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Abstract 

 

This thesis explores the ways in which international donors have attempted to shape and control 

civil society organizations in the occupied Palestinian territories. It employs Foucault's concepts 

of power/knowledge and disciplinary power to investigate and theorize the power-relations that 

govern the interactions of donors with civil society organizations. It contends that international 

donors have construed the concept of civil society in such a way that made it possible to partition 

social space into two incommensurable ‗civic‘ and ‗political‘ spheres. International donors have 

demanded that organizations limit their activities to the ‗civic‘ sphere. Moreover, the thesis ar-

gues that per the requirements of discipline that the objects of its surveillance be rendered visible 

and subject to technologies of control, donors have used both statistical surveys and administra-

tive techniques to classify, categorize, observe and monitor civil society organizations. These 

modes of surveillance are then used for locating civil society organizations in one of the ‗civic‘ 

and ‗political‘ spheres. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 
Yet the question I raise here concerns the 

long-range strategy of these groups [Pales-

tinian NGOs] and the kind of thing they do. 

Put very simply, are they a substitute for a 

political movement, and can they ever be-

come one? 

Edward W. Said 

  
The concept of civil society has become a mainstay of the democratization and development lite-

ratures. In part, its current popularity stems from the rediscovery and refurbishing of the idea in 

the 1980s. This was a result of the contribution that social movements agitating against commun-

ist authoritarianism in Eastern Europe and military dictatorships in Latin America made to 

democratization. Both the concept itself and supporting civil society groups became essential 

components of the many democracy promotion projects implemented in far-flung parts of the 

Global South form the early 1990s onwards. Broadly defined as those designed to enhance legis-

lative, judicial and civic responsibilities, such projects are implemented by a mix of 

organizations. These organizations include: non-profit advocacy groups (such as the Ford and 

Soros Foundations), semi-autonomous specialized democracy foundations (such as the American 

National Democratic Institute (NDI) and the German Heinrich Böll Stiftung), and bilateral and 

multilateral aid and development agencies, (such as the United States Agency for International 

Development (USAID) and the World Bank). 

The mandates of bilateral and multilateral aid and development agencies were especially em-

blematic of this new trend. Traditionally limited to extending economic and social development 

loans and grants to national governments only, these institutions no longer entertained qualms 

about actively promoting democracy by directly targeting civil society groups. USAID provided 

assistance under the heading of ‗political development‘ for the first time in 1990. By 1994, it had 

put a great deal of emphasis on the ‗development of politically active civil society‘ as a means of 
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building ‗sustainable democracies.‘
1
 By then the World Bank had already established its ‗Social 

Funds for Development,‘ developed in a bid to ameliorate the deleterious effects structural ad-

justment programs had on vulnerable populations in poor countries. The Social Funds for 

Development worked to extend grants and small loans to women's groups, small farmers associa-

tions and other non-governmental organizations (NGOs).
2
 Both USAID and the World Bank had 

extended grants to NGOs for many years, but they now did so on a much larger scale and under 

the rubrics of strengthening civil society and promoting ‗good governance‘ (as opposed to ‗bad 

governance,‘ the term used by the World Bank to explain why structural adjustment failed) and 

economic development. 

This thesis takes as its focus the impact of such aid in the unique context of the occupied Pales-

tinian territories (OPT). More specifically, it examines the ways in which international donors 

have influenced and shaped civil society organizations (CSOs) in the OPT. 

In ‗promoting‘ civil society in the OPT, USAID and the World Bank were joined not only by 

NDI and the Heinrich Böll Stiftung, but also by the Canadian International Development Agency 

(CIDA), its counter-parts in Australia and Scandinavia, and the British, Dutch, French, Japanese 

and Italian foreign ministries, among others. These were, in turn, joined by dozens of interna-

tional NGOs.
3
 With  few exceptions, these actors arrived in the OPT as the Oslo ‗peace-making‘ 

process began following the official signing ceremony of the ‗Declaration of Principles‘ (DoP) in 

Washington in September 1993. A strong interest in the viability of the Oslo process under-

pinned the many projects they implemented there. While foreign ministries and the aid agencies 

of donor states were themselves invested in the Oslo process, quasi- and non-governmental or-

ganizations relied on public funds made available by states and foreign ministries that also had a 

stake in the process. These agencies and institutions have promoted civil society as a vehicle for 
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‗good governance‘ and economic growth, both of which are viewed as essential for the success 

of the Oslo process. They have also viewed civil society itself as means for bolstering the peace 

process, as exemplified by the many ‗people-to-people‘ civil society initiatives and NGOs, pro-

moted and financed by USAID, the European Commission, and CIDA.
4
 It is this interest in the 

viability of the Oslo process that explains why almost 40 percent of all civil society ‗promotion‘ 

funds and projects designated for the Middle East during the 1990s found their way to the OPT, 

leading to exponential growth in the number of NGOs there.
5
 

Despite the proliferation of funding post-Oslo, OPT-based Palestinian CSOs are not a post-

Oslo construct. Traditionally dominated by charitable, cultural and religious societies, civil so-

ciety in the OPT was reinvigorated with the emergence in the 1970s of small and grassroots 

relief and voluntary work CSOs. Representing autonomous forms of sociopolitical organization 

and gradually coalescing into the mass-based movements known locally as ‗popular commit-

tees,‘ these CSOs played an instrumental role in laying the conceptual and organizational 

grounds for civil disobedience and in generating and sustaining the high levels of social mobili-

zation and collective action evident during the first intifada.
6
 Because they were successful in 

making popular and civil society organizing the main thrust of the first intifada (1987-1993), 

these committees and organizations were harshly repressed by the Israeli military, leaving them 

severely weakened by the time the Oslo process began in earnest in 1994. Nonetheless, a World 

Bank study put the number of CSOs in the OPT in 1994 at 1400.
7
 Despite the exponential growth 

in the number of CSOs that accompanied the arrival of international donors with the beginning 

of the Oslo peace process, by the time the second intifada broke in late 2000, 62.4 percent of the 

CSOs active in the OPT were created prior to 1993.
8
 But, unlike the essential role they played 

during the first intifada, CSOs played a very marginal role or were completely absent during the 
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first years of the second intifada (Hammami and Tamari 2001; Picadou 2001; Kuttab 2001, 

2008; Hanafi and Tabar 2003, 2004; Abdel Shafi 2004; Heacock 2007; Jad 2007). 

This difference between the first and second intifadas demands analysis of the aid industry, and 

as importantly a theoretical framework that can enhance our understanding of the specific con-

text of the OPT. 

Already in 1995, Rema Hammami drew attention to the twin processes of ‗depoliticization‘ and 

‗professionalization‘ that accompanied the arrival of international donors with the beginning of 

the Oslo process. This period, she noted, witnessed the decoupling of civil society from mobili-

zational politics and the transformation of ‗mass movements into an NGO community, of mass-

based, voluntarist organizations into more elite, professional and politically autonomous institu-

tions.‘
9
 Other critical accounts converge with that of Hammami, highlighting how the new 

demands donors placed on local CSOs (proposal writing and professional management, account-

ing and reporting practices) established a hierarchy among organizations, privileging urban-

based middle class organizations and marginalizing grassroots and community-based ones.
10

 

Moreover, the new donor-championed discourses centered on amorphous notions of individual 

‗empowerment‘ were in reality disempowering. This is because they dislodged earlier practices 

rooted in collective resistance and betterment.
11

 Coupled with the donors' tendency to condition 

financial support on accepting the terms of the internationally-sponsored ‗peace-making‘ 

process, it is not difficult to understand how these practices and discourses rendered civil society 

disengaged, disembedded from the local communities, and less representative and democratic.
12

 

In short, most critical accounts of the state of Palestinian civil society in the post-Oslo period 

stress that dependence on foreign funding impacted local CSOs negatively. This aid diminished 

the capacity of civil society actors to influence the Oslo process, undermined their ability to ad-
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dress the realities of continued colonization and worsening socioeconomic conditions post-Oslo, 

and further weakened their capability to challenge the undemocratic political regime it put in 

place.
13

 

This focus on the influence of international donors is not misplaced. It is, for example, esti-

mated that between 10 and 20 percent of all international assistance to the OPT in the last decade 

was channeled through NGOs.
14

 Nonetheless, these accounts address the relationships between 

international donors and local CSOs in generalized terms. Thus, although the impact of the new 

discourses and management practices introduced by international donors are discussed in great 

detail, the power-relations and associated mechanisms that govern the interactions of internation-

al donors with local CSOs have remained undertheorized. In this study, I will make use of 

Michel Foucault's categories of power/knowledge and disciplinary power to delineate the con-

tours of and theorize these relationships and mechanisms.
15

 My contention is two-pronged: First, 

international donors have construed the concept of civil society in such a way that made it possi-

ble to partition social space into two incommensurable ‗civic‘ and ‗political‘ spheres. Second, in 

accordance with the requirements of discipline that the objects of its surveillance be rendered 

visible and subject to technologies of control, donors have used statistical surveys and built net-

works of bureaucratic structures/administrative techniques to classify, categorize, observe and 

monitor local CSOs.  These modes of surveillance, I argue, are necessary for locating local CSOs 

in one of two distinct ‗civic‘ and ‗political‘ spheres. 

For Michel Foucault, disciplinary power is a ‗set of strategies, procedures and ways of behav-

ing which are associated with certain institutional contexts and which then permeate ways of 

thinking and behaving in general.‘
16

 ‗How to keep someone under surveillance, how to control 

his conduct, his behavior, his aptitudes, how to improve his performance, multiply his capacities, 
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how to put him where he is most useful,‘ Foucault writes, ‗that is discipline in my sense.‘
17

 Dis-

cipline incorporates certain aspects of biopower and shares with it its productive capacity, as 

manifested in both its concern with the general welfare and quality of life of a population and in 

its ability to generate particular types of knowledge and cultural order, which makes it difficult to 

manage or escape.
18

 In a bid to provide tangible benefits to the population, through improve-

ments in living standards, higher incomes and upgraded infrastructure, unprecedented levels of 

international assistance were channeled to the OPT after the beginning of the Oslo process. This  

made it difficult for CSOs competing for survival due to the new dearth in regional Palestinian 

and Arab funding—and Palestinians, under the demands of state-building and the pressures of 

economic development, poverty alleviation, health care provision, and so on, in general—to es-

cape power's productive appeal. This was amplified because assistance was combined with an 

emphasis on instilling certain ways of thinking and behaving ostensibly in order to create a posi-

tive environment for an acceptable conclusion to the Oslo process. By working to mitigate the 

effects of the series of deep socioeconomic crises that befell the OPT without challenging the 

Israeli policies that instigated them, CSOs were utilized as agents of social pacification. In a sim-

ilar manner, CSOs were afforded the chance to work in the fields of advocacy and political 

reform, the ‗civic‘ sphere to which they were consigned, so long as this did not undermine the 

viability of the Oslo process.
19

 In short, by controlling their conduct, behavior and aptitudes, do-

nors put local CSOs where they deemed them to be most useful. 

Foucault describes knowledge as being a conjunction of power-relations and information-

seeking which he terms ‗power/knowledge.‘ For him, ‗it is not possible for power to be exercised 

without knowledge, it is impossible for knowledge not to engender power.‘
20

 The surveying, 

classifying and categorizing, evident in the numerous studies and reports commissioned by inter-
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national development institutions and the aid agencies of donor states, of civil society groups and 

organizations in the OPT is both a function of the power these actors have over the local popula-

tion and an extension of that same power that is meant to ease and enhance its operation. 

Foucault argues that power constructs knowledge by creating an illusion of normality against 

which ‗truth‘ can be judged. The illusion of normality is created via a process of normalization 

by problematization, whereby the ‗norm‘ is defined by reference to the ‗deviant‘ and then used to 

scrutinize, evaluate and judge. Because the norm is not seen as a product of power's operation, 

but as a ‗true‘ measurement of the way the world is, the process of normalization serves the or-

dering function of  power, confusing the ‗normal‘ with the ‗natural‘ and creating subjects of a 

certain type.
21

 This norm/deviant binary is evident in the discourses on civil society championed 

by international donors. By putting forward a conceptual ‗norm‘ of civil society as ‗civic‘ and 

‗apolitical,‘ these discourses endorse the partition of social space into incommensurable ‗civic‘ 

and ‗political‘ spheres. As we shall later see, CSOs that combine civic and political work were 

rendered as ‗problems‘ in need of ‗solutions.‘ It is to a more detailed interrogation of these dis-

courses that we must now, however, turn. 

Theorizing Civil Society 

 

Two dominant approaches have permeated the literature on civil society since the concept's 

rediscovery in the late 1980s. One approach focuses on the transformative effects of participating 

in civic organizations and the important role civil society plays in engendering good public 

policy, while the other conceives of civil society as a bulwark against the (autocratic) state. I will 

label the first as the ‗associational approach‘ and the second as the ‗oppositional approach.‘ Each 

will be discussed in turn, with a focus on their relevance for the OPT. 

The associational approach views ‗civic‘ organizations as both democratizing and empowering. 
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On this view, civil society is democratizing because participating in ‗civic‘ organizations leads to 

the mushrooming of democratic norms and attitudes; it is empowering because associational life 

increases the levels of interpersonal trust necessary for collective action. This conceptualization 

of civil society is best optimized in Robert Putnam's reworking of the concept of ‗social capital‘ 

in his influential 1993 book, Making Democracy Work. Relying on data collected over two 

decades of fieldwork in Italy, Putnam argues that participation in ‗civic‘ associations produces 

norms, networks and levels of social trust—what he calls ‗social capital.‘ Combined these 

facilitate coordinated action and empower individuals and communities to act on their own 

behalf, thus improving the efficiency of society and enhancing the performance of representative 

government. The same process also reinforces democratic attitudes, since increased levels of 

interpersonal trust augment moderate and tolerant attitudes and norms.
22

 

Putnam's approach to civil society has been criticized for being rooted in social science 

discourses that espouse a deeply conservative investment in ‗stability‘ and the status quo and are 

weary of social change and democratic resolutions to conflict.
23

 Nonetheless, the publication of 

Making Democracy Work gave rise to an expansive literature professing to show that civic 

participation produces a convergence of changes in attitude among participants and nourishes 

responsive governance institutions. The adoption of Putnam's reworked version of social capital 

as an all-purpose resource—a cure to social ills ranging from poverty, crime, poor health and 

substandard education to the lack of democracy—was perhaps nowhere more evident than in the 

World Bank's championing of the concept as ‗the glue that holds societies together‘ and the 

‗missing link‘ in the development process.
24

 According to the Bank: 

Social Capital and Civil Society Can Promote Welfare and Economic Development 
  When the state is too weak or not interested, civil society and the social capital it engend-

ers can be a crucial provider of informal social insurance and can facilitate economic 
development. 

Social Capital and Civil Society Can Strengthen Democracy or Promote Change 
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  A strong civil society has the potential to hold government and the private sector accoun-

table. 

Civil society can be a crucial provider of government legitimacy 

  Putnam's seminal work Making Democracy Work (1993) shows that citizens who are ac-

tive in local organizations, even non-political ones, tend to take a greater interest in public 

affairs. This interest, coupled with interpersonal social capital between government offi-

cials and other citizens which is fostered when both belong to the same groups and 

associations, renders governments more accountable. 

  Civil society gives a voice to the people, elicits participation and can pressure the state. 

            (emphasis original)
25

 

 

This vision of civil society as a social lubricant easing and enhancing the functioning of 

representative institutions, expecting CSOs to act as agents of democratic socialization, 

encouraging civic engagement and funneling constituency preferences to policy makers and civil 

servants, is dominant within policy-making circles of development and aid agencies. More 

specifically, versions of it litter the publications of international organizations active in the field 

of governance in the OPT and the wider Middle East. In the words of the chief officer of one 

international NGO active in the field of governance in the OPT: ‗NGOs are the incubators of 

democracy, providing structure for democratic society and a place where citizens can learn the 

necessary skills for such a society.‘
26

 

This celebration of CSOs as ‗the incubators of democracy‘ overlooks the political context that 

shapes and limits their potential as engines of political change. In Barriers to Democracy, an 

extensive 2007 study of associational life in the OPT, Amaney Jamal cautions that the posited 

relationships between civil society and democracy and improved government performance may 

prove to be circular and self-reinforcing (especially since most of the research linking the effects 

of participating in civic associations to broader and more effective civic engagement assumes 

democratic preconditions and relies on evidence gathered in Western democracies).
27

 In the OPT, 

she finds that participation in CSOs led to an increase in interpersonal trust and other measures 

of social capital only in pro-Palestinian Authority (PA) organizations, due to the patron-client 

relations that characterized their internal structures. As such, higher levels of interpersonal trust 
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were not directly related to other dimensions of civic engagement (such as political knowledge 

and community level engagement), nor were they directly related to support for democratic 

norms and institutions. These organizations are vertically linked to political power through 

clientelist networks and have very little interest in dismantling these networks in favor of more 

democratic and inclusive ones because this has the potential of diminishing their privileged 

access to the PA regime and the benefits such access garners. On the other hand, those 

organizations not aligned with the PA regime are excluded and marginalized and, especially in 

the case of the donor-sponsored organizations relying on a handful of professional staff, show 

low levels of interpersonal trust outside the confines of the organization itself even as they show 

high levels of support for democracy (contrary to what the expansive literature on social capital 

predicts).
28

 

The oppositional approach to civil society, on the other hand, emphasizes the constraints it can 

impose on authoritarian impulses within state institutions and its importance for challenging state 

power and expanding the sphere of political freedom. This approach to civil society drew its 

inspiration from eastern Europe and Latin America, where associations with a strong social base 

and substantial membership were said to have had contributed to the demise of undemocratic 

regimes.
29

 This approach to civil society does not presume democratic preconditions. Unlike the 

Putnam-inspired literature, therefore, it resonates with the real history of civil society activism in 

the OPT. Moreover, unlike the emphasis Putnam places on the apolitical nature of CSOs, the 

oppositional approach emphasizes the ability of civil society to pose a challenge to an autocratic 

state.
30

 Since this approach builds, if sometimes only indirectly, on Gramsci's understanding of 

hegemony, and therefore posits the counter-hegemonic nature and potential of civil society, such 

an emphasis is not surprising. 



