilities for most NGOs to be considered as key components of civil society and gave preference to a handful of NGOs.  These differences in support for NGOs created ‘class divisions’ among NGOs, which negatively affected the practical consequences of building civil society.





Impediments to building civil society also included internal problems within NGOs individually.  Although some NGOs linked their attempts to build civil society by showing transparency and accountability in their internal structures, these NGOs were not totally satisfied with their attempts. Only one organisation tried to open up the decision-making process within the organisation to include different stakeholders.  One did not show any attempts to diversify its governing board or to change its members.  All of them emphasised their attempts to be detached from their previous political affiliations as a sign of transparency and accountability without carrying out structural changes in their governance or in the reduction of their centralisation.





Conclusions


Palestinian NGOs were active before the arrival of the national authority.  Their previous discourse focused on their roles as part of the resistance movement to the Israeli occupation.  With the fading away of the Intifada, and the beginning of the peace process they shifted their attention towards ‘development’ issues, which included promotion of social change. With the arrival of the PNA to the Palestinian Territories, these NGOs were confused on how this arrival will affect them.  Some of them anticipated the arrival and started the process of self-limitation prior to the actual take-over of the PNA.  Preparations included, detachment from political factions, finding income generating projects and confining their effort to ‘development.’ 





Accompanying these changes occurring to NGOs and to their surrounding environment, there was a growing global discourse on the role of third sector organizations in civil society.  Some of the Palestinian NGOs took on this discourse because of their previous politicised nature and their interest in social change, others felt that the discourse could help them to legitimate themselves in their new environment.  Despite the prevalence of this discourse in some policy circles, actions on the ground did materialise it.  On the contrary some actors such as the authorities and some donors tried to confine the roles of these organisations to service delivery by limiting the available space for NGOs or by controlling their economic resources. The response of some NGOs was to hide discussions of the political nature of civil society within development concepts.    





The outcome of the actions and reactions of NGOs to their surroundings were that their emphasis on their roles in civil society was overstated.  These organisations could not manage to fulfil their expectations of themselves in building civil society through the impediments in their environment and through their own shortcomings.  These findings should not minimise the contributions of NGOs to social change, to changing regressive values and to attempts to draw links with their communities which can have an impact on the process of building civil society in the long-term.
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� Dr. David Lewis at the Centre for Civil Society, LSE has greatly helped me in producing this paper.  His contribution was mostly apparent in the classifications of responses of interviewees on the concept of civil society as will be shown later in the paper.


� For the sake of confidentiality the real names of the organizations will not be mentioned.  The organizations are presented alphabetically which coincided with the volume of information provided by these organizations on their activities and therefore, the understanding of these organizations.
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