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Western and international democratization projects in the Arab world, as
elsewhere,  have been controversial mainly because, unlike traditional foreign
aid through government-to-government channels that strengthened executive
institutions, projects in the fields of elections, rule of law, and civil society are
funded and executed principally through extra-governmental channels.   While
foreign democracy brokers successfully cultivated relationships with some liberal
think-tanks and other institutions during the 1990s, there was also a political
backlash as Arab governments attempted to restore their monopolies over foreign
funding and the production of political information.

In the last decade of the twentieth century, Western and international organizations
funded hundreds of projects intended to help democratize Arab politics, applying a
strategy conceived largely to influence post-communist transitions and political liber-
alization around the globe.  Democracy promotion projects — broadly, those de-
signed to enhance legislative, judicial, and civic responsibility — differed from most
traditional services-delivery aid programs in their high grant component, the channel-
ing of funds around the executive branch of government, and the output of ideas and
information.  In the Arab world, as elsewhere, democracy promotion became conten-
tious as governments reacted to guard their monopolies over both the means of infor-
mation and access to foreign funds.  Thus many Arab activists in the new cosmopoli-
tan network of liberal think-tanks found foreign funding to be a mixed blessing.

This article analyzes the flow of resources for democratization and good gover-
nance from an array of Western and multilateral institutions to the Arab world –
mostly, to Egypt, Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Jordan, Lebanon, Yemen, and the ex-
ceptional case of the semi-sovereign Palestinian entity in Gaza and parts of the West
Bank — between 1992 and 2001.1  Through hundreds of separate projects, resources

Sheila Carapico, professor of political science at the University of Richmond, is the author of Civil
Society in Yemen: The Political Economy of Activism in Modern Arabia.  This paper is part of a larger
project,  research for which was conducted in part while she was Scholar-in-Residence at the Middle East
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1.  For a focused analysis of the effects of two USAID programs, see Imco Brouwer, “US Civil-
Society Assistance to the Arab World: The Cases of Egypt and Palestine,” European University Institute
Working Paper RSC No. 2000/5, Florence, Italy.  On the international assistance effort to the Palestine
Authority,  Rex Brynen, A Very Political Economy: Peacebuilding and Foreign Aid in the West Bank and
Gaza (Washington: United States Institute of Peace Press, 2000).
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and discourses flowed from European and American governments, via a chain of semi-
autonomous Western democracy brokerage agencies, to an emerging network of Arab
research-and-advocacy institutions.  Whereas in Egypt and other Arab states information
and the sites for its production had been centralized since independence, some new pro-
democracy think-tanks, including judicial and parliamentary as well as independent agen-
cies, acquired a modicum of autonomy from their own governments by relying on foreign
funding.   Governments objected that the flow of resources to “non-governmental” entities
violates traditional concepts of sovereignty and exceeds traditional boundaries of political
intervention.  In other words, the  inherent tension between states and civil society was
triangulated by the introduction of expatriate interlocutors.  New resources – money,
messages, contacts — became the stakes in new struggles.

   The “standard template” for democratization projects worldwide assumes a
“natural sequence” whereby a loosening of authoritarian controls is followed by break-
through elections and a transfer of power to liberal-democratic forces.2    The moni-
toring of “breakthrough” elections in a number of Arab countries in the early and
mid-90s was followed by a host of projects designed to stimulate “demand” for de-
mocracy from civil society by explaining democratic rights and responsibilities to
potential opinion-leaders.  The premise was that politically active women, parliamen-
tary candidates, judges, law students, journalists, teachers, and non-governmental
organization activists would then lobby governments and rally public support for
gradual reform and a liberal agenda.

Obviously, democratization was hardly the primary Western interest in the Middle
East.  Indeed, for the Clinton administration political reform was little more than an
“afterthought” relegated to the level of “low policy” and complicated by a fear that
too much democracy could bring anti-American forces to power.3    Europeans were
worrying about turbulence on their southern flank and a potential flood of northward
migration as a consequence.4Oil, the stability of Gulf monarchies, the peace process,
sanctions against rogue states, and debt rescheduling all rank higher on foreign policy
agendas than human rights and good governance.   To varying degrees, these concerns
set the parameters within which Washington, Ottawa, the European capitals, and some-
times Tokyo and Canberra dispatched experts in democracy to the Arab world.   Short
of a miraculous transformation, democracy brokers sought to cultivate a network of
national and regional counterparts in the Arab world. 5    In this venture they were
fairly successful, but also provoked perhaps unintended controversies.

2. Thomas Carothers, Aiding Democracy Abroad: The Learning Curve (Washington: The Carnegie
Endowment for International Peace, 1999).  On the Middle East, see Imco Brouwer, “Weak Democracy
and Civil Society Promotion: The Cases of Egypt and Palestine,” in Ottaway and Carothers, editors,
Funding Virtue, pp. 21-48.

3.  Amy Hawthorne, “The ‘Democracy Dilemma’ in the Arab World: How do you promote reform
without undermining key United States Interests?” Foreign Service Journal, February 2001.

4.  On European strategic reasoning, see Dimitris K. Xenakis, “Order and Change in the Euro-
Mediterranean System,” in Mediterranean Quarterly  Vol. 11, No. 1, Winter 2000, pp. 75-90.