 

11 

 

In this thesis, I draw on this critical understanding of civil society for understanding the OPT 

historically. Specifically, I will argue that the open organizational structure, grassroots approach 

and substantial membership of the CSOs that emerged in the OPT in the 1970s and 1980s, as 

well as their quest for substantive social and political change, renders them more amenable to 

Gramsci's conceptualization of civil society as both the sphere of voluntary acceptance and of 

fostering solidarity and opposition to state or class hegemony.
31

 In the OPT, CSOs emerged as 

response to the lack of institutional development under Israeli occupation. Focusing on 

decreasing the dependence of the local population on the Israeli military government and on the 

provision of basic social services and serving the needs and interests of ordinary people, these 

organizations played an important role in generating the high levels of social mobilization 

evident during the first intifada. 

For now, it is important to emphasize that while seemingly consistent with this approach to 

civil society, donor support for advocacy organizations as a means of encouraging political 

liberalization falls short of meeting the minimum requirements for making these NGOs 

successful incubators of political change. As will be discussed in greater detail in chapter three, 

donors have done one of two things. First, some have treated local CSOs as ‗efficient‘ 

mechanisms of service delivery. Second, in a bid to promote political participation and efficacy, 

some have either focused on implementing ‗civic education‘ programs to transmit knowledge, 

skills and values to individuals (deemed to be lacking all three) or converged in supporting 

businesses associations, human rights, political reform and other specialized single-issue interest 

groups (which they tended to equate with civil society). While their impact in other areas is 

difficult to measure, it is important to emphasize that none of these strategies can produce the 

kind of CSOs with a strong social base and substantial membership that spearheaded political 
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change in Eastern Europe and Latin America. If anything, the literature on civil society in the 

post-Oslo period suggests that this approach to the ‗promotion‘ of civil society have had exactly 

the opposite effect. In Palestinian Civil Society, an extensive 2008 study of the interactions 

between foreign donors and OPT-based CSOs, Benoît Challand emphasizes the inverse 

relationship between levels of donor support and the ability of local CSOs to engage in political 

mobilization. This, Challand suggests, reflects the donors' preferences with regard to which types 

of CSOs they choose to support. To quote: 

[O]ne could sustain that there is a political paradox in the success of civil society 
promotion by western donors: if success of civil society promotion is measured in terms of 

institutional strength of the NGOs (understood as its developed capacity to deliver a 

service or to promote a cause from above), then NGOs that receive most of the 

international aid earmarked for civil society promotion tend to have actually less impact 

and influence upon their beneficiaries in terms of political mobilization (which would then 

be the counter-measure of the success of NGOs, in terms of its capacity to organize social 

mobilization through a bottom-up mobilization force). On the contrary, NGOs with greater 

popular support (from below) are the less successful in terms of financial support from 

western aid. (emphasis original)
32

  

Challand's conclusions restate a recurrent theme in the literature on civil society in the OPT in 

the post-Oslo period: instead of its proclaimed objective of increasing the capacity of civil 

society to contribute to democratization, donor involvement has led to the ‗de-democratization‘ 

of civil society itself.
33

 

Scope and Organization 

 

This study is structured as a cross-time comparative analysis, contrasting the role civil society 

played in mobilizational politics during the pre-Oslo period (roughly defined as beginning with 

the Israeli occupation in 1967 and ending in 1993) and its role in the post-Oslo period (extending 

from the signing of the DoP in 1993 to the present). The study introduces and applies the analyt-

ical tools offered by Michel Foucault to the information made available in the publications of 

USAID and the World Bank, the two largest funders of CSOs in the OPT. Combined with the 

data and analyses offered by scholars and activists in a number of studies and first-hand accounts 
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(some of which have been referenced in this introduction), a critical analysis of this information 

allows for bringing to light and theorizing the power-relations, control mechanisms and other 

disciplinary strategies governing the interactions of international donors with local organiza-

tions. 

A number of qualifications regarding the scope of this study should be made. First, one conse-

quence of the Oslo process and the creation of the PA has been the growing tendency among 

donors, development organizations and scholars to overwhelmingly focus on the Palestinians liv-

ing in the OPT. This focus leads to the marginalization of the majority of Palestinians (i.e. the 

Palestinian refugees living in neighboring Arab countries and the diaspora internationally). As 

such, it contributes to the fragmentation of the Palestinian body politic, in ways that are not 

matched by the ways this population is unified. The civil society-initiated call for Boycott, Di-

vestment and Sanctions (BDS), collaboratively launched in 2005 by over 170s Palestinian CSOs 

from the diaspora, the OPT, neighboring Arab countries and Israel, illustrates the restrictiveness 

of such an approach in light of the ways in which Palestinians, despite their regional and global 

dispersal, are a collectivity. The exclusion in this study of Palestinian CSOs outside the OPT, it 

should thus be noted, is a function of the donors' own overwhelming focus on the OPT, rather 

than a statement about the Palestinians as a people. 

Second, civil society in the OPT comprises a diverse array of organizations, including: the cha-

ritable and religious organizations (some of which such as the Islamic Society, the Orthodox 

Club and the numerous zakat and awqaf societies have a history extending as far back as the Ot-

toman period); organizations that have their roots in the popular committees established in the 

1970s and 1980s; the organizations established by the Islamist political party Hamas in its efforts 

to emulate the popular committees; more recently established Islamic organizations not linked to 
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Hamas; and the advocacy organizations established in the post-Oslo period, among others. This 

study focuses on those organizations that became increasingly reliant on donor funding, namely, 

CSOs that have their roots in the popular committees and the advocacy organizations established 

in the post-Oslo period. 

Third, it is important to recognize that donors themselves are not homogenous. This study fo-

cuses on the role of major international donors, such as major development organizations, the aid 

agencies of donor states and other quasi-governmental organizations. Palestinian diaspora and 

other community organizations that provide comparatively small amounts of solidarity assistance 

and the international NGOs that provide limited funding to CSOs in the OPT will not be dis-

cussed.
34

 

This study comprises two main chapters. Chapter Two focuses on the pre-Oslo period. It begins 

with a brief discussion of the socioeconomic and political conditions that underpinned the emer-

gence of the popular committees in the 1970s and 1980s. For ease of illustration, the discussion 

will then focus on one grouping of organizations: the medical relief committees. It will, however, 

also briefly touch on organizations working in other important fields including agricultural, 

women and labor organizing. This chapter highlights the conditions under which these CSOs 

emerged, the relationships that linked them to the local communities, their interactions with the 

Israeli military government in the context of the violences of colonialism and occupation, their 

role in intra-Palestinian social contestation, the role they played during the first intifada, and their 

gradual formalization and institutionalization. Although the term civil society—not yet en vogue 

internationally—was rarely used by the activists and intellectuals who pioneered what became to 

be locally known as the ‗popular movement,‘ its content was demonstrably present. The striving 

for bringing about social and political change, the open organizational structure and the gras-
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sroots mode of organizing of these organizations, it is further maintained, renders them more 

amenable to a Gramscian conceptualization of civil society. 

Chapter Three focuses on the power-relations that govern the interactions of foreign donors 

with local CSOs in the post-Oslo period. It begins with a brief discussion of socioeconomic and 

political conditions in the post-Oslo period, highlighting the role international donors played in 

shaping them. The discussion then moves to investigating the power-relations, control technolo-

gies and disciplinary mechanisms that characterize the interactions of international donors with 

local CSOs. It proceeds to describe and analyze the discourses, the quantitative and statistical 

research, and the bureaucratic structures/administrative techniques deployed and built by interna-

tional donors. This discussion focuses on the World Bank and USAID, the two largest funders of 

CSOs in the OPT in the post-Oslo period, both implementing multi-year wide-reaching civil so-

ciety programs and projects. It is maintained that the discourses deployed by these institutions 

have the disciplinary function of partitioning social space into incommensurable ‗civic‘ and ‗po-

litical‘ spheres, while the statistical analyses and administrative techniques they utilize function 

to ease the enforcement of such partition of social space by what are powerful, resource-rich ac-

tors, wielding the power to instill and promote and to marginalize and exclude. 

After restating the main arguments presented in the two previous chapters, Chapter Four, the 

concluding chapter, considers the implications these have for the process of repoliticization of 

civil society, exemplified in the civil society-initiated BDS campaign, which has gained support 

from civil society globally, and in the mushrooming of a new generation of community-based 

popular committees protesting Israel's encroachments and its construction of the ‗Separation 

Wall.‘ In light of these and other important recent developments, venues for future research are 

identified.
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II. CIVIL SOCIETY AND COLLECTIVE ACTION 
 

It has become a constant refrain among observers and scholars that the important question to ask 

when it comes to the first intifada is not why it did happen but why it happened when it did and 

not before. Some scholars have pointed to a number of momentous local and regional political 

developments that left their mark on the OPT. These include the election in 1977 for the first 

time in Israel of a right-wing Likud government that took upon itself the tasks of deepening and 

entrenching the occupation, the so-called ‗autonomy plan‘ Israel attempted to impose on the OPT 

as part of the Camp David peace accords it was negotiating with Egypt, and forcing the Palestin-

ian Liberation Organization (PLO) out of Lebanon in 1982.
1
 Noting that the intifada did not 

come until years later, others have pointed to the Israeli policies of forced economic integration 

and large-scale land expropriation. By contributing to the rise of wage labor and the expansion of 

an Israel-dependent services sector, these policies contributed to depeasantization and the expan-

sion of the middle class, giving rise to a ‗changing social ontology‘, to use the words of Glenn 

Robinson, premised on the breaking of old forms of identity and creating new ones.
2
 These de-

velopments are important. However, unless one subscribes to a strict structuralist reading, alone 

they cannot explain the unprecedented levels of political mobilization and collective action that 

observers unanimously agree permeated all sectors of Palestinian society during the intifada and 

distinguished it from the numerous civil insurrections that preceded it.
3
 In this chapter, I argue 

that the CSOs Palestinians built in the 1970s and 1980s played an essential role in securing these 

high levels of collective action. 

Collective action requires not only that perceptions of common interest reach levels sufficient 

enough to ignite and sustain a wide-reaching social movement, but also a politics of mobilization 

and well-thought-out recruitment and organization strategies.
4
 This chapter delineates the 

processes through which the ‗popular movement‘—the term Palestinians used to refer to the 
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grassroots relief committees, voluntary work committees, women groups, labor unions and stu-

dent groups that sprang up in the mid-1970s—actively sought mobilization politics and its 

attendant recruitment and organization strategies in the face of colonialism and repressive Israeli 

policies. The popular movement sought to translate sumud (steadfastness), the concept that had 

emphasized endurance and communal survival, into the more proactive concept of sumud wa 

muqawama (steadfastness and resistance), which denoted actively seeking to undermine Israeli 

control by building a power base that can effectively challenge the military government's coloni-

al policies. Sumud wa muqawama involved a two-pronged strategy: First, encouraging 

disengagement from the Israeli military government. Second, building an alternative Palestinian 

institutional infrastructure in order to take control of as many areas of human existence as possi-

ble. 

With these objectives in mind, an emerging elite of university graduates and young profession-

als worked to build an expansive network of utur jamahiria (mass organizations). These 

organizations sought not only to serve the needs and interests of ordinary Palestinians and to 

provide them with the basic social services denied them by the Israeli military government, but 

also to help them overcome the social cleavages that were exploited by the occupying power.
5
 

Both the objectives the organizers and activists who build these organizations sought to accom-

plish, as well as the ways in which they utilized the same organizations to accomplish them are 

consistent with the oppositional approach to civil society discussed in the introduction. More 

specifically, they are consistent with Gramsci's understanding of civil society. Departing from 

orthodox Marxism, Gramsci conceived of civil society within the framework of his concept of 

hegemony.
6
 He saw civil society as an important element in the superstructural realm of ideas 

and ideologies, theorizing it as the sphere of voluntary acceptance (as opposed to ‗political socie-
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ty,‘ which he associated with coercion) in which counter-hegemonic social forces can cultivate 

the kind of solidarity and broad social consensus necessary for contesting a hegemonic class or 

state power.
7
 

In the OPT, a new elite made up of university graduates and young professionals built and led 

the popular movement.
8
 They consciously sought to undermine not only Israeli colonial control 

but also the social position of the traditional Jordan-allied elite, who were used by both Jordan 

and Israel as instruments of social control. Since the Israeli military government outlawed the 

main political parties and virtually all forms of political organizing, the new elite and the national 

movement chose to focus on building mass organizations to bring about a break with the status 

quo and introduce a new social cognitive state premised on the viability of Palestinian indepen-

dence and self-organization.
9
 These organizations allowed the new elite to initiate contact and 

build relationships with the OPT's rural population and underprivileged communities and start 

the work of forging the necessary social solidarity that Gramsci had identified with the ability to 

foster a coherent opposition to an ideological enemy or an oppressive state. As this led to the he-

gemony of the new elite by the mid-1980s, the stage was set for the shift from a war of position 

to a war of maneuver in the form of the intifada.
10

 

This chapter contains five sections. It begins by describing the socioeconomic and political 

conditions that underpinned the emergence of the popular movement. The discussion then 

proceeds to tracing the emergence of one set of mass organizations, the medical relief commit-

tees. This section highlights how these organizations approached heath in the unique context of 

the OPT, shedding light on how organizers understood social and political conditions in the OPT 

and how they approached recruitment and organization. Next, the discussion moves to an analy-

sis of their role, together with organizations working in the fields of agriculture, labor and 
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women organizing, in intra-Palestinian politics and social mobilization. The following section 

describes the role of mass organization during the first intifada. It also highlights how the intifa-

da itself spawned the ‗popular committees.‘ The final section recapitulates the main argument 

and sheds light on the re-orientation of OPT-based CSOs towards non-Palestinian and non-Arab 

sources of funding. 

1. The Socioeconomic Backdrop 
 

Preventing the division of the land between the Mediterranean Sea and the Jordan River into two 

sovereign political and economic entities, while simultaneously negating the establishment of a 

single political and economic unit, has been the principle guiding Israeli policy towards the OPT 

since it took control over them in June of 1967.
11

 The latter option would bring about the integra-

tion of Palestinians into the Israeli polity, generating a new and, from the Israeli perspective, 

undesirable political reality.  In contrast, preserving the ‗Green Line‘ and not annexing the OPT 

could lead to the establishment of a Palestinian state: another unacceptable outcome. Israeli poli-

cymakers chose to implement an alloyed set of policies that consisted of integrating the OPT into 

Israel economically and administratively, while keeping the Palestinian population deprived of 

any political rights. These policies sought to preclude the emergence of a Palestinian state and 

thwart the development of a supporting economic and institutional infrastructure. Nonetheless, 

the policies of economic and administrative integration existed in tension and their interface pro-

duced contradictions that undermined the Israeli military government's control over the 

Palestinian population and over what happens in the OPT. 

The policy of economic integration was lauded by Israeli policymakers as a means for ‗norma-

lizing the occupation.‘
12

 It was expected to improve living standards, and by virtue of such 

improvement, decrease opposition to the occupation, making it easier for Israel to continue to 

hold onto the OPT. In reality, economic integration was premised on a combination of market 
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forces and coercive measures of administrative and legal nature that guaranteed the protection of 

Israeli economic ventures and interests in the face of vulnerable Palestinian producers and unpro-

tected Palestinian labor. To begin with, Israel created a particular trade regime that worked 

against the interests of Palestinians. In order to preserve the advantage enjoyed by Israeli pro-

ducers, the movement of Palestinian agricultural and manufactured goods into Israel was strictly 

controlled (although the Green Line was practically eliminated shortly after the beginning of the 

occupation). When movement controls were eventually eased, limitations were imposed on com-

peting economic activities within the OPT, leading to a very slow rate of growth in productive 

capacity.
13

 Meanwhile, Israeli goods had free access to Palestinian markets. In addition, Israel 

determined external trade arrangements according to its own interests, allowing Palestinians to 

import only through its markets and having full control over revenues from import taxes. As a 

result, the OPT became Israel's second largest export market (only after the United States and 

with an export value of $800 million by 1986).
14

 Palestinian trade became heavily dependent on 

Israel for both imports and exports. With trade flows heavily weighted in Israel's favor, the Pal-

estinian trade deficit reached 25 to 30 percent of GDP.
15

 

With regard to labor policy, Palestinian laborers were allowed to work in Israel. However, lack-

ing the benefits and securities Jewish labor enjoyed through its trade union federation, the 

Histadrut, Palestinian labor constituted an almost limitless pool of cheap labor that could be 

hired on a casual basis in response to the expansion and contraction of the Israeli economy. In 

the meantime, the better wages offered in Israel placed an obstacle in the way of local Palestinian 

industry, which did not benefit from state subsidies or other forms of assistance offered to Israeli 

industry.
16
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Within the OPT themselves, neither a monetary nor a macroeconomic policy aimed at serving 

the Palestinian economy was implemented. In fact, the local banking system was ordered to close 

in 1967 and not allowed to reopen until the 1980s—and even then it had to endure severe restric-

tions.
17

 The dismantling of the local financial system denied the OPT the necessary instruments 

of capital accumulation, making it very difficult for individual savings to make their way into 

productive local investment. Coupled with the deficit in the balance of payments, with the Pales-

tinians importing far more than they exported, this meant that almost all Palestinian earnings 

were channeled back to the Israeli economy. On the other hand, the Palestinian economic infra-

structure suffered from years of purposeful neglect. The average annual spending on 

development by the military government did not exceed 12 percent of the total value of total 

fixed capital (even though it levied excessive taxes).
18

 This low rate of investment in public de-

velopment (3.5 percent of GDP compared to an average of 7.0 percent in comparable developing 

countries), which was unchanged in the period between 1967 and 1994, had an adverse impact 

on local infrastructure.
19

 

Municipal planning and the creation of industrial zones and irrigation projects were strictly li-

mited and the municipal water and electric enterprises were made dependent on Israel but 

continued to lack the necessary funds for expansion and modernization.
20

 The development of 

the transport system in the West Bank reflected the transportation and communications needs of 

Israeli settlers rather than the Palestinian population. For example, it became increasingly easy to 

drive from Israel to Jewish settlements in the OPT without passing through Palestinian popula-

tion centers.
21

 Meanwhile, lack of investment in health facilities led to a decline in the number of 

available hospital beds and the decline in the square footage of schoolrooms contributed to 

crowdedness and a deteriorating educational structure.
22

 The restrictions placed on Palestinian 
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use of land and water resources were even more damaging. Through land confiscation, either by 

declaring Palestinian land state land or by expropriating it for military purposes or settlement 

construction, the Israeli authorities seized more than 52 percent of the land in the West Bank and 

more than 30 percent in the Gaza Strip, contributing to a 22 percent decline in agricultural land 

cultivation between 1967 and 1984.
23

 The military government also removed more than 78 per-

cent of renewable waters in the West Bank and one-third of the renewable water supply in the 

Gaza Strip, directing it towards Israel.
24

 As a result, Palestinian water consumption increased by 

only 10 percent in the period between 1967 and 1994, in spite of the fact that the population had 

doubled.
25

 

Sara Roy describes the combined effects of these policies as a process of ‗de-development‘, de-

signed ‗to ensure that there will be no economic base, even one that is malformed, to support 

indigenous existence.‘
26

 Still, due to external labor earnings, either from the remittances funneled 

back to the OPT by Palestinians working in the Arab Gulf States or the earnings of Palestinian 

day laborers working in Israel, growth rates and living standards improved substantially during 

the 1970s and early 1980s. Thus, improvement in the Palestinian's standards of living was con-

comitant with the degradation of their economy. 

Economic integration existed in tension with the policy of administrative integration devised by 

Israeli policymakers to ease administering the OPT and ensure that Israel will be able to continue 

holding onto them. Israeli economic policies had the effect of undermining the Israeli-Jordanian 

power-sharing arrangement, one of the hallmarks of the Israeli policy of administrative integra-

tion. Shortly after the beginning of the occupation, Israel and Jordan agreed on an informal 

power-sharing arrangement that was viewed as mutually beneficial. Israel permitted Jordan to 

continue to pay the salaries of civil servants and bureaucrats in OPT's awqaf (public religious 
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trust), health and education departments, as well as to preserve the Jordanian dinar as one of the 

legal tenders. This gave Jordan the opportunity to capitalize on the institutional ties it had culti-

vated in the West Bank to compete with the PLO for influence and secure a role for itself in any 

political settlement. For Israel, in return, relying on the Jordanian administrative infrastructure 

allowed it to abdicate some of its responsibilities under international law to look after the inter-

ests of the Palestinian population under its control. Also, just as allowing Jordan to maintain its 

institutional ties with OPT created a sense of continuity consistent with the Israeli policy of nor-

malizing the occupation, the power-sharing arrangement gave Israel the opportunity to capitalize 

on the Jordanian hopes of reclaiming control over the West Bank to undermine the PLO and un-

dercut the emergence of a local-based Palestinian national movement. 

The traditional elite, made up of landlords and extended family notables, whose support Jordan 

had cultivated to strengthen its hold over the local population, came to play an important role in 

the Israeli-Jordanian power-sharing scheme. Following Jordan's de facto annexation of the West 

Bank in 1950, Jordanian policymakers had sought to strengthen their hold on society by replicat-

ing the political formula they believed had served them so well within Jordan proper. This meant 

reinforcing patriarchal structures, based on personalized ties with the local landlords and the no-

tables of extended families, rather than building institutionalized relationships as the basis for 

political participation.
27

 After 1967, both Jordan and Israel attempted to once again employ the 

same strategy, using political patronage, through employment in public institutions and other 

benefits, to win the loyalty of and lend support to the traditional elite. 

However, the social position of the Jordan-allied traditional elite (together with the power-

sharing scheme that was dependent on it) was undermined by the Israeli policies of forced eco-

nomic integration and of confiscating and restricting the use of land and water resources. These 
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policies precipitated a pronounced decline in subsistence and traditional labor intensive agricul-

ture and forced a large number of Palestinian peasants and small farmers to join the majority of 

Palestinian refugees in seeking employment in Israel, primarily as unskilled and semiskilled la-

borers in the construction, services and agricultural sectors.
28

 At the same time, wide-scale land 

expropriation led to the gradual politicization of the Palestinian countryside. The decline of the 

traditional agricultural sector contributed to a process of ‗depeasantization‘, which, combined 

with the lack of significant industrial development and the military government's tight zoning 

policies that inhibited urbanization, encouraged the migrant character of labor and the transfor-

mation of the peasantry into a rural proletariat.
29

 This process of depeasantization contributed to 

the erosion of traditional land-owning elite's rural social base and helped undermine its social 

position, Jordanian and Israeli efforts to bolster it notwithstanding. 

Simultaneously, the power of the traditional elite was being challenged from another social 

quarter. In spite of it being based on ominous sectoral imbalances and dependence on the Israeli 

labor market, the economic growth the OPT witnessed in the 1970s contributed to the expansion 

of the Palestinian middle class. As Salim Tamari noted at the time, it was this mostly urban class 

of traders and shopkeepers that spearheaded the strikes and similar acts of civil disobedience and 

resistance to Israeli occupation in the late 1960s through the late 1970s.
30

 The middle class was 

more willing to identify with the PLO. The first major challenge it posed for the traditional elite, 

and by extension its Jordanian and Israeli patrons, came with the municipal elections of 1976. 

Since mayors and councilpersons in most West Bank townships were appointed by Jordan, ex-

tending their tenure was consistent with both the power-sharing arrangement Israel had with 

Jordan and its policy of normalizing the occupation. The municipal elections of 1972, the first 

since the onset of the occupation and boycotted by the PLO, reinstated the existing mayors and 
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were perceived as a victory by both Jordan, which accorded the elected mayors post facto recog-

nition, and Israel. However, when the PLO endorsed the municipal elections planned for April of 

1976, PLO-aligned middle class candidates swept away the traditional elite to become the 

mayors and councilpersons of most West Bank cities and townships.
31

 The new mayors and 

councilpersons joined representatives of trade unions, professional associations and other politi-

cal activists to form the National Guidance Committee (NGC), which called for a complete end 

to the occupation and opposed talks on Palestinian ‗autonomy‘ between Israel and Egypt at 

Camp David.
32

 

The Israeli military government responded by deporting some of the elected mayors and impri-

soning other leaders or placing them under home arrest. Furthermore, in its efforts to undermine 

the NGC it fell back once more upon the Jordan-allied traditional elite. It created the ‗Village 

Leagues‘: a network of landlords and notables aimed at undermining the credibility of the NGC's 

nationalist middle class leadership. The first Village League, headed by former Jordanian cabinet 

minister Mustafa Dudin, was established in the Hebron district in 1978. The military government 

issued a series of military orders authorizing it to form an armed militia and to arrest and detain 

political activists. Like the other leagues established in the following four years in the Ramallah, 

Bethlehem, Jenin, Tul-Karem and Nablus districts, it was also authorized to carry out administra-

tive and bureaucratic tasks such as issuing work permits, driver's licenses and permits for family 

reunification.
33

 

The Village Leagues experience was both short-lived, having completely vanished by 1983 

thanks to fierce local resistance and PLO opposition, and counterproductive, since the highly 

publicized popular campaigns launched by the NGC and the PLO against the Leagues rendered 

the rural population more politically aware and involved. It, nonetheless, underscored the mar-
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ginal role the Palestinian countryside played in previous strikes and civil disobedience initiatives 

and gave credence to the perception that rural areas remained unfazed by the inroads made by the 

PLO and the local national leadership.
34

 As it became clear that mobilizing the countryside, 

where 80 percent of Palestinians lived, was essential both for undermining the hegemony of the 

traditional elite and for effectively counteracting Israeli policies and resisting the occupation, the 

emerging middle class leadership was encouraged to build networks of voluntary work and relief 

committees in order to establishing links with the rural population. 

2. Civil Society at Work: the Case of Health 
 

The military government's dismantling of the NGC and persecution of elected mayors convinced 

local leaders and activists that new strategies were needed and local national institutions had to 

be built not only to respond to the needs of the local population and ensure communal survival 

(the strategy of sumud adopted by the local urban leadership in the early 1970s and supported by 

the PLO), but also to proactively and more effectively counteract the policies of the Israeli mili-

tary government and undermine its control (the strategy of sumud wa muqawama).
35

 As noted by 

Liza Taraki, ‗as the occupation encroached on the ―national institutions‖ and targeted the politi-

cal leadership, the national movement had two options: either confine itself to clandestine work 

but sacrifice a growing mass base; or evolve alternative, open structures that would be more dif-

ficult to destroy‘. This led to the realization that ‗efforts had to be directed to addressing the 

concrete needs of different sectors of society within the framework of mass organizations.‘
36

 The 

new strategy emphasized re-energizing the labor unions and professional associations that pre-

dated the occupation and instigated a new drive towards institution-building, which rested on 

building voluntary work and relief committees and women organizations. The discussion in this 

section will focus on the health relief committees. 
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A decade after the onset of occupation it was becoming abundantly clear that general health in-

dicators were unanimously in decline. When examined in relation to comparable cases such as 

those of Jordan and Syria, it was quickly discovered that both the infant mortality rate and the 

physician-to-population ratio were slipping behind (the latter despite the availability of a large 

pool of unemployed Palestinian physicians).
37

 The number of hospital beds was also in decline 

(from 2.6 hospital beds per 1,000 population in 1974 to 1.8 in 1985)
38

 and morbidity levels, mal-

nutrition and parasite infestation were high, reflecting the generally low health status of the 

population. The Israeli military government's expenditure on health services in the OPT 

amounted to US$30 per person (compared with US$350 government expenditure per person 

within Israel) and there existed severe imbalances in terms of expenditure, favoring hospitals 

over primary health care centers and towns over rural areas.
39

 These conditions underscored the 

need for developing an alternative Palestinian health infrastructure that is independent of the 

Israeli military government. 

Still, the founding of the first medical relief committee in 1979 was precipitated by events on 

the ground. The committee began as a mobile clinic intended to extend help to the residents of 

the city of Hebron, which the Israeli military had put under strict curfew, not allowing people to 

leave their houses except for a few hours each day, for more than a month. Since the Israeli mili-

tary also barred Palestinians from entering or leaving the city, when residents did manage to get 

to hospitals and clinics during non-curfew hours, they found them severely under-supplied and 

understaffed because medical supplies and employees living outside the city could not pass 

through the Israeli military blockade. The mobile clinic was organized by a group of physicians, 

nurses, laboratory technicians and other health professionals who worked at the Jerusalem-based 

Augusta Victoria, St. Joseph's and Al-Maqasid hospitals. They gathered medical supplies from 
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local pharmacies and used their private cars to drive to the city of Hebron in a show of solidarity 

and with the objective of providing the city's residents with much needed medical care and sup-

plies. When the Israeli military persisted in refusing to let them into the city, instead of giving up 

the organizers decided to take their expertise and medical supplies to the Dihishah refugee camp 

on the outskirts of the city of Bethlehem, on the road between Jerusalem and Hebron. 

Encouraged by the positive response with which their efforts were met at the refugee camp, or-

ganizers began organizing other mobile clinics, relying on medical supplies donated by local 

hospitals and pharmacies and using their private cars to drive to remote and under-served villag-

es. Within a year, the organizers and volunteers who worked in Jerusalem, but hailed from 

different areas in the West Bank, were able to treat more than 2,000 patients.
40

 As they began to 

enlist the aid of colleagues and health facilities in various West Bank districts to contribute to the 

service of the local community, a number of localized volunteer groups emerged; each forming a 

‗committee‘ of active members that oversaw and coordinated local volunteer activities in differ-

ent areas of the OPT. Nine such committees, operating in the areas of Jerusalem, Ramallah, 

Nablus, Hebron, Bethlehem, Gaza, Jenin, Tulkarem/Qalqilya, and the Jordan Valley, existed in 

1982. In 1983, the Union of Palestinian Medical Relief Committees (UPMRC) was established 

in order to link the various committees together, in a bid to coordinate the activities of the hun-

dreds of volunteers who worked within these committees and build the necessary administrative 

and financial support infrastructure. The founding of the UPMRC was also encouraged by the 

growing realization, built on the practical experience of organizers and volunteers, that the exist-

ing health infrastructure and the situation on the ground ‗necessitated a fundamental structural 

change.‘
41
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Three main types of health providers had existed in the OPT since 1948: the United Nations 

Relief and Work Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA), which provided 

primary health  services to registered Palestinian refugees since its creation in 1948; the primari-

ly for profit private sector (although some health-focused charitable societies did provide  limited  

services); and the public healthcare system, where the majority of Palestinians had sought and 

received health care and which fell under Israeli control with the onset of occupation in 1967 and 

was rapidly deteriorating. Unlike all three, the founding of the UPMRC was grounded in the 

principle that the local community needed to own the various processes involved in the provision 

of health care by setting the agenda of priorities and participating in meeting them. The Union 

was established with the belief that 

the real measure of development is the ability of the people to build its own comprehen-

sive and complimentary and independent infrastructure that is capable of dealing with its 

own problems, needs and aspirations.
42 

 

Israeli policies, which went beyond slashing health budgets to include the shutting down of many 

hospitals and health facilities, were understood as being aimed at the creation of a second-rate 

health care sector for the Palestinians, excluding them from a first-rate sector reserved for Israe-

lis, while simultaneously claiming to have improved health conditions in the OPT.
43

 Meanwhile, 

research also showed that infant mortality and malnutrition rates tended to be higher among girls 

than boys—a fact which the health professionals and activists that pioneered the mobile clinics 

and health relief committees argued reflected local traditional attitudes and could not be ascribed 

to the occupation. Thus, it was necessary to challenge not only Israeli policies, which reflected a 

desire to ensure dependence and control rather than a concern with the good health of the local 

population, but also dominant conceptions about health care and health care provision within the 

Palestinian society itself. According to Rita Giacaman and Mustafa Barghouthi, two founders of 

the UPMRC, prior to UPMRC's founding there had been two models of health care provision in 
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the OPT, but neither was capable of challenging or counteracting Israeli policies. The first model 

was based on adaptation. It was resigned to the reality of Israeli control of the public health care 

system, entertaining a belief in the possibility of improving it by abiding by military government 

regulations and dictates. This model also favored hospital-based and doctor-heavy healthcare 

with an emphasis on curative medicine at the expense of primary healthcare. Those who favored 

this model 

were primarily physicians who had dominated the old medical establishment and who 

have had considerable influence in shaping the medical care system in the country. Mostly 

members of the ―old school‖ and graduates of the 1940s and 1950s, they constituted the 

medical elite and generally came from well-to-do backgrounds, with ties to the West, 

viewing the health services networks as another arena within which ―development‖—

equated with Westernization—could be achieved. They understood health, disease, and 

medical care as simple and pure biological phenomenon, divorced from social, economic, 

and political contexts, and within a strict biomedical framework. Consequently, they 

equated health development with technical and medical development of premises, instru-

ments, and procedures.
44 

 

The second model emerged in the early 1970s and was pioneered by nationalists advocating 

disengagement from military government-controlled public health system. Rooted in the concept 

of sumud, those who championed this model strove to build a Palestinian health care infrastruc-

ture independent of the Israeli military government. Charitable societies—such as Al-Maqassid 

Hospital in Jerusalem and the Red Crescent and Patient's Friends societies in the West Bank and 

Gaza Strip—which constituted the backbone of this model, were involved in intense struggles 

with the military government to obtain permits to build and operate health facilities. Although it 

was relatively successful in expanding the health care offered to Palestinians, this model still op-

erated within the boundaries of military government's laws and regulations and risked allowing it 

to use health care provision as an instrument of social control. In many cases, even such an inno-

cuous activity as holding a health education seminar required a permit from the military 

government. In order to be able to continue to operate some of the institutions based on this 

model had to distance themselves from the national movement. Others, like the Red Crescent 
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societies, faced such insurmountable difficulties when dealing with the military government that 

their efforts rarely led to any concrete results on the ground.
45

 In addition, this model was largely 

urban-based and remained wedded to a centralized and biomedical approach to health care. Since 

it did not address the needs of the under-served sectors of the population, it could not effectively 

deal with the problems created by uneven development and social differentiation. By relying on 

charitable societies, this model risked strengthening personalized and clientelist networks at the 

expense of ones based on solidarity and egalitarian politics. 