5.  See Philippe C. Schmitter and Imco Brouwer, “Conceptualizing, Researching, and Evaluating
Democracy Promotion and Protection,” European University Institute, San Domenico, Italy: 1999.
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THE DEMOCRACY BROKERS

Quite a range of funding and implementing agencies  supported democratization
projects in the Arab world since the early nineties.  They include established bilateral
or multilateral development agencies, specialized democracy foundations, and non-
profit advocacy groups.  The major actors, the Americans and the Europeans, were
simultaneously partners in a joint enterprise and rivals for regional influence.  For all
their diversity, however, democracy brokers shared common purposes, practices, and
institutional forms.  Their activities reflected a  “modification of the concept of inter-
vention” after the cold war such that political activities like poll-watching and advo-
cacy were no longer necessarily considered an infringement of national sovereignty.6

Cold War era aid programs rarely ventured beyond economic and social devel-
opment projects into explicitly political affairs, so good governance was a new sector
for traditional aid donors.   Most development assistance agencies adopted democracy
promotion, rule of law, and civil society projects in the 1990s, alongside loans and
grants in traditional aid sectors like agriculture, communications, and health.   The
two largest development funders, the United States Agency for International Devel-
opment (USAID) and the World Bank, expanded their portfolios to include the de-
mocracy sector, as did Canada’s  Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA),
its Scandinavian counterparts, and the United Kingdom and Netherlands foreign min-
istries.  United Nations Secretary General Boutros Boutros-Ghali issued An Agenda
for Democratization,7  and his successor, Kofi Annan, declared that “Support for de-
mocratization has become one of our major concerns.”8   Since they disperse loans and
technical assistance on an inter-governmental basis, bilateral and multilateral aid do-
nors worked by contract with “the government,” meaning central executive authori-
ties.

Outside the constraints of formal intergovernmental transactions are the democ-
racy brokers par excellence: the national political and party foundations, mostly of
late-Cold War Western vintage.  The German “Stiftungen” (institutes or foundations,
affiliated with political parties)9  served as the model for organizations founded in

6.  A.Tostensen, D.C. Faber and K. de Jong, “Towards an Integrated Approach to Election Observa-
tion? Professionalizing European Long-Term Election Observation Missions,” (Policy Management
Report No. 7). (Maastricht: European Center for Policy Management: 1997.)  On the new concept of
“governance,” see Sarah Ben Nefissa, “NGOs, Governance, and Development in the Arab World,” paper
presented to the roundtable “NGOs and governance in the Arab World” organized by the UNESCO
Management of Social Transformations Programme, Cairo, 29-30 March 2000, available at http://
www.unesco.org/most/nefissae.htm.

7.  Boutros Boutros-Ghali, An Agenda for Democratization (New York: United Nations, 1996).
8.  Kofi Annan, “Good Governance Essential to Development, Prosperity, Peace, Secretary General

Tells International Conference, New York, UN Press Release SG/SM/6291 DEV/2166, July 28, 1997.
9. Michael Pinto-Duschinsky, “Foreign Political Aid: The German Political Foundations and their

US Counterparts,” International Affairs, Vol. 67, No.1, 1991 (33-66); Hildegard Lingnau, “Democrati-
zation Processes in Developing Countries and Options for Democratisation Assistance by Political

Continued on Next Page
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Washington, London, and Ottawa.10   Thus in the early eighties the United States
Congress created the National Endowment for Democracy (NED) and two American
party-affiliates, the National Democratic Institute for International Affairs (NDI) and
the International Republican Institute (IRI), along with institutes representing busi-
ness and labor.11  In 1988 the Canadian government endowed an International Centre
for Human Rights and Democratic Development (ICHRDD) as an independent, non-
partisan institution.  In 1992, the British Parliament established the Westminster Foun-
dation for Democracy as a “non-partisan independent public entity” to “provide assis-
tance in building and strengthening pluralist democratic institutions overseas.”12  In
1993 American, Canadian, British and German foundations – headed by prominent
national political figures — began holding gala annual international  “democracy
summits. ”  Elsewhere in Europe, social democrats and other political parties created
similar foundations: the French Socialist Party’s Fondation Jean Jaures, Jaurès, the
Olof Palme International Center of the Swedish Labor Party, and Austria’s Bruno
Kreitsky Forum all worked in the Arab world in the late 1990s.

The combined projects of USAID, the NED and/ or its affiliates, and the pri-
vately financed Ford Foundation made the United States the most generous national
provider of democratization funds to the region.  But the European Union’s aspira-
tions for the Mediterranean parallel those of the US in the Caribbean, and its pro-
grams are expansive.13 In particular, the Euro-Med initiative launched with the Barcelona
Conference in 1995 mandated an array of security, economic, and social programs,
including regular political conferences and democratization programs as well as eco-
nomic development loans and, for that matter, academic research and seminars in the
arts, environment, and other fields.14 In addition to over 170 separate projects under

Continued from Previous Page
 Foundations,” (ECDPM Working  Paper No.33, Maastrich EDCPM)  http://www.oneworld.org/ecdpm/
pubs/wp33_gb.htm;  Stefan Mair, 1997. “The Role of the German “Stiftungen” in the Process of
Democratisation.” (ECDPM Working Paper No. 32). Maastricht: ECDPM. At http://www.oneworld.org/
ecdpm/pubs/wp32_gb.htm.

10.  Bill Brock, “The Democracy Program: A Strong Foundation” Commonsense, December 1983,
Volume 6, Number 1, pages 85-121,  p. 90.

11.  Thomas Carothers,  “The NED at 10,” Foreign Policy, Summer 1994, No .95, pp. 123-129.
12.  http://www.wfd.org: The Westminster Foundation for Democracy.
13.  For more on the larger initiative, see Oliver Schlumberger, “Arab Political Economy and the

European Union’s Mediterranean Policy: What Prospects for Development?” New Political Economy,
Vol. 5, No. 2, 2000 (pp. 247-268); and Agnes Chevallier and Gerard Kebabdjian, “L’Euro-mediterraneen
entre mondailisation et regionalization,” [“The Euro-Mediterranean Between Globalization and
Regionalization,”] Maghreb-Machreq, December 1997, pp. 61-68.