The model of health care provision introduced by the UPMRC sprang in part as a response to 

these two models and differed from them in its championing of four paradigmatic developments: 

First, although the founding of the Union signaled a shift from relief and emergency care to pri-

mary health care, it continued to empathize preventative, promotive and educational campaigns 

and activities instead of an excessive focus on curative measures. In the period between 1984 and 

1987, it established 17 permanent health clinics, which functioned as ‗health centers‘, focusing 

on ‗prevention, education, first aid training, not just curative medicine.‘
46

 Second, the Union 

placed a great deal of emphasis on extending health care services to remote and under-served ru-

ral areas. A good number of the permanent health clinics it established were themselves located 

in rural areas and it supplemented the mobile clinics with health education campaigns that pri-

marily targeted the population in rural and peripheral areas. Third, the model introduced by the 

Union was marked by decentralism and volunteerism. Even as the founding of the UPMRC sig-

naled a shift towards institutionalization, a process was developed ‗whereby each committee, 

often with one hundred or more members from the local communities, would elect a local execu-

tive committee to oversee activities in their region. These executive committees would then 

select representatives to the central board, many of whom sat on the organization's secretariat.‘
47
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Two-thirds of UPMRC activities were carried out by 800 unpaid volunteers (nearly half of whom 

were physicians) and the Union insisted that each of the recipient communities established its 

own managerial committee and recruited candidates that it would train to function as local health 

workers. In 1984, it established its own School of Community Health to train the locally re-

cruited candidates to become community health workers.
48

 Finally, the UPMRC advocated total 

disengagement from the Israeli military government and noncompliance with its laws and regula-

tions. It did not seek military government permits for the health clinics it established, nor were 

the mobile clinics and educational campaigns it ran authorized by the military government. The 

Union, according to Mustafa Barghouthi, was about two things: 

[S]elf-oragnization and defying the existing law. And in that sense, we created structures 

without even asking permission from the authorities.... I think we were an avant-garde in 

this field. We moved people around us. We showed them that it was possible to challenge 

the regulations and to change the behavior towards these regulations. What helped us was 

not only that we were fighting the Israeli occupation, but actually we were challenging a 

behavior that existed during Ottoman times, the British mandate and the Jordanian pe-

riod.
49 

 

UPMRC's model of healthcare provision grew to become very popular, especially among the 

rural population, as it became not uncommon for rural communities themselves to approach 

people working with the Union asking them to extend their programs and services to their villag-

es.
50

 The UPMRC itself became particularly well-adept at mobilizing the local communities and 

encouraging them to participate in identifying and tackling health and social problems that had 

hitherto remained unresolved. That being said, it is important to situate the creation of the 

UPMRC within the local political context. Not unlike much of the grassroots organizing that 

went on during this period, the medical relief committees had began as a cross-factional project. 

Apart from institutionalization, the founding of the UPMRC also signaled a shift towards factio-

nalization. The Union was established by organizers and activists affiliated with the Palestinian 

Communist Party (PCP—the Palestinian People Party after 1991).
51
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The popularity of the health care model the UPMRC championed, as well as its success in pro-

moting community action and the drive towards institutionalization and factionalization at the 

heart of its founding, encouraged organizers and activists affiliated with other political parties to 

follow suit and establish other organizations that followed its lead. The first such organization 

was the Popular Committees For Health Services (PCHS), established by organizers and activists 

affiliated with the Popular Front for Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) shortly after UPMRC's 

founding. Most of PCHS's founders were physicians and other health professionals employed at 

the Jerusalem-based Al-Maqassid Hospital. The concerns that galvanized them were the same as 

those behind the creation of the UPMRC, which the PCHS tended to mirror in both its social and 

political inclinations and mode of operation. According to one of PCHS's founders: 

In the 1970s Palestinian health care was in the hands of either reactionary elements in the 

Palestinian community [i.e., notables] or well-meaning but naive international organiza-

tions. For example, UN organizations dealt with Israelis when providing for Palestinians. 

Clearly, Israelis and Palestinians have different views of the needs of Palestinian health 

care. Besides, by dealing with the enemy, even these well-meaning organizations became 

suspicious in the eyes of many Palestinians. Also during the 1970s, about 70% of all 

health care personnel were in private practices. This was a problem because it meant that 

the overwhelming majority of doctors were either politically reactionary or too expensive 

for most Palestinians to afford, or both. As a result, Palestinians often would either not get 

proper care or would go broke getting it.
52 

 

The organization emphasized building links with local communities, championing primary and 

preventative health care and putting a great deal of emphasis on health education. In the words of 

one organizer: 

When we were working in hospitals, we were treating the symptoms of disease. But ac-

tually we learned about real disease in the field, in the village, in the house of the patient. 

We understood that we had to look for the sources of disease. … We understood that we 

can solve a lot of [health problems] by simply talking to the people, through health educa-

tion.
53 

 

Like those of the UPMRC, PCHS's efforts were met with enthusiasm and grew in popularity. 

By 1987, the organization had established thirteen permanent primary health care clinics. Unlike 

the UPMRC, however, the PCHS had placed a greater deal of emphasis on meeting the health 
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needs of the population in the Gaza Strip. By 1989, the organization had nine Gaza Strip-based 

permanent health and dental clinics, which, according to PCHS's organizers, were the primary 

provider of health care services to more than fifteen percent of the Strip's population.
54

 Accord-

ing to organizers, PCHS's volunteers numbered in the thousands and only two percent of the 

people working with the organization were paid staff.
55

 While these numbers are plausible, given 

that the PFLP had a much larger mass following than that of the PCP, the organizers' claims that 

the recruitment of workers and volunteers did not follow factional lines ought to be taken with 

skepticism. 

In 1984, health care professionals affiliated with the Democratic Front for Liberation of Pales-

tine (DFLP) established the Union of Health Care Committees (UHCC). The UHCC was unique 

in that the Women's Action Committee, a women‘s organization affiliated with the DFLP, played 

a central role in its founding. It placed a great deal of emphasis on the health problems faced by 

women and linked health to the status of women within Palestinian society.
56

 As with UPMRC 

and PCHS, mobile clinics were quickly supplemented with permanent clinics, 12 by 1988, that 

primarily catered for the population in rural areas. The clinics were staffed with 54 full-time em-

ployees and 450 unpaid volunteers who had been given medical and paramedical training.
57

 In 

the same vein as UPMRC and PCHS, the UHCC did not shy away from explicitly linking the 

work it does to an overarching political agenda. According to the organization's charter: 

The UHCC is part of the national movement of our people fighting for their national 

rights, at the forefront of which are the right to return, to self-determination, and the estab-

lishment of an independent state.
58 

 

Like UPMRC and PCHS, UHCC linked health to socioeconomic conditions and the deprivation 

of Palestinians living in rural areas and the refugee camps. According to one of its founders, 

In the early 1980s there was a lot of thinking about general problems, especially medical 

problems, in Palestinian society. UNRWA and the government hospitals were only provid-

ing limited services, and, in a sense, were improper [i.e., politically]. The costs of private 
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practices were very high in relation to Palestinian living standards so people just could not 

really afford them. The end result of this situation was that people were paying a very high 

price: their health. Some Palestinians were saying that big was better, that big machines 

and big hospitals were the solution. Others maintained that ―only the end of occupation 

could bring about a solution to our problems. In the meantime, there is nothing we can or 

should do.‖ We said that there is no end in sight to the occupation and to wait that long 

would be irresponsible. We have to do it ourselves. The problems we face—high mortality 

rate, family planning, hygiene, overcrowding, gastroenteritis, dehydration, infectious dis-

eases, skin diseases, etc.—cannot wait for the end of the occupation.
59 

 

Organizers downplayed competition with other political factions as a motivating factor behind 

UHCC's founding. However, similarities in both ideological inclinations and mode of organiz-

ing, in addition to the fact that some of the founders of UHCC, like the founders of the PCHS, 

were among the organizers of the first mobile clinic organized in solidarity with the people of 

Hebron in 1979, underscore the role factional competition played. As alluded to above, the PCP 

played an important role in pioneering mass organizing as a means to broaden participation 

among wide sectors of the community in resisting the occupation. Given that it was outside the 

PLO and excluded from its structures in exile, the PCP deemed it necessary to strengthen its or-

ganizational structures and build grassroots support inside the OPT. Beyond working in the field 

of health, it founded voluntary work programs in the fields of agriculture and women organizing. 

It was also the PCP that initiated the organizing of labor and student movements, which enabled 

it to control labor and student unions and most professional organizations in the early 1970s.
60

 

In response to the inroads made by the PCP, Fatah, the hegemonic political party within the 

PLO, played a pivotal role in the factionalization of student and labor organizations in the mid-

1970s.
61

 Still, motivated more by the requirements of intra-Palestinian political competition than 

conviction, Fatah's embrace of voluntary work and relief organizing was halfhearted and its ef-

forts in the field of health work came relatively late. The Fatah-affiliated Health Services 

Committees (HSC) was the last to be established. HSC's first clinic was established in 1986, but 

the organization grew rapidly to encompass 85 clinics (largely due to the fact that it was joined 
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by many of the already existing Red Crescent and Patient's Friends societies). However, many of 

the services offered by HSC‘s newly established clinics were of questionable quality, prompting 

the organization to initiate a process of reorganization that ultimately led to greater centralization 

and the building of larger, more centralized and urban-based medical centers that did not rely on 

volunteerism in the provision of health care.
62

 

Unlike organizations affiliated with the leftist parties, the HSC had no overt political agenda, 

viewing itself as a charitable organization and not as a grassroots popular organization. It was, in 

fact, officially registered with the Israeli Office of the Coordinator of Government Activities in 

the Territories (GOGAT) as a nonprofit NGO.
63

 While HSC organizers claimed that more than 

80 percent of the operating costs were recovered by the clinics themselves, others claimed that 

the organization relied on high rates of outside Arab funding. In 1978, the Arab League estab-

lished the Palestinian-Jordanian Joint Committee (PJJC) to channel funds to the OPT in an effort 

to counter the Camp David ‗autonomy‘ plan. Since Jordanian institutional and official ties with 

the West Bank were generally tolerated by Israel, Jordan‘s inclusion in the committee was neces-

sary to make funding feasible. This inclusion, however, led to an uncomfortable working 

relationship between Fatah, which controlled the PLO, and Jordan, the result of which meant that 

most Arab funding found its way either to the more conservative institutions and charitable so-

cieties or to organizations affiliated with Fatah.
64

 This situation suited Fatah, by nature an 

umbrella group that included notables and segments of the traditional elite within its ranks.
65

 

Initially, health relief committees and mobile clinics relied on donations and locally-raised re-

sources, but local fund-raising could not cover the rising operating costs associated with gradual 

institutionalization. While PLO funding was made available to the health organizations through 

their allied political parties in the early 1980s, PCHS and UHCC had a much diminished share of 
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the Fatah-controlled PJJC funds and the UPMRC was totally excluded (since the PCP did not 

join the PLO until 1986). Necessity demanded that the UPMRC would again lead the way in es-

tablishing contacts with donor NGOs. The organization received foreign funding for the first 

time in 1983, the same year it was founded.
66

 PCHS and UHCC soon followed suit and subsi-

dized PLO funding with international donor money. Initially, it was mostly Western 

humanitarian and faith-based organizations, such as Oxfam and Christian Aid, that provided 

funding to OPT-based organizations. After the break of the first intifada, a number of European 

solidarity organizations joined in providing funding to organizations working in the field of 

health. We shall return to disusing foreign funding later on. For now, the focus will turn to role 

the various health organizations—and the larger popular movement of which they were but one 

part—played in intra-Palestinian social contestation, political mobilization and resistance to 

Israeli occupation. 

3. Civil Society and Social Mobilization 

 

Since Israel outlawed the main political parties and virtually all forms of political organizing, it 

was inevitable that civil society and mass organizing will become a field of intense inter-party 

competition. The political parties had no choice but to fall back on the voluntary work, self-help 

and relief organizations—which for reasons discussed below were tolerated by the military gov-

ernment—as a means of recruitment and of cultivating and organizing a social base. In a narrow 

sense organizations functioned as a means of promoting a particular political faction or platform. 

Still, it was exactly the functions that the popular organizations performed in the stead of the var-

ious political parties during this period that gave civil society its legitimacy and quasi-

representative stature.
67

 Activists and organizers saw their activities and the services they pro-

vided as a means for achieving broader political ends. If the main goal was undermining Israeli 
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control, overlapping objectives enmeshed the voluntary work and relief committees in intra-

Palestinian social contestation and the hard work of political mobilization. These required build-

ing relationships with local rural communities, necessitating a shift in focus from running mobile 

clinics to the building of permanent health facilities. According to one organizer in both the 

Women's Action Committee and the UHCC: 

There was a strong relationship between the women's committee and the village women, 

but we were more like outsiders. This is why we decided to change our policy from occa-

sional visits to establishing permanent clinics. In this way we can cement the relationship 

between our union and the local population. Now, we are part of the community, can learn 

their needs and provide care appropriate for their situation.
68 

 

It is important to emphasize that it was new university graduates and young professionals that 

built the health relief committees and other utur jamahiria (mass organizations). Due to the ex-

pansion of the post-secondary education, these emerging elite were growing rapidly in the 1970s. 

While the actual building of Palestinian colleges and universities was entirely the initiative of 

Palestinian and international non-profit organizations, the Israeli military government permitted 

the expansion of post-secondary education in an effort to normalize the occupation and encour-

age Palestinians to seek jobs abroad, especially in the Gulf region.
69

 The new colleges and 

universities provided a place for an emerging, mostly rural, though non-landed, generation of 

professionals to overcome the regional and class divisions that had historically fragmented Pales-

tinian society and had been used by occupying powers to undermine collective national action.
70

 

More specifically, they played a pivotal role in the emergence of the mass organizations, which 

in many cases grew out of the community programs developed as part of the formal university 

curriculum to respond to concrete problems facing the local communities.
71

  College and univer-

sity-based voluntary and student groups also provided the pool of activists and young 

professionals who would later lead the mass organizations. 
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As the quotes provided in the previous section reveal, these young professionals were fully 

cognizant that their work in building the mass organizations was in part aimed at undermining 

the social position of the traditional elite. Going back to the Ottoman period, foreign powers—

Turkey, Britain, Jordan and Israel—had fostered clientelist networks in an effort to use this class 

of local notables and land owners as tools of social pacification and political control.
72

 The 

young professionals who made up the emerging new elite understood this very well. They aimed 

their efforts at superseding, and eventually supplanting, the services provided by the charitable 

societies, which were dominated by the traditional elite, who, with Jordan's support, used them 

as vehicles for the cultivation of patronage. This partly explains the emphasis the different health 

organizations placed on extending health services to the rural areas, where the traditional elite 

had its social base, and their focus on establishing regular contacts with the rural population and 

recruiting organizers and volunteers from the rural communities to work with the health organi-

zations. The young professionals persisted despite being decried by the ‗old school‘ medical 

establishment as being ‗communists‘ and ‗leftists‘ who ‗sought to cheapen medicine by going to 

the villages.‘
73

 According to one physician working with PCHS: 

It was like a stigma asking my colleagues to participate in the [organization's] activities 

because they were hearing from the big doctors and specialists that we were cheapening 

medicine and ourselves. They could not understand why I would not open a clean orderly 

fancy clinic in Ramallah and let the patient come to me, instead of going to the village.
74 

 

Establishing contacts and building relationships with the rural population were also behind the 

building of the agricultural relief committees. These emerged in the early 1980s and witnessed a 

process of institutionalization roughly corresponding to the same timetable witnessed in the field 

of health.
75

 They were established by young professional agronomists and agricultural engineers 

who provided agricultural extension services and technical advice to small farmers throughout 

the West Bank in an effort to reinvigorate the declining agricultural sector and to encourage Pal-
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estinian self-sufficiency.
76

 Beyond addressing the lack of agricultural extension services, the 

agricultural relief committees saw their work as a means of combating Jordan's alliance with the 

conservative wing of Fatah and its use of the JJPC to distribute agricultural support funds to tra-

ditional notables and landlords, in a process that was seen as giving precedence to the logic of 

political patronage over the requirements of development. In contrast, the new agricultural relief 

organizations encouraged self-reliance. The activists and organizers who established them saw 

their work as a means for undermining the monopoly the landlords, who were seen as benefiting 

from the system of occupation while small farmers suffered, had over the agricultural production 

process.
77

 Small farmers had to face the many restrictions imposed by Israel (such as land expro-

priation, severe limitations on water use, production quotas and restrictions on the planting of 

fruit trees). Moreover, they did not benefit from state subsidies and were denied access to the 

Israeli market, while still having to compete in markets flooded with subsidized Israeli agricul-

tural products. The new relief organizations set out to help small farmers overcome these hurdles 

through launching educational and pest control campaigns, improving farmers' access to credit 

facilities, supplying them with competitively priced tree seedlings, and introducing innovative 

marketing strategies. In the process, they facilitated the organization of farmers at the village 

level and encouraged the participation of the community in seeking solutions.
78

 

The fact that rural Palestinians were increasingly employed in the construction and manufactur-

ing sectors of the Israeli economy meant that the new elite's efforts had to be complemented with 

organizing in the field of labor. That Palestinians employed inside Israel paid dues to the Israeli 

trade federation, the Histadrut, but received no benefits from it, made reinvigorating Palestinian 

labor unions an even more pressing task. In the Gaza Strip, the six small labor unions that existed 

prior to the occupation had been shut down by the Israeli military government in 1967—and 
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even when allowed to reopen in 1979, they were not allowed to hold new elections or recruit new 

members. In the West Bank, the labor unions that existed under the umbrella of the labor federa-

tion prior to the occupation grew in number, but remained weak and the services they extended 

to workers were very modest. In fact, as early as in the mid-1970s, sociologist Salim Tamari had 

identified the weakness of labor unions and their failure to recruit effectively in the villages as 

one of the reasons behind the negligible contribution of peasant and migrant workers to the 

strikes and acts of self-disobedience that shaped Palestinian resistance to the Israeli occupation at 

the time.
79

 In the late 1970s the situation began to change. Unions allied themselves with the na-

tional movement and existing political parties in the face of harassment and intimidation—which 

included the arrest or deportation of union leaders and the closing of union offices or completely 

banning them—employed by the Israeli military government in a bid to create an aura of fear to 

discourage new members from joining labor unions and keep the existing membership dormant. 

Nonetheless, in the West Bank, such unions as the Worker's Unity Bloc, the Progressive Work-

ers' Bloc, and the Workers' Youth Movement—affiliated with the PFLP, the PCP and Fatah, 

respectively—grew in terms of membership and became more active. In the Gaza Strip, mean-

while, when Israel again shut down labor unions in 1986, two of the existing unions defied the 

orders of the military government and organized new elections early in 1987.
80

 

It was clear that organizing Palestinian labor was inimical to the economic interests of Israeli 

businesses, which depended on cheap and dispensable Palestinian labor, especially since the un-

ions fought for basic rights such as health insurance, worker's compensation and the right to 

organize. For its own reasons, the Israeli military government also took a dim view of re-

energized labor unionism. The fact that Palestinian migrant laborers were not treated on an equal 

footing with Israeli labor, and sometimes subjected to mistreatment and abuse, gave them a set of 
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clear grievances against the occupying power. Meanwhile, the growing numbers of Palestinians 

seeking jobs in Israel (almost 50 percent of the Palestinian labor force by the mid-1980s) made it 

clear that the organization of this large social sector did not bode well for Israel's control of the 

OPT. The military government‘s reliance on repression to control and undermine labor unions 

was not always successful, however. Despite the arrests of leaders and activists following the 

decision taken by two Gaza Strip-based labor unions to defy the military government and hold 

new elections, the act of defiance had an electrifying impact, nourishing a growing readiness 

among laborers to defy military orders.
81

 

In the meantime, Jordan was alarmed that the legitimacy the popular movement had accorded 

the new middle class elite was such that its growing power was threatening to eclipse that of its 

traditional elite allies. In 1986, with support from both Israel and the United States, King Hussein 

announced a five-year ‗development plan‘ that was designed to cement the traditional elite's so-

cial position and strengthen Jordanian political control. With a proposed US$3 billion investment 

in the OPT, Jordan increased the salaries of public employees on its payroll, obtained the right to 

reopen the West Bank branches of the Cairo-Amman Bank (which had been shut down in 1967), 

established specialized regional development committees, extended financial aid to city and vil-

lage councils, and established the Jerusalem-based An-Nahar newspaper.
82

 Meanwhile, the 

military government accorded pro-Jordanian figures broad freedoms, allowing them to access 

Jordanian financing, establish a variety of institutions and hold public meetings.
83

 But the break 

of the first intifada sealed the future of Jordan's ‗development plan‘ and eroded the sliver of legi-

timacy still enjoyed by the traditional elite. In 1988, in a tacit acknowledgment of both the 

waning social position of his traditional elite allies and the inroads the popular movement and the 

PLO were able to make, King Hussein announced total Jordanian disengagement from the OPT. 
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By undermining the traditional elite, the mass organizations put an end to the Israeli-Jordanian 

power-sharing arrangement, used by both to control the Palestinian population and prevent the 

emergence of an OPT-based national movement. 

The military government's tolerance for the voluntary work and relief organizations was in-

formed by its strategy of ‗normalizing the occupation‘. Israeli policymakers had hoped that by 

providing Palestinians with the basic social services the military government did not provide, 

these organizations would absorb their frustration. Furthermore, those organizations that were 

registered with the GOGAT—and, hence, subject to military government monitoring—

functioned as a means of social control. As mentioned above, even the innocuous act of holding 

a health education seminar required the military government's approval. But, since the military 

government outlawed political organizing, dismantled the NGC and deported or imprisoned the 

elected mayors and other leaders, the medical and agricultural relief, voluntary work committees, 

women's organizations and labor unions became the sole venue available for political expression 

and organization. Organizers and activists combined the provision of social services with politi-

cal activism, using the ‗parallel services‘ as a means for initiating contact with potential 

constituencies and to organize a social support base. The same non-profit and service provision 

organizations that had been used by the military government as a means of normalizing the oc-

cupation were converted into a means of undermining Israeli control. 

The mass organizations functioned as an independent local institutional infrastructure—as a 

‗shadow government,‘ to use the term used by Manuel Hassassian—giving Palestinians not only 

a means to improve their lives, but also the parallel social support mechanisms used by them to 

‗outadminister‘ the occupation.
84

 Outadministering the occupation, as noted by Joost Hiltermann, 

depended not on confronting its vastly superior military but on eroding the legitimacy of its gov-
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ernment.
85

 By allowing political parties to reach those areas of daily life that the military gov-

ernment could not reach, and by giving them the opportunity to mobilize people whose loyalty it 

could not win, the mass organizations made outadministering the occupation possible, creating a 

new level of consciousness which, with the break of the first intifada, culminated in a complete 

rapture with the status quo ante of dependence on Israel.
86

 

4. Civil Society and the First Intifada 

 

The mass organizations functioned as institutional support structure for resistance that was used 

by Palestinians to ‗outadminister‘ the occupation. When the first intifada broke out in December 

of 1987, these same organizations became its source of direction and continuity. This took place 

on two levels: First, the mass organizations allowed Palestinians to sustain the intifada beyond 

the strikes and street demonstrations. To focus again on the health sector, just as they had to 

creatively respond to the exigencies of the intifada, health organizations had to fill the gaps 

created by the new obstacles—including the cutting of the health budget in half, raising the fees 

paid for health care and terminating patient transfers to Israeli hospitals—which the military 

government had imposed on the already underfunded and overwhelmed governmental health 

sector after the intifada began.
87

 Health organizations focused on extending urgently needed 

health care to the injured in the villages and refugee camps who could not reach the hospitals in 

the main urban centers. During the first year of the intifada, there were over 20,000 causalities 

sustained as result of confrontations with the Israeli army. Within the same year, UPMRC estab-

lished five first-aid centers, organized more than 1,000 first-aid training sessions, and distributed 

more than 19,000 first-aid kits. The Union also created the first computerized national blood do-

nor system, which was direly needed due to the high rate of injuries requiring blood 

transfusion.
88
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The responses of the other health organizations were similar. In contrast with their earlier focus 

on extending health services to rural areas, PCHS and UHCC devoted their energies to first aid 

and focused on establishing permanent health clinics in the refugee camps, which became the 

main line of confrontation with Israeli soldiers. Meanwhile, the military government's insistence 

that government hospitals compile lists of the patients who were treated for injuries incurred as a 

result of confrontations with Israeli soldiers vindicated the drive for disengagement championed 

by the health relief organizations, prompting physicians working in the public sector to refuse to 

comply with the orders of the military government and participate in the relief campaign. Ac-

cording to Rita Giacaman and Mustafa Barghouthi, along with the organizations working in 

other sectors, it was 

precisely this infrastructure that succeeded in sustaining the uprising through the force of a 

strongly emerging collective consciousness, through the realization that health sector plan-

ning must take into consideration a balance between national and professional 

considerations and, in the end, through the sense of empowerment that was reinforced with 

the declaration of the Palestinian state on November 15, 1988.
89 

 

Second, emphasizing the role of the mass organizations as instruments of political mobilization, 

the intifada produced the ‗popular committees.‘ Underscoring the need to expand their organiza-

tional base, these mirrored the mass organizations by combining providing the population with 

basic services, which became even more direly needed after the intifada began, with advocating 

total disengagement from the military government. The popular committees, which mushroomed 

in almost every locality, existing at the neighborhood level in the cities and refugee camps and 

the community level in the countryside, were designed to be democratic and non-factional. 

Usually, meetings for entire neighbor-hoods were held. After volunteers were recruited for 

committees specializing in the areas of education, health, food relief, agriculture and security, a 

follow-up committee, made up of one member from each of the five committees in addition to 

two or three other individuals were elected.
90
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The popular committees became essential to responding to the needs of afflicted communities 

and sustaining Palestinian day-to-day life. As food shortages became severe due to the long cur-

fews imposed by the military government on refugee camps and some towns and villages, the 

food relief committees responded by collecting imperishable foodstuff donations and secretly 

distributing them in the areas under curfew. Similarly, the education committees responded to 

the closure of universities and the lack of access to schools in the areas under curfew by organiz-

ing informal classes that were usually held at the teachers' homes or in mosques and churches. 

The sheer number of the popular committees (estimated at around 45,000 by mid-1988)
91

 and the 

speed with which they were created and mobilized, it is important to emphasize, owed to the fact 

that the vast network of organizers and activists who were active in student groups, labor unions, 

women and relief organizations prior to the intifada formed their organizational core. To give an 

example from the agricultural sector, by the beginning of 1989 the various agricultural relief or-

ganizations had helped establish and worked with more than 190 village-, camp- and town-level 

agricultural relief popular committees. These committees became the backbone of the intifada's 

‗back-to-the-land‘ self-sufficiency movement that contributed to a substantial rise in the OPT's 

agricultural output.
92

 

The popular committees played an important role in promoting disengagement from the mili-

tary government. They promoted self-sufficiency and the boycott of Israeli products, encouraged 

the whole-sale resignation of the police force and tax collectors, and advocated abstaining from 

paying taxes and the refusal to carry the military government-issued identity cards. They were 

able to bring about a successful break with the Israeli ‗civil administration.‘ The military gov-

ernment was able to partially reverse these gains through launching campaigns of forceful tax 

collection and using other repressive measures such as issuing a military order in August of 1988 
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mandating that participation in popular committees of any kind carried a ten-year prison sen-

tence. Nonetheless, as Salim Tamari noted at the time, a lasting rupture in the realm of 

consciousness was achieved that made the restoration of the pre-1987 relationship of dependence 

on Israel unthinkable.
93

 

5. Final Assessment 

 

The discussion in this chapter has emphasized the ways in which the popular movement and its 

constituent organizations were rooted in the concept of sumud wa muqawama (steadfastness and 

resistance). The two-pronged strategy of disengagement from the Israeli military government and 

building alternative Palestinian institutions was conceived of as a means of going beyond com-

munal survival to the rooting of Palestinians in their land and encouraging active resistance to 

Israeli repression and colonialism. The popular movement made a valuable contribution to the 

political mobilization of the Palestinian population living under Israeli occupation. Having been 

established by an emerging elite of young middle class professionals, the utur jamahiria (mass 

organizations) were instrumental in enabling this new elite to establish contacts and build rela-

tionships with the Palestinian rural population. By doing so, they enabled Palestinians to 

overcome social fragmentation, an accomplishment amply demonstrated in the unprecedented 

widespread involvement by the rural population in resisting the Israeli occupation during the inti-

fada. Moreover, by replacing the patronage and clientelism characteristic of the traditional elite-

dominated charitable societies with an ethos of egalitarian solidarity, they enabled the new elite 

to undermine the hegemony of the traditional elite and to establish its own hegemony. The mass 

organizations laid down the organizational grounds for the first intifada and were essential to 

sustaining the high levels of collective action that ensured its continuity beyond the civil erup-
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tions that took place on many previous occasions. While it might be an overstatement to say that 

the mass organizations produced the intifada, it is certain that they became its modus operandi.
94

 

In the unique context of the OPT—defined by colonialism and violent repression—civil society 

did not reflect its traditional role of acting as a buffer between citizens and the state. To the ex-

tent that the Israeli military government assumed the role and the functions of a state, the 

Palestinian civil society was geared towards its negation and replacement. In the absence of a 

state and in light of the Israeli military government's dismantling of the NGC, banning of virtual-

ly all forms of political organizing and arrest or deportation of elected mayors and political 

leaders, Palestinian society was organized in and around the mass organizations. While the mass 

organizations allowed the PLO to maintain a concrete presence in the OPT and lay claim to the 

representation of the Palestinian people at large, the intifada bolstered the new elite, who played 

an important role in the leadership of both the mass organizations and the local political parties 

(largely independent of the PLO leadership in exile). During this period, as noted by Azmi Bi-

shara, the Palestinian civil society was the Palestinian political society; the two were one and the 

same.
95

 

The mass organizations nourished not only an atmosphere of social solidarity, but also partici-

patory ethos and a democratic culture. By holding regular elections, they performed a semi-

representative function and played an important role in sustaining critical debate over the course 

of Palestinian development.
96

 However, being closely associated with the local political parties 

and deeply involved in the national movement meant that social change and specific issues were 

sometimes subordinated to the requirements of the national struggle. For example, the labor un-

ions' all-consuming concern with the national cause sometimes distracted them from bread-and-

butter issues and the long-term work of securing workers' basic rights.
97

 Similar problems were 
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present in the field of women organizing. The women organizations' emphasis on the transfer of 

power to the community level, which they accomplished by building a vast network of commu-

nity-based women committees, distinguished the services they offered—which included running 

daycare centers, literacy classes, income-generating projects and providing legal advice and em-

ployment support services—from those made available by urban-based charitable societies. The 

new women‘s organizations offered articulate critiques of gender inequality and broader devel-

opment issues. Still, gender issues were more often than not subordinated to the national cause.
98

 

Also, there existed four networks of women‘s organizations, which triggered wasteful competi-

tion and duplication of resources and services. With the existence of four health relief 

organizations, four agricultural relief organizations, and three rival labor union federations, 

wasteful competition and duplication of resources were common in other fields. For example, the 

decision to establish a health clinic in one village instead of another was sometimes taken not on 

the basis of objective criteria pertaining to the needs of that particular community, but on the ba-

sis of political rivalry. This led to situation of uneven distribution in which one village might 

have two health clinics while many others had none.
99

 

The above discussion has intimated that the  mass organizations, especially those affiliated with 

the left-wing parties, were rooted in Third Worldism and its accompaniment critiques of devel-

opment orthodoxies that emphasize centralized institutions with modern equipment over 

grassroots modes of organization and mobilization. International organizations such as USAID, 

UNDP and Unicef, among others, had for a long time been involved in providing money for 

projects that have been approved—and sometimes even selected—by the Israeli military gov-

ernment.
100

 The organizers and activists who built the popular movement had done so partly in 

response to the practices of these organizations, which, they argued, rather than supporting inde-
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pendent development had allowed aid to be used as an instrument of political control. Such mis-

givings notwithstanding, the considerable drop in regional funding levels witnessed in the late 

1980s forced OPT-based CSOs to reorient themselves towards international—non-Palestinian, 

non-Arab and mostly western—sources of funding. 

The drop in regional Palestinian/Arab funding levels had a number of reasons. With its 1988 

disengagement from the OPT, Jordan put an end to the JJPC, making it difficult for the PLO to 

channel funds to the OPT. With the outbreak of the Gulf War two years later, moreover, the Arab 

Gulf states stopped making contributions to the PLO, further reducing its ability to support OPT-

based organizations. The Gulf War also put an end to the Palestinian National Fund, which had 

enabled the PLO to raise five percent income tax on the salaries of Palestinians working in the 

Gulf States, channeling some of the proceeds to OPT. Meanwhile, the Gulf's Palestinian diaspo-

ra, which previously had independently financially assisted some of the organizations based in 

the OPT, was itself in need of assistance after the war.
101

 

The resultant re-orientation towards non-Palestinian and non-Arab sources of funding had a 

lasting impact. It necessitated the creation of formalized executive structures and bringing in pro-

fessional staffs to develop programs and secure the needed funding. Meanwhile, the new donors 

demanded that organizations be non-factional, initiating a drive towards less factionalism. At the 

same time, they emphasized accounting and reporting requirements and invested in improving 

managerial and technical capabilities (what they called ‗capacity-building‘), reinforcing the drive 

towards more professionalization. This process led to the displacement of the concept of sumud 

wa muqawama with its emphasis on political mobilization and its replacement with new dis-

courses centered on amorphous notion of ‗empowerment,‘ which, while perhaps linked to 

individual betterment, said nothing about bringing about political transformation through mass 
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resistance. It was during this period that the focus on building health clinics, daycare centers, re-

search think-tanks, etc., had completely displaced mobile clinics and voluntary work campaigns 

as the main methods of relating to the local population.
102

 As would become clear in the years 

that followed, while a health care clinic may provide adequate and professional services, its mere 

existence is not an indicator of the presence of a social movement that embeds health in social 

mobilization, in resisting Israeli colonialism and in a new vision of development. 