14. For further background and a list of conferences see Peter Schlotter, “Free Trade + Democratiza-
tion = Development? The European Union’s Maghreb Policy,” Peace Reaearch Institute Frankfurt
Report No. 52/1999.

what is known as the MEDA Democracy initiative, the vast Euro-Med apparatus also
comprises the Euro-Med Human Rights Network, urban and university linkages, and
a host of other operations. Individual European states’ bilateral programs add to the
pan-European influence.
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The availability of grant money from the European Commission, NED, the
Westminster Foundation, CIDA and ICHRDD, Europe’s party foundations, foreign
ministries, the Ford Foundation, and other sources opened up opportunities for old
and new research-advocacy groups to get into the democracy brokerage business.
Most of them were non-profit organizations working with governmental grants.  In
the United States, most fall into the so-called 501(c)(3) Internal Revenue Service
category of non-profit corporations:15 for instance, to name only a handful, the Ameri-
can Bar Association, the National Council of Negro Women, the global charity CARE,
the Middle East academic exchange agency AMIDEAST, and the International Foun-
dation for Electoral Systems (IFES, founded in the early nineties with a USAID
grant).  Scores of other American non-profit agencies, a handful of corporate contrac-
tors, and a few government agencies like the Library of Congress  worked on democ-
ratization projects in Egypt, Palestine, or elsewhere.

European, Canadian, and Australian groups also went after public funds for
democracy projects in the Arab world.  The Konrad Adenauer, Friedrich Ebert,
and Friedrich Naumann Stiftungen opened full-time offices in one or more Arab
capitals.  Reporters sans  frontière s , the Austrian Study Centre for Peace, the Institut
International des droits de l’homme and the International Institute for Democracy
in Strasbourg, the Netherlands organization known by the acronym NOVIB, Ital-
ian NGOs for International Development Cooperation, the Greek Committee for
International Democratic Solidarity, the Canadian Auto Workers’ Social Justice
Fund, the London-based Thompson Foundation and Penal Reform International,
among dozens of others, have pursued democratization projects in the Arab world,
as did transnational groups like the International Federation of Journalists, the
Inter-Parliamentary Union, and the International Commission of Jurists.

Although normally classified as non-profit, non-governmental agencies, or
NGOs, few such institutions brought private funds to the democratization enter-
prise in the Arab world.  Apart from the Ford Foundation, long established in
Cairo, only a few other American and Japanese private endowments made a hand-
ful of grants, and a couple of small charities have sent volunteers.16  Until 2001,
the Soros Foundation, so active in post-communist regions, scarcely looked at the
Arab world.  Instead, the majority of European, North American, and Australian
democracy brokers  kept busy writing proposals and bids to public bureaucracies
for their projects in the Arab world.  This is an industry heavily reliant on public

15.  In Egypt alone in the late 1970s over two dozen American religious and secular charities were
implementing USAID projects, especially in the areas of decentralization and participatory development,
according to the Technical Assistance Information Clearing House (TAICH), “Development Assistance
Programs of U.S. Non-Profit Organizations: Egypt, April 1978,” American Council of Voluntary Agen-
cies for Foreign Service, Inc., New York, April 1978.

16.  This is not the case for Israel, of course, and some private money does support things like peace
camps for Arab and Israeli children.  In addition, there are many privately-funded think-tanks whose
projects are reportorial as opposed to interventionist  –  Amnesty International, say, or Freedom House,
or the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace.  Such work is not included in my data-base.
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funds administered through grants and contracts,17 linked to great powers’ foreign
policy, and only quasi-non-governmental.

THE DEMOCRACY MISSION

What were democracy brokers trying to do?  Mission statements reflected a
sort of liberal-international-institutional philosophy.  For instance, Britain’s Westminster
Foundation aspires “to build pluralist democratic institutions abroad, such as political
parties, parliaments or other representative institutions, legal reform, human rights
groups, independent media, women’s organizations and projects, other political non-
governmental organizations, election systems or administrations, and trade unions.”18

The German political foundations said they “support partners in developing countries
which make a structurally effective contribution toward the realization of social jus-
tice, toward the widening of political participation, and toward the strengthening of
their country’s economic independence, within the framework of goals laid down by
the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights.”19    The NED’s strategic plan calls
for the creation of a “community of democrats” from democratic and autocratic sys-
tems alike “united by the belief that the common interest is served by the gradual
expansion of systems based on freedom, self government, and the rule of law.”20

For the Middle East, these objectives were combined with concerns about peace,
women’s roles, and economic policy.  The Canadian International Development
Agency’s web page for the Africa and Middle East Branch, for instance, highlighted
promotion of women’s empowerment, good governance, civil society, and economic
reform.21  The EU’s MEDA Democracy Programme covered a slightly different gamut:
democratic elections, rule of law, civil society, and confidence-building measures to
advance peace and prevent conflict.22

So, democracy brokers seemed to share a twofold common purpose of promot-
ing universal democratic values and forming partnerships with liberal civil society
institutions.  The emphasis on institutional capacity-building was especially salient in
UN agency mandates.  Thus the objectives of United Nations electoral assistance were

17. On the structure and functions of the larger aid industry, see Kunibert Raffer and H.W. Singer,
editors, The Foreign Aid Business: Economic Assistance and Development Co-Operation (Cheltenham
and Brookfield: Edward Elgar, 1996.

18.  http://www.wfd.org/wfd.asp?sn=what_we_d0=o&pg=what_we_fund
19.  Stefan Mair, 1997. “The Role of the German “Stiftungen” in the Process of Democratisation.”

(ECDPM Working Paper No. 32). Maastricht: ECDPM. At http://www.oneworld.org/ecdpm/pubs/
wp32_gb.htm.