As a result of both the drive towards more professionalization and Israel's campaign of repres-

sion against the popular committees, only the institutionalized structures and physical buildings 

of the health clinics, agricultural research centers, daycare centers, etc., had survived by the time 

the Oslo process began. By then, these were almost completely dependent on the funding of the 

same international institutions whose problematic approach to development and complacency 

with the Israeli military government were subject to the critiques of the popular movement. As 

we shall see in the next chapter, Oslo brought with it not only unprecedented levels of funding 

but also new funding conditionalities and instruments of control that further reinforced the dis-

embedding of the mass organizations—together with Oslo's own generation of NGOs—from the 

local population and their disengagement from mobilizational politics. As we shall also see, one 

of the new political realities brought about by Oslo was the institutionalization of the popular 

movement's gamble on Israel's desire of normalizing the occupation and its reluctance to invest 

in providing basic services to the Palestinian population under its control—which risked reliev-

ing Israel of one of its obligations, as an occupying power, under international law. While it 

brought Palestinians no meaningful independence from Israel, Oslo relieved it from the costs of 

occupation and, since it brought neither an end to the occupation nor a Palestinian state, made the 
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Palestinians almost completely dependent on international assistance. Aid once again became an 

instrument of political control. 
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III. CIVIL SOCUETY AND DISCIPLINE 
 

Since the beginning of the Oslo ‗peace-making‘ process in September 1993, international assis-

tance to the OPT has been expended under the general headings of promoting ‗democracy,‘ 

‗development‘ and ‗peace.‘ These same agendas underpinned the financial support international 

donors extended to OPT-based CSOs: International donors supported advocacy groups and de-

signed and financed numerous projects in the fields of elections, rule of law and civil society 

‗promotion.‘ They pressured the PA to privatize the delivery of basic social services, assigning 

the task of complementing its withdrawal to local NGOs.
1
 They have also been engaged in pro-

moting peace through the financing of ‗people-to-people‘ NGOs and civil society initiatives.
2
 

However, as tensions and contradictions began to emerge among the ‗democracy,‘ ‗develop-

ment‘ and ‗peace‘ agendas, democracy and development were made subservient to safeguarding 

the viability of the Oslo process—a penchant, I maintain, that was reflected in donor support for 

Palestinian CSOs. 

To be fully appreciated, the power-relations and associated mechanisms governing the interac-

tion of international donors with local CSOs must be placed not only within the context of donor 

agendas themselves, but also within the context of the contradictions produced by the interface 

of the ‗peace,‘ ‗democracy,‘ and ‗development‘ agendas. In a bid to safeguard the Oslo process, 

donors tolerated, sometimes even encouraged, the undemocratic practices of the PA. Important-

ly, because it had the potential of destabilizing the Oslo process, donor support to civil society 

groups and advocacy NGOs fell short of endorsing strategies that could induce a grassroots-

based push for democracy. Under these conditions, the research think-tanks, human rights organ-

izations, business associations and other advocacy groups they supported lacked the ability to 

meaningfully redefine formal politics. In the meantime, donors adopted discourses that emphas-

ize the apolitical nature of civil society, extolling the virtues of ‗civicness‘ and ‗moderation.‘ By 
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so doing, they induced a partition of social space into two incommensurable ‗civic‘ and ‗politi-

cal‘ spheres. 

In like manner, as the OPT fell into a series of deep socioeconomic crises, international donors 

became concerned about Oslo's viability. Using the financial resources at their disposal, they uti-

lized local CSOs not as incubators of real economic development, but as agents of social 

pacification. This desire to continue to use local CSOs as agents of social pacification, coupled 

with a desire not to support CSOs, constituencies or activities deemed threatening to the viability 

of the Oslo process, produced the need to limit and minimize uncontrollable social space. Discip-

linary power derives from two things: the partition of space into surveillanble units and, then, 

making said units subject to administrative techniques and regulation. It is the desire on the part 

of donors to ensure that the space within which collective activities are performed is well-

delineated and subject to effective surveillance and administrative regulation that underpinned 

their use of quantitative research and their construction of bureaucratic structures. In short, inter-

national donors employed disciplinary power to induce a double partition of social space, first, 

into incommensurable ‗civic‘ and ‗political‘ spheres, and, second, into surveillable social units 

more amicable to the requirements of management and control. 

This chapter consists of three main sections. The first section discusses socioeconomic condi-

tions in the OPT, highlighting the ways in which the donors' overriding concern with the 

viability of the Oslo process took precedence over any desire to see the emergence of a viable 

Palestinian economy or a more transparent and accountable PA. The next section constitutes the 

bulk of the chapter. Focusing on the World Bank and USAID, it presents evidence, in the form of 

discourses, survey research, and bureaucratic structures/administrative techniques, to support the 

contention that international donors used the power they had over the local population and the 



 

55 

 

resources at their disposal for the purposes of surveillance and political control. Concluding re-

marks are presented in a third and final section. 

1. The Socioeconomic Backdrop 
 

Just as the Oslo Accords created the PA, they delineated the powers and functions of what was 

expected to be a transitory governing structure.
3
 The PA was varnished with executive, legisla-

tive and judiciary arms—the trappings of well-established states. However, its executive arm was 

granted a modicum of sovereign power (a contingent of nine thousand police personnel when it 

was first established) sufficient only for the proper policing of the population centers under its 

nominal control.
4
 The Palestinian Legislative Council (PLC), the PA's legislative arm, could de-

bate policies and contemplate laws. Nevertheless, according to the Agreement on Preparatory 

Transfers of Powers and Responsibilities,  whatever policies it wished to effect, or laws it wished 

to pass, must be ‗secondary‘, consistent with existing agreements and laws, and subject to the 

approval of the Israeli authorities, which had the power to veto any proposed changes to existing 

laws.
5
 In the economic field, the Paris Protocol on Economic Relations granted the PA limited 

economic powers (in such areas as finance, taxation, labor and agriculture), but these came at the 

expense of keeping the OPT's economy dependent on that of Israel and denying Palestinians free 

access to international markets.
6
 In short, despite the creation of the PA, the Israeli military oc-

cupation, and the myriad of corresponding regulations and policies supporting it, continued to be 

the defining feature of the local context. 

Since its creation in 1994, the PA has received an estimated US$15 to 20 billion in internation-

al assistance, making it the beneficiary of one of the highest and longest sustained levels of per 

capita multilateral foreign aid in the world.
7
 Combined with the stronghold Israel has maintained 

over the Palestinian economy, which precluded economic independence and the emergence of a 

strong domestic productive sector, this level of foreign aid ensured that the PA will come to ex-
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hibit the symptoms of a ‗rentier state‘ without it being a state.
8
 A rentier state has two defining 

features: First, the ability to survive and operate without having to negotiate with its own popula-

tion issues of taxation and the allocation of resources. The PA's dependence on rent, in the form 

of foreign aid, enabled it to exist independently from society, with the freedom to implement un-

popular polices without regard to public opinion.  Believing it would enable the PA to be more 

accommodating in peace negotiations, donors encouraged the PA's unresponsiveness to the local 

population. Second, a rentier state employs rent for the production of patronage and political al-

legiance. In 2006, US$1.2 billion of the US$1.6 billion of the PA budget—underwritten by 

donors, except for the US$350 million of taxes collected by Israel—went to paying the salaries 

of its 160,000 employees.
9
 While surely reflecting the PA's readiness to utilize employment to 

accrue political loyalty, this large public sector (an average of one public employee per 24 Pales-

tinians) stands in marked opposition to the limited government orthodoxy generally pushed by 

donors. They, however, were ready to tolerate it, believing that it would consolidate support for 

the PA, equipping it to ‗carry the political tasks of the day.‘
10

 

Still, when it became clear that patronage politics alone did not produce the expected results, 

donors were willing to endorse repression (through rent-financed police and security organs) as 

they shifted to pressuring the PA to crack down on ‗militants‘ and opposition to the Oslo Ac-

cords. The contingent of nine thousand police personnel first afforded the PA grew rapidly. By 

2006, about 80,000 personnel, or half of the PA‘s employees, were employed in its various po-

lice and security organs—a figure that translates to one security personnel per 48 Palestinians, 

perhaps the highest such ratio in the world.
11

 This increase was necessary to meet Oslo's security 

prerogatives, which became more and more accentuated as new documents were added to the 

Accords. For example, the security provisions included in the 1998 Wye River Memorandum 
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created a framework that allowed torture, arbitrary arrests and unfair trials, resulting in increased 

human rights violations by the PA.
12

 Endorsing repression produced a clear contradiction with 

the donors' ‗democracy‘ agenda, centered on the promotion of the rule of law and human rights. 

As noted by Rex Brynen: 

The paradox of (donor supported) Palestinian NGOs criticizing (donor encouraged) securi-

ty measures underscored the dilemmas of this entire sector. The maintenance of security 

was a fundamental part of any Palestinian-Israeli peace treaty. Although not all security 

measures involved human rights abuses, it was almost inevitable that any crackdown 

against radicals by the PA, would involve a substantial number of excesses. At the same 

time donors repeatedly emphasized the importance of human rights and democratic devel-

opments.
13

  
 

Financing the PA's patronage networks also contradicted the donors' ‗development‘ agenda. In 

the period between 1994 and 1998, the OPT's economic indicators were unanimously in decline: 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) fell by 14 percent and, despite massive expansion in the size of 

the public sector, per capita income was falling and unemployment on the rise.
14

 Even after the 

modest economic growth witnessed in 1998 and 1999, after Israel eased its closure of the OPT, 

in mid-2000 the World Bank estimated that it would take a decade before per capita National 

Domestic Product (GNP) reached its 1993 level if growth rates were sustained.
15

 International 

donors blamed this unimpressive economic performance on PA corruption and mismanage-

ment.
16

 However, donors approached development in the OPT with a post-conflict paradigm, 

according to which the Israeli occupation had ended with the signing of the DoP in September of 

1993. Of course, that the Israeli occupation remained the defining feature of the local context 

was nowhere more evident than in the Paris Protocol on Economic Relations. The donor-

sponsored agreement codified the pre-existing asymmetrical custom union between the OPT's 

market and that of Israel. Moreover, since Israel retained control over import from third parties 

and export to the international market, the agreement entrenched the dependence of the OPT on 

Israel.
17

 The PA had agreed to the continuation of the custom union with the expectation that it 
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would be rewarded with allowing Palestinian laborers continued access to employment inside 

Israel. However, the closure policy, which was implemented by Israel on a wide scale through 

1995-1997, meant that this expectation never materialized.
18

 

However, instead of challenging the closure policy, which violated the spirit if not the letter of 

the Paris Protocol, donors thought of it as an outcome internal to the Palestinian economy. USA-

ID, the World Bank and the European Investment Bank responded by funding the construction of 

a series of industrial estates on the West Bank and Gaza Strip's borders with Israel, whose main 

purpose was to patch up the destructive effects of the closure policy without really challenging it. 

The industrial estates scheme—which was, if fact, first conceived by the Israelis when they in-

itially imposed the closure policy on a wide scale in 1990 in an effort to reintegrate the OPT into 

the Israeli labor market in a more controlled manner—had produced one pilot estate on the Gaza 

border when the second intifada erupted. Although modeled after export processing zones 

(EPZs) found in other low and middle income developing countries, the Gaza pilot estate had 

two unique characteristics: First, it was so securitized—encircled with concrete walls, sur-

rounded with watch towers, monitored by an electronic surveillance system, and housing a heavy 

security presence—that it was reassigned after the break of the second intifada as the Gaza 

Strip's only goods triaging facility.
19

 Second, the pilot industrial estate allowed Israel to maintain 

its status as the only link between the OPT and the global market, with Israeli businesses com-

manding the higher value-added tiers of the productive process and the Palestinians providing 

the low-end labor. Thus, not only did the planned ‗development‘ project not challenge the clo-

sure policy and Israel's control of the conduits for exporting and importing commodities, taking 

them instead as facts of life, its main effect was to reinforce the structure of Palestinian depen-

dence on the Israeli economy. 
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Although primarily construed as a ‗development‘ project, the industrial estates scheme had 

echoes in the ‗peace‘ and ‗democracy‘ donor agendas. When it first began, rationalization for the 

project was rooted in the discourse of regional cooperation and interdependence—The New Mid-

dle East, most fervently promulgated by the then Israeli Foreign Minister Shimon Peres and 

popular in the early Oslo years.
20

 According to a 1997 World Bank report, for example, the 

scheme was expected to ‗facilitate [Israel-Palestinian] joint ventures and other models of cooper-

ation and confidence building.‘
21

 When the scheme was revived and resumed in the West Bank 

after Israel announced its unilateral ‗Disengagement Plan‘ it remained virtually unchanged, al-

though the discourse linking it to inter-dependence and peace was dropped and one more 

amicable to Israel's separation plan was adopted.
22

 As noted by Peter Lagerquist, not unlike 

EPZs in other weak states, the pilot industrial estate was promoted as a privately managed hea-

ven for ‗good governance,‘ expected to provide international investors in search of low-cost 

labor with ‗infrastructure and hospitable regulatory environments that developing states cannot 

furnish on a wide scale, allowing the outsourcing of many features of what both investors and 

development institutions view as ―good governance.‖‘
23

 The project was rationalized as a devel-

opment instrument designed to bypass PA corruption and mismanagement, deemed as too 

threatening to potential investors. But, these were in no small measure a result of the donors' in-

terest in consolidating the power of the PA to ensure the viability of the Oslo process, which 

drove them to turn a blind eye to PA excesses in the early Oslo years. Other than the industrial 

estates scheme, investment in meaningful economic development was the exception rather than 

the rule.
24

 

While international donors were willing to subsidize the PA's patronage networks, making the 

PA the largest employer and largest consumer of goods and services in the OPT, these resources 
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were rendered unproductive and meaningless, since they simultaneously pressured it to abdicate 

its responsibility for the delivery of social services.  Instead, donors encouraged NGOs to step in 

and take responsibility in a temporary arrangement that was expected to change when the OPT's 

economy recovered—an occasion upon which the private sector could eventually assume its 

‗natural‘ responsibility for the delivery of social services. In the second half of the 1990s, donor 

funding enabled local NGOs to provide 75 percent of total health care services, 100 percent of 

rehabilitation care, 100 percent of preschool education, and significant portions of tertiary educa-

tion, agricultural extension services and social welfare services.
25

 These numbers only increased 

in 1999 when, with the intention of pressuring it to implement ‗reforms‘ and be more accommo-

dating in its negotiations of final status issues with Israel, donors drastically cut down the 

financial assistance they provided to the PA, knowing full well that this would undermine its pa-

tronage networks and weaken its domestic political position.
26

 Instead, donors focused on 

extending funding to NGOs to mitigate the worsening socioeconomic conditions. International 

assistance to local CSOs increased even further after the break of the second intifada—especially 

after the PA institutional structure was destroyed in 2002 and 2003. As they took even more of 

the responsibility for the delivery of direly needed social services, CSOs were largely successful 

in mitigating the consequences of the collapse of the PA and the worsening socioeconomic con-

ditions. 

Still, it is possible to argue that with this increase in international assistance local CSOs grew to 

be as dependent on external rent as the PA itself. In the post-Oslo period it is possible to charac-

terize civil society in the OPT as a ‗rentier civil society‘—interestingly, the NGO sector has 

become the second largest employer in the OPT after the PA.
27

 Just as dependence on foreign 

assistance enabled the PA to exist independently from the local society (by not having to be res-
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ponsive to its needs or negotiate with it issues of taxation and resource allocation), dependence 

on external assistance deprived the local civil society of its ability for auto-institution, rendering 

it accountable to its external benefactors, not the local population. This much is made clear in a 

number of scholarly studies that traced the transformation of CSOs, going back to the beginning 

of the Oslo peace process, into local subcontractors, implementing programs and projects de-

signed in the capitals of donor states and financed by them.
28

 With the break of the second 

intifada, it became clear that civil society in the OPT was unable to create a level of autonomy 

that allowed its constituency to work towards the definition of a common political project, one of 

the basic functions of civil society. Markus Bouillion contends that the second intifada has been 

a response not only to the expansionist and repressive encroachments of Israeli colonialism, but 

also a response on the part of disadvantaged Palestinian population to the abrupt ascendance of a 

nascent PA elite bent on entrenching its new found power and privilege but unable to cement its 

hegemony.
29

 Unlike the pre-Oslo period, it is possible to argue, OPT-based CSOs found them-

selves on the side of the elite and not ordinary Palestinians.
30

 

2. Discourse and Discipline: Two Case Studies 
 

Increased dependence on international donor funding, a process that began in the late 1980s and 

was amplified after the beginning of the Oslo peace process, reinforced the position of local 

CSOs as the subjects of disciplinary power and its control technologies. Disciplinary power in-

volves a two-pronged process: First, it involves the invocation of a norm/deviant binary and new 

knowledge claims that serve to partition social space into distinct and incommensurable ‗civic‘ 

and ‗political‘ spheres, implicitly demanding organizational conformity. This process involves 

marshaling discourses that emphasize the apolitical nature of civil society, making it possible to 

neatly demarcate the spheres of social action into the categories of the acceptable ‗civic,‘ ‗mod-

erate‘ and ‗developmental‘ modes of social action, on one side, and the recalcitrant ‗political‘ 
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modes of social action, on the other.
31

 Even in the ‗very political‘ sphere of democracy promo-

tion, international donors promoted interest and pressure groups—such as research think-tanks, 

human rights organizations, business associations and chambers of commerce—which they ex-

pected to act as intermediaries between citizens and the state by competing to advance particular 

interests and gain peaceful access to the political system. (In many cases, this was done in an ef-

fort to create a civil society that mirrors what is conceived of as civil society in the donors' home 

countries.) Meanwhile, politics in the form of social mobilization, social movements and collec-

tive endeavors was exiled from the political arena itself. 