20. http://www.ned.org/about/html.
21. http://www.acdi-cida.gc.ca/africa-e.html.
22.  Nadim Karkutil and Kirk Buetzier, Final Report of the MEDA Democracy Programme 1996-

1998, (Brussels, Belgium, April 1999), pp. 35-42. European Union programs in the Middle East can be
further sorted into nine categories: general human rights, women’s rights, children’s rights, socio-
economic rights; media and freedom of expression; democracy; rule of law; confidence-building; and
support for civil society.
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not only “to assist Member States in their efforts to hold credible and legitimate
democratic elections” but also “to contribute to building the recipient country’s insti-
tutional capacity to organize democratic elections.”23  Likewise, UNIFEM’s Western
Asia mission was based on the belief that “the best way to help Arab women is to
strengthen the organizations they create and control, while fostering links and part-
nerships at every level.”24

In the 1990s a range of European, North American, and international public,
semi-public, and private agencies developed expertise in the promotion of democracy
overseas.   Individual contractors sold donors on their particular repertoire of teach-
ing modules about women’s rights, the importance of voting, the value of a free press,
the responsibilities of judges and parliamentarians, and so forth.   Like any global
industry, democracy brokers sought to enhance demand for their services, locate reli-
able subcontractors, improve their product line, and demonstrate both a modicum of
success and the need for another contract.  At the same time, the viability of their
enterprise required the active engagement of Arab partner institutions with comple-
mentary missions, practices, and structures.

THE DEMOCRACY PROJECTS

Most democratization projects consisted of grants to non-profit institutions.25   In
the most typical configuration the principal parties were the donor, the implementing
agency, an Arab partner institution, and an audience.  For example, the NED provided
$48,400 to the Center for International Private Enterprise to cover costs of a three-
day workshop for economic reporters from Egypt’s print and broadcast media hosted
by the Egyptian Center for Economic Studies.  Similarly, Canada’s ICHRDD granted
$31,042 to the International Commission of Jurists for a workshop held by the Tuni-
sian Institute for Human Rights to prepare African NGOs for a 1992 session of the
African Commission.   Sometimes, especially in the early stages and during the first
rounds of elections, Western grantees like the British Council, NDI, or Australian
Legal Resources International fielded their own expatriate research or training teams.
Alternately, and increasingly, funding agencies made grants directly to qualifying
Arab or Israeli NGOs that submit appropriate proposals.  The larger donors, espe-
cially USAID and the World Bank, preferred to make block grants to  “umbrella”
federations established  for the purposes of distributing funds to Arab grantees or
provide NGO services, like training.

Some mega-projects brought together several donors, intermediaries, and local
groups, as in the “Program of Reinforcement of National NGOs for Human Rights in

23.  http://www.un.org/Depts/dpa/ead/website5.htm  (December 2000).
24.  http://www.unifem.org.jo/unifem_western%20asia_program_objectives.html.
25.  Democracy projects, unlike conventional assistance projects, consist almost entirely of grants.

Slightly more than half the projects recorded cost tens of thousands of dollars; a significant proportion
were budgeted for hundreds of thousands of dollars.  Another dozen or so projects cost one or two
million dollars.  A few more were costed at tens of millions, and a handful at over one hundred million.
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South and Eastern Mediterranean Countries”  organized by the Paris-based Interna-
tional Federation of Human Rights; or the multi-million dollar World Bank-European
Union project called “Bunian” (an Arabic word for “network”) implemented by the
Friedrich Naumann Stiftung.   IFES and Elections Canada teamed up on a  project co-
financed by USAID and CIDA to train poll-workers for Yemen’s 1997 parliamentary
elections , and again for a pan-Arab conference of elections organizations in Sana’a in
1999 with various contributions from UNDP, the British and Japanese embassies, and
CIDA.

From published and web sources, I have found and recorded information on
nearly 600 such projects sponsored by North American, European, Japanese, and
Australian agencies, the United Nations Group, and the World Bank from the early
nineties through 2001.26  All information was culled from official agency reports or
web sites listing descriptive project names, locations, implementing agencies, and
counterparts, and sometimes costs, timetables, beneficiaries, or other commentary.
The resulting master list is neither a complete set of all projects (which does not exist)
nor a representative sample: but it is an unusually large pile of anecdotes, almost
certainly the majority of all such projects through 2001.  While it would be wrong to
calculate precise proportions from such data, by sorting and coding cases it is possible
to identify modal tendencies and broad trends.  The bar-charts below show that,
consistent with their missions, democracy brokers aimed to influence legislative, ju-
dicial, and civil institutions, especially by working with think-tanks and educational
programs.

The first bar-chart is simply an overview.  Virtually all the projects for which
data is available involved research, training, or institutional support for electoral and
legislative systems, judicial and legal practice, or civic institutions.  Research projects
— producing or publishing information — included pilot studies, elections observa-
tion, human rights documentation, public opinion surveys, NGO directories, aca-
demic studies, and publication subsidies.  Educational projects, the largest category,
were instructive or tutorial: everything from two-year masters’ degree programs to
two-week training sessions to two-day workshops to voter registration handbooks.
Institution-building projects sent expatriate technical advisors, furnished offices, sup-
plied voting machines or other equipment, renovated courts or other facilities, or
granted  “seed money” for new institutions.  Most interventions could be sorted into
three basic sectors: the electoral-representational-legislative sector, including both
local and parliamentary levels; the judicial sphere of courts, legal practice, and human
rights; and “civil society,” the zone of elite political activism where public opinion is
presumably forged.   The “other” or “miscellaneous” category in the graph consists

26.  Out of 586 cases, 216 were directed at the West Bank and Gaza.  I counted seventy-three projects
in Egypt,  Morocco, Lebanon, Yemen, Jordan, and Algeria (in descending order) had between twenty-
five and fifty projects each.  Thirteen projects were recorded for Tunisia, and there were a few initiatives
in Sudan, Syria, Iraq, and the small Gulf states.   In a growing trend, eighty regional projects covered
more than one country.
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mainly of projects advocating Israeli-Palestinian dialogue,27 and a few overlapping
with the privatization and/ or public administration sectors.

Graph 1: Basic Activities and Sectors

Regardless of sector, most projects aimed at affecting the activities or attitudes
of protagonists known collectively as “NGOs.”  The second graph illustrates this
clearly.  The NGO emphasis is especially strong in the civil society sector, logically
enough, but holds for the legislative and judicial performance sectors as well.  Not-
withstanding the big-ticket projects USAID, the European Union, and the World
Bank launched with legislatures and justice ministries, the majority of all documented
projects operated “outside the walls,” so to speak. 28 For instance, many judicial sector

27. Peace-making is included under democratization, civil society, and good governance by some
European and independent foundations, but also has a life of its own among church groups, some of
which raise funds from congregations.

28. For the rationale, see Hal Lippman and Jan Emmert, “Assisting Legislatures in Developing
Countries: A Framework for Program Planning and Implementation,” USAID Program and Operations
Assessment Report No. 20, (Center for Development Information and Evaluation: Washington, October
1997), pp. 20-21.
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programs involved human rights training for NGOs, while electoral projects trained
independent monitors: in both situations the target institution for the project was the
watch-dog group.

Graph 2: Target Institution by Sector

Even projects aimed at parliamentarians or judges were often awarded to inde-
pendent professionals for implementation.  In a project called “Renewing the Role of
Parliament,” Britain’s Westminster Foundation backed the Group for Democratic
Development to arrange a round-table for Egyptian legislators, for instance, and GDD
subsequently won a series of grants from various sources, including NED, for its
Parliament Watch program.  The next graph identifies the Middle Eastern grantee or
counterpart — who actually gets the money or participates in the funded activity —
by the source of funds (where known). Arab organizations that sponsor seminars,
publish research, and house document collections — specialists in political informa-
tion, labeled “think-tanks” — were by far the leading beneficiaries, followed by
women’s groups (governmental or non-governmental gender-specific research and
education organizations29); a mixed miscellaneous category of media outlets, syndi-
cates and political parties; and universities or schools (notably the Bir Zeit Law Insti-
tute).  Within governments, judiciaries and parliaments were favored over the execu-

29.  Of course, not all projects with women’s groups were in the democratization sector; many supply
micro-credit, health care, or other services.  For a typology of women’s NGOs see “Women’s NGOs in
the Middle East and North Africa: Constraints, Opportunities, and Priorities, in Organizing Women:
Formal and Informal Women’s Groups in the Middle East Dawn Chatty and Annika Rabo, editors,
Oxford and New York: Berg Press, 1999 pp. 23-55.
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tive branch;  within parliamentary and judicial branches, libraries, institutes, infor-
mation systems, and documentation centers received the most attention.   Target insti-
tutions were virtually all outside the executive branch, heretofore the gatekeeper for
all foreign interventions, and mostly worked in the information field.

Table: Grantee (or Partner) Type Per Sector

Whereas official bilateral and multilateral donors customarily write contracts
with ministries, autonomous foundations and the Euro-Med initiative explicitly fa-
vored extra-governmental activities.  The traditional donors pursued relatively more
projects with parliaments, justice ministries, local government, and other parts of
government.   By comparison, the national and private foundations and the European
Union concentrated on think-tanks, women’s groups, and educational institutions.
The overall distribution contrasts with conventional economic development assistance,
not to mention military aid, nearly one hundred percent of which accrued to sovereign
states via their executive and central ministries.30

International groups identified scores of Arab institutions whose missions
and capabilities matched their own between the early nineties and 2001, especially in
Egypt and the Palestinian territories, but also in the Maghrib, Lebanon, Jordan, and
Yemen.  Some had emerged before the advent of democracy funding, and turned to
the international system for resources and to combat their own domestic marginal-
ity.31  Others, especially intermediary umbrellas and networks, arose directly in re-
sponse to donor demand.  (The latter enjoyed the advantage of tailoring their profiles

30.  Even PVO and NGO projects in the services sectors were normally administered through
ministries of social affairs.  In the 1990s most aid projects to help NGOs provide education, health care,
and other social services involved revolving credit facilities and fee measures to ensure cost recovery.
Program funds to reward privatization also accrue to central governments.

31. Ibrahim Awad, “The External Relations of the Arab Human Rights Movement,” Arab Studies
Quarterly, Vol. 19, No.1, Winter 1997 pp. 59-75.
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to funding criteria).  Some of both groups obtained serial grants from multiple donors
to establish libraries, publish periodicals, conduct research, train others, and run in-
ternational conferences.32  They resembled the transnational democracy brokers in
these ways as well as in their values, their boards-of-trustees structure, the design of
their web-pages, the language and look of their reports, their dedication to informa-
tion and outreach, and, of course, the ultimate source of their finances.

Such organizations are sometimes called “hybrid,” meaning partly local, partly
international. 33  Modeled on Euro-American democracy brokers, project beneficia-
ries were mostly elite, urban, liberal think-tanks and advocacy professionals34 often
presenting themselves by acronyms of the sort pervasive in donor-speak, like PNGO
or YIDD.  Hybrid organizations operated at the intersection of domestic and interna-
tional civil society, where English and/or French is spoken along with Arabic; liberal
norms of environmentalism, feminism, and human rights prevail; and cosmopolitan
office practices are observed.  Thus “professionalized”35 Arab agencies joined the
ranks of democracy brokers in their own right, winning direct grants and contracts
from international sources, sometimes in competition with their mentors.   Their
project was in part one of translation and cross-cultural representation.36  Their physi-
cal spaces were offices arranged and situated to welcome foreign delegations; and the
convention suites at the best downtown hotels.   Increasingly, “NGO representatives”
represented their respective countries in international conferences and federations
with colleagues from around the globe.  Such conferences were important sites for the
globalization of a discourse on democracy.