Discipline, secondly, requires the partition of social space into surveillable social units more 

amicable to the requirements of visibility, and, hence, management and control. This process 

embodies the enforcement dimensions of disciplinary power and is itself two-pronged: First, it 

requires collapsing social categories in an effort to ascertain to which of two distinct categories 

of ‗civic‘ and ‗political‘ modes of social action certain social actors and civil society organiza-

tions belong, and, subsequently, identifying them with these collapsed social categories. 

Quantitative research, including both survey research and statistical analyses, is often ‗interest 

laden,‘ telling us more about the process of data production, the intentions of those in charge of 

information gathering, and how records are kept, than it does about the real world.
32

 This study is 

interested in the ways in which data, aggregated, standardized, and produced in a documentary 

form, serves as a function of disciplinary power. Messiness and disorder hinder surveillance. The 

creation of databases and classificatory grids simplifies data, discarding or collapsing otherwise 

relevant information for the sake of a consistent representation. Classificatory grids and databas-

es offer an accessible geometric order that allows for the surveillance of both aggregate trends 

and the minute details of CSOs in the OPT. Their ability to create order and predictability, mak-
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ing it possible to institute disciplinary technologies and to regulate CSOs according to the con-

clusions drawn from the data, makes them indispensable for the enforcement of the distinction 

between ‗civic‘ and ‗political‘ modes of social action, reinforcing the former and excluding the 

latter. As will be shown below, quantitative research makes available such information as an or-

ganization's sectoral specialization, the constituencies it serves, its board members and 

employees, and what kind of activities it engages in or had engaged in previously, among many 

other things. 

Second, given that knowledge is not self-enforcing, discipline requires that enforcement me-

chanisms be built and maintained. These enforcement mechanisms are embodied in the 

bureaucratic constructs and administrative techniques built and maintained by international do-

nors. As a number of scholars have argued, communicating with international donors through 

purely bureaucratic practices, such as proposal writing, financial reporting, preparation of com-

missioned reports, etc., usually done in English, embodies a class bias that privileges social 

actors of certain socioeconomic backgrounds, while excluding others.
33

 Going beyond this 

treatment of administrative bureaucratic processes as inadvertently problematic, this study con-

ceives of them as the final link in the disciplinary power chain. They work to foster self-

discipline by providing organizations deemed as conforming with the ‗civic‘/‗political‘ binary—

by limiting their activities to the narrowly defined spheres of ‗social and economic develop-

ment,‘ as put by the World Bank—access to international funds and resources, thus reinforcing 

their behavior, while excluding those deemed as recalcitrant and nonconformist. As will be 

shown below, to qualify for funding, CSOs must adhere to strict management standards and fi-

nancial and procedural reporting requirements. Administrative networks allow the granting 

institution to utilize these standards and requirements to shape the specifics of organizational ac-
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tivity and to direct CSOs into activities deemed appropriate, strictly prohibiting transgression in-

to the political sphere. In short, administrative networks reinforce the compartmentalization and 

depoliticization of civil society in the OPT. 

The World Bank: Civil society as social management 
 

After the United Nations, the World Bank is the second largest multilateral organization involved 

in the OPT. Its involvement is relatively recent, going back to 1992 when it was tasked during 

the Madrid negotiations with looking into future Palestinian development and economic pros-

pects. The result was six-volume study, Developing the Occupied Territories: an Investment in 

Peace, which was published within weeks of the signing of the DoP and provided the basis for 

the first donor pledging conference in October 1993. In the following year, the Bank opened an 

office in East Jerusalem and began to conduct its work in the OPT through the Trust Fund for 

Gaza and the West Bank (TFGWB). Due to restrictions on World Bank lending imposed by the 

legal status of the OPT, and since the PA is not a sovereign state Bank member, the Bank has 

never been a big financial player: Since it was established, the TFGWB allocated a total sum of 

US$510 million to the OPT.
34

 Marketing its ability to distance itself from the overtly ‗political‘ 

dimensions of the situation in the OPT, the Bank was, nonetheless, able to impose itself as the 

leading multilateral actor in donor coordination.
35

 But a critical review of the Bank's record sug-

gests that ‗non-involvement‘ in politics has not always been the case: At the beginning of the 

Oslo process, the Bank suggested prioritizing investment in infrastructure in order to provide a 

‗peace divided‘ to the OPT's population; when the Israeli closure policy induced a socioeconom-

ic crisis in the mid-1990s, the Bank encouraged donors to shift to emergency job creation so as to 

mitigate the closure policy's political repercussions; and going back to when the PA was first 

created, the Bank has continually supported using it as a job-creation machine—a scenario that is 

antithetical to the Bank's own Washington consensus-inspired conception of development—for 
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the purposes of social pacification. As argued by Anne Le More, whether acknowledged or not, 

such a record shows that the Bank's involvement in the OPT was deeply political.
36

 Moreover, 

the Bank did not withdraw from the OPT after the break of the second intifada in September of 

2000, opting instead to continue to classify its involvement in the OPT as ‗post-conflict.‘ Also, 

when Israel announced its unilateral ‗Disengagement Plan‘ in 2004, it was the only multilateral 

organization entrusted with the mediation between the various parties and the coordination of its 

implementation.
37

 

The World Bank has used the TFGWB, whose resources were drawn from the Bank's own sur-

plus, to commit funds to more than 30 projects (which, in turn, themselves mobilized high levels 

of donor funds in parallel co-financing).
38

 The share of the Palestinian NGO Project (PNGO), 

which is now in its third phase, was a number of grants that add up to an estimated US$49.5 mil-

lion, including additional co-financing provided by the Italian, Saudi, British, French, Swiss, 

Japanese and German governments.
39

 PNGO, according to the Bank, ‗is one of its kind in which 

the Bank is granting funds directly to NGOs and where the borrower/implementing agency is an 

NGO.‘
40

 The project began to be implemented in 1997 with the goal of accomplishing three key 

objectives: 

1. To finance the provision of services to the poor and disadvantaged through Palestinian NGOs; 

2. To upgrade skills and capabilities and to assist NGOs to adjust to a new configuration of 

public and private services; and  

3. To strengthen cooperative relations between NGOs and the PA (including help with the 

development of an appropriate legal and regulatory framework for the NGO sector).
41

  
 

After highlighting the important role played by NGOs in service delivery as part of its rationali-

zation for the project, the Bank emphasizes that ‗NGOs play another crucial role in the 

emergence of post-Oslo Palestinian society, through their efforts to help establish good gover-

nance and reinforce the concept of economic pluralism.‘
42

 In the OPT, it is important to note, 

‗good governance‘ is defined by the Bank as the ‗passage of laws and implementation of policies 
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that promote transparent economic management and decentralization of responsibility for eco-

nomic development.‘
43

 Since the project was intended to help strengthen the professional and 

technical capacities of the NGO sector in the West Bank and Gaza, US$1.5 million were set 

aside for discrete capacity-building and research activities intended to develop the competencies 

of NGOs in such skills as financial and organizational management, fund-raising, and strategic 

and project planning.
44

 

Survey research and discourse 
 

The World Bank published its first exhaustive study on CSOs active in the OPT in 1994. The 

study‘s main finding, namely that funding to NGOs has fallen from between US$170 and 

US$240 million to between US$100 and US$120 million, served as part of the Bank's rationali-

zation for getting involved in such an unusual sphere of ‗development‘ work. The published 

report, which put the number of CSOs active in the OPT at 1400, classifies the existing CSOs 

according to various criteria. First, organizations are classified according to ‗type‘, with  charita-

ble societies, development NGOs, cooperatives, common interest trade unions, and service and 

consumer-oriented organizations serving as the main categories. ‗Traditional vs. modern 

/westernized‘ serves as the second criterion that classifies organizations according to ‗affiliation 

and constituencies‘. A third criterion relies on the ‗peripheral vs. central‘ dichotomy and classi-

fies organizations according to location, access to outside funding and type of communities 

served. The report then goes into more detail surveying and sub-categorizing the basic four 

groupings. Thus, according to the Bank, ‗there are over 500 charitable societies, most of them 

working in the health, education and social welfare sectors with annual budgets of under 

US$100,000. They tend to be welfare-oriented, relying in part on local charitable contributions; 

only a few have so far adopted modern management and consultative techniques.‘
45

 The report 

then goes on to state that 
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[m]any of the older and more traditional social welfare NGOs, most notably the charitable 

societies, predate 1948. The greatest number are to be found in the West Bank, with a 

much smaller number in Gaza. Often without clear political affiliations, these grassroots 

NGOs are generally based on family, clan and parochial relationships. Formerly these as-

sociations were strongly linked with Jordan, but since Jordan's disengagement from the 

West Bank in 1988 have lost that connection—and simultaneously, an indeterminate but 

appreciable proportion of their funding. Although large in number today—approximately 

385 of them are registered under the General Union of Charitable Societies—they are pre-

dominantly small organizations and their focus is largely on relief and charity rather than 

on development.
46

 

 

Closely related to this category are the religiously-affiliated NGOs. These number around 400. 

They comprise ‗another part of the older NGO community and provide services to local com-

munities by raising funds both locally (for example through the Islamic Zakat committees, which 

generate donations from the community on a tithing basis) and from outside—particularly from 

Europe, in the case of Christian associations, and affluent Gulf countries in the case of Muslim 

associations.‘
47

 A third category consists of 200 ‗developmental‘ NGOs, which ‗tend to be more 

recent in origin, more modern and professional in orientation, and deliver economic and social 

services to their client populations.‘
48

 A number of these NGOs have strong political affiliations 

and many ‗stemmed directly from political parties—either PLO mainstream Fatah, or other PLO 

and non-PLO factions, including socialists, communists and militant Islamists.‘ While a number 

of these organizations have evolved into ‗reliable service providers, some, ‗particularly those 

with leftist or non-Fatah leanings, turned with success to Western donors for funding.‘ ‗Today,‘ 

moreover, ‗many of these PNGOs are viewed as among the more modern and professional of the 

service providers.‘
49

 A final category consists of about 300 ‗service and consumer-oriented co-

operatives.‘ These are ‗predominantly agricultural and provide a variety of savings and loans 

services.‘
50

 Many of the organizations in this category are linked to Fatah. They, and the large 

development organizations such as hospitals and universities, the report expects, will be assimi-

lated into the PA. 
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Two complementary reports were commissioned by the World Bank in the following two 

years: The first, ‗A Report on Palestinian NGOs for the World Bank‘, was carried out in 1995 by 

Denis Sullivan, and the second, entitled ‗The Changing Role of Palestinian NGOs since the Es-

tablishment of the Palestinian Authority,‘ and published in 1996. In 1996, Denis Sullivan also 

published an article in the Journal of Palestine Studies praising NGOs as ‗agents of development 

and foundation of civil society‘ but reaching the conclusion that ‗[a] Palestinian civil society, 

perhaps, is in the process of being developed.‘
51

 This conclusion can only be understood within 

the context of the World Bank's championing of privatization and its support for NGOs as a form 

of private enterprise. What matters from this perspective is not the voluntary spirit of the organi-

zations involved or their embeddedness in local social milieus, but that they assume a 

‗complementary‘ role as mechanisms for service delivery and adhere to acceptable management 

standards. These themes are more explicitly spelled out in the paper published by Sullivan in 

1998 under the auspices of the Palestinian Academic Society for the Study of International Af-

fairs (PASSIA)—whose own series of seminars on civil society empowerment at the time was 

bankrolled by USAID—showcasing the first phase of the World Bank's recently launched NGO 

project. The same themes are also present in Sullivan's 2001 book, which was published again 

under the auspices of PASSIA, and whose title, From Service Delivery to Sustainable Develop-

ment, goes beyond highlighting the ‗complementary‘ role NGOs play in service delivery to 

suggesting that they can actually function as a substitute to the PA. In the book one learns that 

NGOs have become a vital ‗mechanism for service delivery‘ in a ‗deteriorating socioeconomic 

situation for Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza coupled with the Palestinian Authority's 

unwillingness or inability to take on most social service delivery.‘
52

 One also learns that for 

NGOs to be able to fully take on such responsibilities, more emphasis should be placed on in-
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creasing the ‗professional credentials of the NGO movement.‘
53

 No mention is made of the vo-

luntary spirit of local organizations; even social capital and the other ‗empowering‘ benefits of 

associationalism usually championed by the Bank are nowhere to be found. 

The themes highlighted by Sullivan have had already been present at the international confe-

rence, titled ‗Palestinian Governmental/NGO Relations: Cooperation and Partnership.‘ Held in 

Ramallah in February 2000, the conference was fully financed and managed under the first phase 

of the World Bank's NGO project. It focused on relations between NGOs and the PA, which 

have had always been one of the Bank's main preoccupations. According to the World Bank, one 

of the conference's major accomplishments was that it ‗exposed the PA and NGOs to a wide 

range of other countries' experiences in NGO/Government relations.‘
54

 Beyond this, manage-

ment techniques and complementing the PA's abdication of basic service delivery seem to have 

been high on the conference's agenda. Skimming through its proceedings one encounters such 

concerns as ‗the importance of maintaining a business-like approach in all aspects of develop-

ment coordination‘ and learns that NGOs are ‗innovative and frequently cost-effective in the 

delivery of services.‘
55

 

In 2001, the World Bank funded an extensive two-part study of CSOs in the OPT—with one 

part ‗mapping‘ the existing organizations and the other dealing exclusively with the relations 

among NGOs, the PA and donors—that was carried out by the Palestine Economic Policy Re-

search Institute (MAS). The first part of the study was actually the second exhaustive ‗mapping‘ 

of CSOs ever carried out in the OPT—the first was commissioned by the Heinrich Böll Stiftung 

and published by the Center for the Development and Study of the Palestinian Society (MA-

DAR) in 2000.
56

 It aimed at producing a ‗geographical and categorical mapping‘ of existing 

organizations to allow for studying the role and efficiency of CSOs and providing guidance on 
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what can be done to move the sector forward. It produced very dense statistical tabulations and a 

computerized database with detailed classifications of existing CSOs according to an expanded 

set of criteria. These included: geographical distribution (specifying in which of the OPT's dis-

tricts an organization exists); range of organizations (specifying the size of the area the 

organization covers through its activities); objectives of the organization; the nature of its work, 

main activities and the kind of services it provides; internal organization; legal status (specifying 

whether or not it was registered with the Ministry of Interior and/or one of the related specialized 

ministries); and financing and sources of funding. The study also categorizes organizations ac-

cording to the date of their creation and the numbers of employees and volunteers working for 

them. Moreover, the study makes available the sectoral distribution of existing organizations 

(identifying the sectors, be they charitable, research, human rights, democracy and good gover-

nance, culture, training/ rehabilitation, youth and sport, etc., in which organizations work). 

Finally, it introduces a new differentiation system that distinguishes between four main types of 

organizations: Traditional organizations (charitable and similar organizations that rely on tradi-

tional administrative methods); new organizations (established in the late seventies/early eighties 

and rely on specialized professional staff and include full-time, part-time and volunteer staff); 

relief organizations (with programs that aim at covering immediate social needs such as food, 

shelter housing and other services); and development organizations (aiming to generate long-

lasting impact on Palestinian society).
57

 

Another exhaustive study of CSOs in the OPT, entitled ‗The Role of NGOs in Building Pales-

tinian Civil Society‘, was commissioned by the World Bank and published by the BISAN Center 

for Research and Development in 2002. Unlike the MAS report, which produced very detailed 

information that the various aid agencies and international development organizations planning 
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to extend financial aid to local organizations could find very practicable, the BISAN study was 

oriented towards the local CSOs themselves, focusing on management and institutional best 

practices. Like other World Bank publications, the study, authored by Izzat Abdel Hadi, the 

manger of the BISAN Center since it was established in 1989 and one of two co-contributors to 

Sullivan's 2001 book, underlines the role to be played by NGOs not only in relief and service de-

livery, but also in development. However, in concert perhaps with the Bank's aversion towards 

‗politics,‘ it avoids any discussion of the impact that the occupation and the structure of control 

and economic dependence linking the OPT to Israel might have on Palestinian development. 

How and under what macroeconomic and structural arrangements are NGOs to contribute to de-

velopment is never really spelled out. 