32.  A few Palestinian and Lebanese NGOs “have grown into highly professional institutions which
sometimes surpass their European counterparts,” according to Ulrich Vogt, “The Existing Relations
between Arab and European NGOs,” in the joint Bruno Kreisky Forum-Arab Thought Forum publica-
tion of The Role of NGOs in the Development of Civil Society: Europe and the Arab Countries,
proceedings of a seminar held in Amman, Jordan, on December 6-7, 1997 (Amman and Vienna, 1997),
pp.96-112, p. 103.

33.  Vogt, “The Existing Relations between Arab and European NGOs.”  See also Fiona B. Adamson,
“International Norms Meet Local Structures: The Dilemmas of Democracy Promotion in Post-Soviet
Central Asia,” paper presented to the 2000 Annual Meeting of the American Political Science Associa-
tion, Washington, DC, August 30-September 3, 2000.

34.  See also Julie Hearn, “Foreign Aid, Democratisation, and Civil Society in Africa: A Study of
South Africa, Ghana, and Uganda,” Discussion Paper 368, Institute of Development Studies (n.d.).

35.  Rema Hammami, “NGOs: The Professionalization of Politics,”  Race and Class, Vol. 37, No.2,
1995.38 Cross-nationally, it seems that “institutional semi-authoritarian” regimes like Egypt’s pose a
particular challenge to democracy brokers by virtue of their capacity to absorb certain democratic
activities – such as elections – without fundamentally altering the power of highly centralized executive
governance.  See Marina Ottoway and Martha Brill Olcott, The Challenge of Semi-Authoritarianism
(Washington: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace Democracy and Rule of Law Project, No. 7
(December 1999).

36.  This is sometimes clear from translations of organizational names.  For instance, the Cairo-based
New Civic Forum, or NCF, was known in Arabic by a different name, Al-Nada’ al-Jadid, the New Call.
See also UNDP Project Document, “Human Development: The New Civic Forum,” EGY/92/009/A/01/
99: starting date: January 1993 (started under Preparatory Assistance EGY/92/005 on 1 July1992), ID
no. 2048A.
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POLITICAL CONTROVERSIES

For as long as today’s politically active Arab intellectuals can recall, and well
before the advent of democratization projects in the 1990s, governments monopo-
lized the production and dissemination of information through ownership, censor-
ship, licensure, national federations, and other mechanisms designed to limit indepen-
dent political and intellectual activism.   In the controlled liberalizations in Algeria,
Morocco, Egypt, Jordan, Yemen, and Tunisia in the ’90s, regimes let out a bit of slack
without letting go of the leash.  The newly-created or re-created administrations for
Palestine and Lebanon, meanwhile, grappled with the relationship between govern-
mental and non-governmental institutions. 37

These modest, measured steps encouraged international democratization experts
to experiment with programs promoting gradual reforms in countries already reliant
on international funds and expertise in other fields.  Yet foreign funding in the name
of things like human rights, civil society, and women’s issues sparked controversies,
competition, and legal complications almost everywhere, as citizens, rival political
factions, and ruling party elites questioned the new sorts of political intervention.
Government responses, in particular, seemed to indicate high stakes: officials attempted
to manipulate or minimize the project effects, applying an old corporatist strategy to
a new situation.38   For instance, after eyeing the World Bank’s $15 million NGO
fund, the Palestinian Authority launched a campaign to reign in NGOs, discredit their
activities and gain access to NGO funds estimated around $100 million altogether. 39

The Arab governments most reliant on concessional foreign finance each adopted
some of the rhetorical and symbolic trappings of democracy in the nineties by openly
welcoming expert consultations, hosting international conferences, inviting foreign
monitors, signing international conventions, adopting the language of human rights,
running for election, or endorsing the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination Against Women.  Sometimes these palliative gestures were conveyed
to domestic audiences as an international seal of approval, as when news stations
broadcast video under voiceovers to portray teams of elections observers or visiting
human rights delegations “congratulating” high public officials.

37.  On these political issues in Lebanon, Palestine, Egypt, and Jordan, see Denis J. Sullivan,
“NGOs and Development in the Arab World: The Critical Importance of a Strong Partnership between
Governments and Civil Society,”  Civil Society in the Arab World, Vol. 9, No. 102 (June 2000); available
at http://www.mideastinfo.com/arabngo.htm.

38.  Cross-nationally, it seems that “institutional semi-authoritarian” regimes like Egypt’s pose a
particular challenge to democracy brokers by virtue of their capacity to absorb certain democratic
activities – such as elections – without fundamentally altering the power of highly centralized executive
governance.  See Marina Ottoway and Martha Brill Olcott, The Challenge of Semi-Authoritarianism
(Washington: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace Democracy and Rule of Law Project, n. 7
(December 1999).

39.  Rema Hammami, “Palestinian NGOs Since Oslo: From NGO Politics to Social Movements?,”
In Middle East Report no.214 (Spring 2000) (pp.16-19, 27, 48), p.18.
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Then again, democracy brokers and  their local partners  were sometimes smeared
as “foreign agents.”   USAID-provided American experts inside the Egyptian parlia-
ment provoked an outcry about foreign influence and intelligence.  Amidst diatribes
on cultural relativism and national sovereignty, and rumors that the NED is a CIA
front, the official media in several countries accused think-tanks of “accepting dol-
lars” as part of the Western “cultural attack” on the Arab-Islamic world.40   Short of
extreme conspiracy theories and xenophobia, others simply warned that democratiza-
tion is globalization in sheep’s clothing.

By the same token, governments tried to intercept democratization resources by
founding national commissions and quasi-non-governmental federations of their own.
National human rights organizations and councils for women were established to
“coordinate” donor programs and “represent” NGOs in international forums.  In addi-
tion, what are known in the business as GO-NGOs or “quangos” (for government-
organized or quasi-non-governmental organizations) entered the competition for in-
ternational funds.  The Jordanian royal family and First Lady Suzanne Mubarak of
Egypt became prominent NGO figures available to chair international conferences.
President Yasir Arafat himself patronized selected groups.  Tunisia produced an array
of GO-NGOs, and members of Yemen’s ruling party founded human rights and elec-
tions monitoring organizations to compete with those initiated by the opposition.
Alternatively, ruling party members infiltrated women’s organizations, bar associa-
tions, or syndicates.

Authorities resorted to legal mechanisms and even extraordinary measures to con-
tain political activities funded from abroad.   Arab League Interior Ministers discussed the
threat to security posed by non-governmental organizations in 1996.41   In the aid-depen-
dent countries NGO laws were crafted or interpreted to limit donor discretion in the
distribution of funds through extra-governmental accounts.   After the 1992 earthquake,
when various groups rushed to provide humanitarian disaster relief, Cairo issued an emer-
gency military decree outlawing any international assistance directly to non-governmental
agencies.42   Authorities also attempted to curtail democracy brokers’ activities, as when
the Moroccan government concocted problems for international elections monitors in
1992, and Yemeni authorities harassed NDI in 2001.

Finally, governments prosecuted NGOs (or individuals within organizations)
that have enjoyed access to dollars and euros. 43  In the high-profile case against the

40.  On the religious and cultural dimensions of such attacks, see Mustapha Kamel Al-Sayyid in “A
Clash of Values? U.S. Civil Society Aid and Islam in Egypt,” in Marina Ottaway and Thomas Carothers,
Funding Virtue: Civil Society Aid and Democracy Promotion (Washington: Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace, 2000), pp. 49-73.

41. As reported by Julia Pitner, “NGO’s Dilemmas,” Middle East Report,  No.214 (Spring 2000).
42. The decree also forbade direct humanitarian rescue teams not “coordinated” by the government,

a measure aimed at blocking physicians’ and engineers’ syndicates or private charities dominated by
Islamists.

43.  There are other ways to get in trouble, of course.  See George N. Sfeir, “Basic Freedoms in a
Fractured Legal Culture: Egypt and the Case of Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd,” The Middle East Journal, Vol.
52, No.3, Summer 1988, pp. 402-414.
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Ibn Khaldun Center, one of Cairo’s better-established think tanks, Egyptian prosecu-
tors indicted staff of offenses from fraud to violating the 1992 military decree to
“defaming the state.”  The particular affront in this instance was an EU-financed
video about Egypt’s patently bogus electoral system; a few years earlier the Ibn Khaldun
Center had irritated authorities by discussing Egyptian Copts at a Ford-funded work-
shop on Middle Eastern minorities.  The case was not unprecedented: in the past, the
National Federation of Community Development Associations, the Arab Women’s
Solidarity Association, and other less-known groups had also run afoul of minute
restrictions on funding.  In early 2000, the secretary-general of the Egyptian Organi-
zation for Human Rights was brought up on charges related to a $25,000 grant from
Britain.44   But the arrest, trial, and conviction in a state security court of the Ibn
Khaldun Center’s head, Sa‘d al-Din Ibrahim, an Egyptian-American of considerable
scholarly stature, highlighted restrictions on intellectual, informational, and associa-
tional freedoms as well as the dangers of foreign funding.

This sensational trial occurred against the backdrop of an on-going debate in
Egypt over reform of the notorious Law 32 of 1964, which empowered the Ministry
of Social Affairs to license and oversee all associational activity.  The law was origi-
nally designed to nationalize associational activity, eliminate colonial influences, and
counteract elitist tendencies in Egyptian civil society.  In the 1990s explicitly political
organizations of social scientists and lawyers who challenged its provisions were de-
nied licensure or sued by the Ministry of Social Affairs.   Foreign funding was only
one point of contention between government and civil society, since across the do-
mestic political spectrum informed public opinion favored a wholesale revamping of
the detested Law 32; nor, of course, was all foreign funding Western, since Gulf
foundations and Arab governments also provided grants to Egyptian charities and
think-tanks.

The Western donor community was in unison with public opinion on this mat-
ter, and lobbied for liberalization of Law 32 both directly and indirectly.  Even as
they learned to launder money through local offices of foreign organizations, Egypt’s
benefactors urged loosening of restrictions on associational activity.  The American
Embassy and USAID each  reported  for years their efforts to press the Mubarak
government to reform Law 32.  During the first half of 1999, UN Human Rights
Commissioner Mary Robinson opened an Arab conference on human rights in Cairo
with carefully worded remarks on associational freedom.  Almost concurrently,  and
as NGO laws were being written or revised in several other Arab countries, a series of
workshops co-sponsored by the World Bank and the European Union through the
Friedrich Naumann Stiftung led to the Amman Declaration on Rights of Free Associa-
tion in the Arab World, formation of a group known as the Network of Lawyers

44.  Caroline Hawley, “Egyptian Activists Condemn Human Rights’ Trial,” BBC News, Monday,
February 14, 2000, 19:46 GMT, available at http://news.bbc.co.uk/low/english/world/middle_east/
newsid_642000/642930.stmhttp://news.bbc.co.uk/low/english/world/middle_east/newsid_642000/
642930.stm. 
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Reforming NGO Laws, and a project called the Arab Initiative for Freedom of Asso-
ciations.45

Flaunting both domestic and international pressure, the Cairo government intro-
duced Law 153 in 1999, which extended the writ of the Ministry of Social Affairs
(MoSA) to foreign and international associations and closed loopholes in Law 32 that
heretofore enabled some organizations (including Ibn Khaldun) to register as civil
companies and thus bid for international contracts.   In a specially designed website,
the ministry presented this law as one “empowering NGOs” and entitling civil compa-
nies to MoSA registration.46  Law 153 passed amidst hunger strikes by women activ-
ists, demonstrations outside Parliament, and a petition from a group calling itself the
NGO Forum for the Promotion of the Non-Governmental Sector in Egypt,47 only to
be overturned by the Supreme Constitutional Court for the unconstitutional way in
which it was railroaded through Parliament.48

The resort to heavy-handed legal, martial law, and extra-legal means of co-
opting, circumventing, or contradicting democratization projects speaks both to the
limits of the democracy brokerage enterprise and to its impact.  Here, a government
that had swallowed bitter pills at the hands of external creditors, embraced some
unpopular policies to please the West, and also enjoyed a fruitful relationship with
Washington and Brussels evidently drew the line at direct grants to Egyptian political
groups.  One or more of the stakes involved  – the flow of foreign funds, the produc-
tion of images that represent contemporary Egypt to international audiences, the con-
trol of intellectual activity, the erosion of some traditional boundaries of sovereignty
– must be vitally consequential to the Cairo government.   The impulse to censor
information for international audiences seems especially strong, and the charge of
“misrepresenting” the state particularly pungent.  Questions of “accountability” – to
central auditors, to foreign funders, to domestic publics – have become very tangled.
Governments that had promised to democratize objected less to the liberal (as op-
posed to Arab nationalist or Islamist) message content of democratization projects
than to the symbolic and material valorization of the “non-governmental. ”  Having in
several instances spent decades nationalizing foundations, associations, academies,
libraries, and other intellectual capital, governments balked at external funding of
political activism.

Common laments of international democracy experts are that Arab, Asian, and
African organizations they fund turn out not to be “really” non-governmental, or that

45.  These meetings occurred in the context of the Mediterranean Development Forum (MDF2).  See,
from the World Bank Group, MDF Projects: Network of Lawyers Reforming NGO Laws, at http://
www.worldbank.org/wbi/mdf/prj-lawyers.html.46 The text of draft law 153 is available (May 2001) at
http://ngolaw.org/law_1.htm ; see also the government’s “rationale” at http://www/ngolaw.eg/about.html.

47 Gamal Essam El-Din, “…While NGOs Step Up the Fight,” Al-Ahram Weekly, May 27, June 2,
1999, No. 431; Egyptian Organization for Human Rights, By Direct Order… Assassination of Civil
Society in Egypt: EOHR’s Criticisms against Law 153 of 1999 on Associations and Civil Institutions
(Cairo: June 22, 1999).

48 Mariz Tadros, “NGO law under fresh fire,” Al-Ahram Weekly 27 April – 3 May 2000, N. 479;
Mariz Tadros, “Legal Shortcomings,” Al-Ahram Weekly, June 8-14, 2000, no.485.
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they fail to develop a domestic constituency, or that democratization has become a
business and/or a patronage mechanism.  Not that international democracy brokers
are themselves genuinely non-governmental nor internally democratic nor transpar-
ent; they too have institutional-entrepreneurial, partisan, and careerist as well as altru-
istic purposes.  Within a hierarchical North-South framework their activities advance
Western interests – in mutual understanding, good research, local spokespersons, con-
tacts among counter elites, long-term cultural influences – and enjoy high-level gov-
ernmental support.  Projects satisfy national and institutional appetites for partner-
ships with extra-governmental organizations in the Arab world and elsewhere, and for
enlarging participation in their trademark transnational conferences and federations.
Whereas the democratization regime serves Western interests, however, it puts Arab
liberal intellectuals at odds with their own governments and colleagues.

Even before the events of 2001/02 threw the complicated relationship of the
Western alliance to the Middle East into high relief, cosmopolitan political think-
tanks, research institutes, and advocacy groups in the Arab world found themselves
caught in the middle.   On the one hand Western funding enabled organizations to
professionalize their operations and undertake expensive, sophisticated projects in the
name of women, human rights, and public opinion.  They also afforded liberal bilin-
gual intellectuals opportunities to pursue careers outside the public sector, to publish
at home and abroad, and to participate in an international conference circuit.   These
are good things.

On the other hand, foreign funding for explicitly political projects raised the
same kinds of doubts and suspicions as they would, and have, in the United States.
The nonappearance of Islamist and Arab nationalist institutions among scores of re-
cipients of democratization funds seemed to verify allegations of ideological bias.
More than a few targets of feminist consciousness-raising felt patronized, and joined
their male colleagues in complaining that foreigners with little understanding of po-
litical realities controlled project purse-strings.  Meanwhile talented researchers grappled
with the ethical implications of Western funding for projects critical of Arab govern-
ments and especially the Palestinian Authority.  Furthermore, when their own govern-
ments used external financing as a pretext for censorship and censure, external patrons
offered little recourse.  Weighing the pros and cons of foreign funding at the turn of
the century, several prominent groups and individuals had already concluded that the
financial benefits were not worth the political risk.

These issues relate to the very heart of political science, which is the study of
who gets what, when, where, and how.  One of the most basic premises of the disci-
pline is that the infusion of resources into a resource-scarce environment stimulates
political competition or even conflict.  By this logic, the distribution of funds, insti-
tutional linkages, publicity, trips, and other resources is likely to be contested within
national arenas, and often to complicate state-civil society relationships.
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