The study's theoretical discussion of the substance of civil society is telling: NGOs, one learns, 

are ‗essential for managing [the] transition from relief to development, and from natural society 

to civil society.‘
58

 The peculiar contractualist terminology aside, it is clear that the study pro-

motes a conception of civil society in line with the Bank's vision; a civil society consisting of 

apolitical, well-managed organizations delivering services and otherwise doing the business of 

private enterprise. The author's misplaced Euro-centrism becomes even more evident when he is 

asked to clarify his position: 

I don't think we have a civil society in Palestine and even in the Arab World. I think we 

are managing [the] transition from relief to development, from [a] natural society notion 

(which means factionalist, clannish, familial) into more democratic, accountable and 

transparent sector.
59 

 

The emphasis placed on factionalism, it must be noted, is also in line with World Bank policy. 

The Bank views factionalism—i.e., association with one of the political parties—as a ‗problem.‘ 

It has been used by the Bank as a pretext in its efforts to emphasize apoliticalism and promote 

the idea that organizations that combine social and political work are inherently flawed. The 
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attributes of clanism and familialism, which are reserved for charitable societies, must be unders-

tood within the framework of the sharp distinction Abdel Hadi draws between what he calls 

‗civil society organizations‘ and ‗community-based organizations.‘ Upon careful scrutiny, it be-

comes evident that the former grouping comprises the donor-supported professional NGOs. 

These exhibit less the attributes of factionalism and clanism and are ‗managing‘ the transition 

towards ‗civil society.‘ Unless they too come to benefit from the tutelage of foreign donors, the 

(community-based) organizations, which comprise the second grouping, are unsalvageable. This 

is the argument that underlies the entire study. Judging from the emphasis the Bank placed on 

incorporating the so-defined community-based organizations into the second and third phases of 

its NGO project, Abdel Hadi's warning seems not to have gone unheeded. 

Bureaucracy and administrative techniques 

 

The first phase of PNGO was designed as a three-year project (August 1997 through August 

2000), but was extended until August 2001.
60

 Reading the Bank's project completion report, one 

learns that the project ‗had a positive impact in transferring to beneficiary NGOs new concepts 

and skills that were critical for upgrading their capacity. These skills included project proposal 

writing, maintaining systems of financial accountability; and undertaking participatory needs as-

sessment and utilizing monitoring and evaluation techniques.‘
61

 One also learns that the project 

‗supported a momentum that was necessary to ensure the successful passing of the NGO Law 

that now regulates PA/NGO relationships and, to a large extent, guarantees NGOs the possibility 

of operating in a largely non-intrusive environment.‘
62

 The project, nonetheless, had a number of 

failings that the Bank intended to address through the initiation of a second phase of the project 

(PNGO II). This phase was proposed ‗as a ―transitional arrangement‖ that would provide for es-

tablishing more sustainable arrangement for maintaining and sustaining the services delivery role 

of NGOs‘ and slated to cover the period June 2001 through June 2004.
63
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Work on the design of PNGO II started few months before the break of the second intifada. It 

is, however, clear that the amount of financing allocated to the project (US$15 million) took into 

account the dire socioeconomic conditions in the OPT. The break of the intifada also had an im-

pact on the design of the project. For example, the project included an ‗emergency grants 

program‘ to function as a ‗window for channeling emergency funds that may be made available 

to the Bank by other donors as part of their response to immediate emergency needs.‘
64

  Fur-

thermore, when discussing the constraints hindering the optimal performance of the NGO sector, 

designers of the project put a great deal of emphasis on ‗the concentration of NGO activities in 

urban areas, although a high percentage of the population continues to live in rural areas.‘
65

 Al-

though not explicitly acknowledged by the Bank, concentration of NGOs in urban areas had 

major consequences during the intifada, since access to rural areas was greatly hindered due to 

the vast network of barriers and checkpoints erected by the Israeli army across the OPT. Design-

ers of the project also made a great deal of the ‗concentration of 50% of funds available to the 

NGO sector in the hands of a few NGOs.‘ Puzzlingly, however, they went on to stipulate that 

‗impact and sustainability are better served by concentrating funds in the hands of a few NGOs 

and by ensuring that the projects implemented through those NGOs carry enough elements of 

sustainability.‘ ‗The experience of the first phase,‘ they added, ‗will be extremely valuable in this 

process as the new project will have as a reference point in the selection a track record of NGOs 

and projects that have demonstrated success and effectiveness.‘
66

 Instead, the idea of wider 

reach, they suggested, ‗will not be measured by the number of small NGOs receiving funds but 

by the degree to which those NGOs/CBOs [community-based organizations] are able to engage 

communities with the necessary support of more experienced NGOs. This necessitated that the 
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project ‗drop‘ the principle of ‗a piece for all‘ which has impacted considerably the outcome of 

the first phase of the project.
67

 

Still, PNGO II emphasized encouraging ‗partnerships‘ between small community-based organ-

izations (CBOs) and larger professional and well-established NGOs. The project included a 

‗Partnership Grants Program‘ that awarded a number of grants for service delivery projects to be 

implemented by ‗lead NGOs‘ in partnership with smaller NGOs/CBOs that they themselves 

would select.
68

 In general terms, it was expected that ‗PNGO II will build on Phase I's achieve-

ments and successes, and will also draw on the lessons from that experience.‘ The project also 

‗recognizes the needs of a sector which now enjoys greater access to donor funding, but which 

has still not confronted the issue of sustainability at the project, institutional and sector levels.‘
69

 

The project was, thus, intended to be ‗implemented as a comprehensive program of capacity 

building aimed at addressing the needs of the poor by improving the availability as well as the 

quality, impact and sustainability of service provision schemes.‘ It also intended to strike a bal-

ance between addressing short term vulnerabilities and building medium-term capacities to 

‗support a longer-term transformation of the NGO sector into one that is dynamic and able to re-

spond to the changing needs of Palestinian society.‘
70

 Through its capacity building component, 

the program intended to address issues such as the promotion of a ‗learning culture‘ and ‗im-

proved coordination‘ among NGOs. Failings such as ‗inadequate NGO capacity‘ and the 

‗prevalence of conservative approaches to both service delivery and learning‘ were to be ad-

dressed by the ‗introduction of a broader approach to capacity building that puts emphasis on 

strategic planning, scenario building, advocacy, learning and networking.‘ Accordingly, through 

‗the partnership/accompaniment model, rather than through formal class-room training,‘ the 

project intended to ‗give an opportunity for experiential learning‘ and  ‗through the sector sup-
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port component,‘ to ‗empower the strong NGOs and networks to play a more active role in help-

ing enhance the responsiveness and resilience of the sector.‘
71

 

PNGO II was distinguished by, for the first time, explicitly linking the Bank's good governance 

agenda to Palestinian statehood: ‗By facilitating further clarification of a shared vision of the 

NGO sector and by enhancing its capacity to play its role more effectively,‘ the Bank's project 

appraisal document stated, ‗the project will contribute to supporting the development of a sound 

civil society—a major element of good governance and of a healthy transformation towards 

statehood.‘
72

 Nonetheless, although it was implemented in a period that saw the second intifada 

intensify, and in which the Israeli military retook complete control of the OPT, the Bank contin-

ued to classify PNGO II as a ‗conflict prevention and post-conflict reconstruction‘ project.
73

  

On a different note, PNGO II saw the transformation of the Governance Committee—which 

was created mid-way through the implementation of PNGO I and included representatives of the 

PA and the various NGO networks, who were given an ‗advisory and oversight role‘—into a 

‗Supervisory Board.‘ The latter consisted of representatives of the five Palestinian NGO net-

works, five civil society independents, and three representatives of the Project Management 

Organization (PMO).
74

 It was also during the implementation of PNGO II that the idea of trans-

forming ‗the project and its structures‘, including the Supervisory Board, into ‗governance 

structures that will outlive the project‘ was proposed.
75

 PNGO II was extended in August 2004, 

to allow for the completion of project implementation, and again in April of 2005, in order to ‗al-

low for continuation of project activities, especially the project management structure, to carry 

over to the new project, the Palestinian NGO III.‘
76

 Overall, it ‗successfully continued an innova-

tive approach for the Bank to service delivery in a conflict-affected context‘ and ‗successfully 

―passed the baton‖ on NGO work from PNGO I to PNGO III.‘
77
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PNGO III continued to focus on service delivery—for which US$6.623 million of projects 

funds were allocated (in addition to Euro 6 million contributed by the Agence Française de 

Développement (AFD)). Like PNGO II, emergency job creation, through short-term employment 

in NGO-sponsored projects, to mitigate the OPT's prolonged economic crisis was expected to 

constitute one of its main components.
78

 PNGO III, which was slated to run from January 2007 

through December 2009, was not part of the original design of PNGO, which since the very be-

ginning was conceived as a six-year project.
79

 It was, thus, geared towards tying up the loose 

ends left over from PNGO II and securing an effective exit strategy for World Bank involve-

ment. For example, the project continued to encourage partnerships between large NGOs and 

smaller CBOs. It also built on the NGO ‗Code of Ethics‘ developed under PNGO II by setting 

aside US$0.6 million for the preparation and implementation of an NGO ‗Code of Conduct‘ to 

improve governance, accountability and transparency standards.
80

 Most importantly, the trans-

formation of the PMO and its consolidation into a permanent governance structure in the form of 

the ‗NGO Development Center‘ (NDC), which was created during the final stages of PNGO II 

and became operational in March of 2006, became one of the main objectives of PNGO III, 

which devoted US$2.277 to this end.
81

 

The Project Management Organization (PMO) was the organization delegated by the World 

Bank to take charge of direct project implementation and management and to act as both reci-

pient and administrator of Bank funds. While the Bank did not itself partake in the direct 

implementation and management of the NGO project, it had a number of reasons for not select-

ing a PA ministry or a local organization—or a combination of the two—to be in charge of direct 

project implementation: First, protecting the ‗independence‘ of NGO activity from governmental 

‗control‘ mandated entrusting the management of funds to a non-governmental organization.
82
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Second, the ‗factionalized‘ nature of the NGO community mandated protecting the neutrality of 

the project and its decisions from vested interests and ‗counseled against‘ vesting decision-

making with any one or combination of local NGOs.
83

 Finally, ‗the importance of funding NGOs 

registered in Jerusalem, which provide important social and economic services and have been 

neglected by financiers in the early Oslo years, required that a visibly non-political decision-

making structure be adopted.‘
84

 Although not explicitly acknowledged, distancing itself from the 

political implications of funding NGOs in Jerusalem might have been the most important from 

the Bank's perspective. It was, after all, due to a Palestinian presentation, made at a 1999 Consul-

tative Group meeting of a development plan that made reference to borders and included East 

Jerusalem, that a huge row ensued between the Bank and the US delegation, costing the Bank 

continued US support and the opportunity to host such meetings from that moment onwards.
85

 

The decision was thus made to entrust direct project implantation and management in the hands 

of an internationally-recruited NGO. According to the Bank, this was a unique arrangement that 

‗saw for the first time the allocation by the Bank of grant funding that was channeled through an 

NGO, and not a governmental agency.‘
86

 After being tendered for international bidding, the Wel-

fare Association Consortium (WAC—consisting of the Welfare Association, the British Council 

and Charities Aid Foundation) won the bid for management of the project.
87

 

During PNGO II the institutional set-up of the PMO, i.e. the WAC, was ‗embedded as the ex-

ecutive arm in the new NDC.‘
88

 (In fact, the PMO staff were made to resign from their positions 

on October 31, 2006 to be re-hired as NDC staff the very next day.) PNGO III is expected to en-

sure that the NDC is able to survive on its own after the Bank concludes its involvement.
89

 The 

World Bank supported the establishment of the DNC to provide a ready-made channel for donors 

looking for providing financial assistance to OPT-based NGOs (in fact, the Euro 6 million in 
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PNGO III co-financing provided by the AFD was given directly to the NDC). It also expected 

the NDC to ‗provide the institutional (with the accompanying technical and financial know-how) 

setting to ensure effective project continuity.‘
90

 The Welfare Association, the WAC's lead agen-

cy, could no longer take on this function because, as one Bank report notes, its long-term 

strategy is to evolve into a foundation making large grants (over US$500,000) for development 

projects and to devolve small grants activities (below US$500,000) to an institution like NDC.
91

 

Thus, although the legal signatory of the Trust Fund Grant Agreement and recipient of the 

Bank‘s Grant was the Welfare Association, actual project implantation during PNGO III was de-

legated to the NDC. This included such responsibilities as announcing and advertising each 

round of grants; signing grant contracts; disbursing awards and supervising the use of grants by 

recipient NGOs; and providing continuous hands-on training to grant recipients.
92

 The NDC also 

took on the task, which since PNGO began had been the responsibility of the PMO, of selecting 

grant recipients in accordance with a set of ‗basic principles‘ spelled out by the Bank (which also 

maintained ‗the right of no objection‘ to override PMO decisions and turn down approved grants 

if it saw fit).
93

 One of these principles merits being quoted at length: 

Because grants are intended to support social and economic development programs, they 

will not be awarded for projects which have as a principal objective the promotion of any 

particular political or religious viewpoint.
94 

 

These prohibitions against awarding grants for projects that promote political viewpoints and 

those that promote religious viewpoints are rooted in discourses and/or based on studies of civil 

society in the West (which civil societies in the South are expected to mirror).
95

 Nonetheless, 

they need to be distinguished: while the latter is consistent with Bank and international donor 

practice in the region, the former is applied to the OPT exclusively. 

To begin with the prohibition against the ‗promotion of religious viewpoints,‘ the important 

question to ask here is why the Bank felt compelled to enforce it. One can argue that the prohibi-



 

79 

 

tions against both politics and religion are intermingled in this case: the Bank might have wished 

to exclude organizations linked to Hamas from benefiting from the financing it provides to local 

organizations. Although never explicitly stated, given the Bank's precarious relationships with 

powerful donor states that list Hamas as a terrorist organization, this is not at all inconceivable. 

Still, while it is true that in 1990s Islamic organizations witnessed a resurgence that accompanied 

the rise of Hamas, not all religious organizations are linked to Hamas. Local religious organiza-

tions, such as the Muslim Society and the Orthodox Club, have a history that goes back to 

mandate Palestine and have been the precursor of the modern Palestinian civil society. These, 

and the more recently established religious CSOs, engage not only in relief and offering much 

needed social services to the poor and marginalized, but also organize and sponsor various cul-

tural, educational and athletic activities and programs and engage in institution-building and 

development. 

As alluded to just now, the Bank's exclusion of Muslim religious organizations from what it 

considers to be civil society is consistent with general donor practice in the region.
96

 Religiously-

oriented CSOs are, of course, by no means a unique Middle Eastern phenomenon. While it might 

be understandable that donors might not want to support religion-based, generally conservative 

associations, this practice of excluding Muslim CSOs is, more often than not, propped up by neo-

Orientalist discourses. Neo-Orientalism differs from Orientalism in one crucial aspect. Classical 

Orientalists exhausted many decades postulating that CSOs with an adequate level of internal 

organization and assertiveness that enables them to check state power were missing in the Islam-

ic world. This, they argued, compounded its ancient and persistent predicament of having 

societies that are too weak and states that are too strong. Neo-Orientalism shares with classical 

Orientalism its essentialism and alarmism but differs from it in the diagnosis it offers for Muslim 
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societies' perceived resistance to democratic governance: After the Iranian Revolution, and more 

so after Western triumph in the Cold War, neo-Orientalists began to argue that the problem with 

Muslim societies is that they have over-assertive social groups and associations. These groups, 

they argued, lack ‗civility‘ and have the potential to undermine existing states and destabilize the 

region. They, it now seemed, compounded the persistent Muslim dilemma of having societies 

that are too strong and states that are too weak, making democracy and development unlikely, if 

at all possible. As Yahya Sadowski poignantly notes, 

[t]he irony of this conjecture needs to be savored. When the consensus of social scientists 

held that democracy and development depended upon the actions of strong assertive social 

groups, Orientalists held that such associations were absent in Islam. When the consensus 

evolved and social scientists thought that a quiescent, undemanding society was essential 

to progress, the neo-Orientalists portrayed Islam as beaming with bushy anarchic solidari-

ties. Middle Eastern Muslims, it seems, were doomed to be eternally out of step with 

intellectual fashion.
97 

 

As the assertions of Abdel Hadi quoted above illustrate, vestiges of these neo-Oreintalist tropes 

can be traced in numerous of the studies and reports commissioned by international donors on 

the subject.
98

 

The Bank's prohibition against the ‗promotion of political viewpoints‘ is applied exclusively to 

the OPT.
99

 It is open to four interpretations: First, it can be understood as a general ban on any 

and all involvement in politics. This interpretation is, however, unsustainable on account of the 

Bank's own rhetoric and the lip-service it pays to the role of civil society in ‗holding the private 

sector and government accountable‘ and ‗pressuring the state.‘
100

 It is also inconsistent with the 

Bank's own record of involvement in the very political controversy over the PA-proposed NGO 

law. In this case, the Bank did indeed help local NGOs, which found the proposed law to be ex-

cessively restrictive, to pressure the PA. The Bank lobbied donor states to pressure the PA to 

adopt the friendlier version of the law proposed by local NGOs, which the PA eventually did.
101

 

Besides its involvement in coordinating PA-NGO relations and in advocating for the NGO law, 
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the Bank's involvement in advocacy was limited. Nonetheless, its approach to civil society in the 

OPT is underpinned by discourses rooted in the associational approach to civil society, premised 

on the benefits of social capital and the transformative effects of associational life. As discussed 

in chapter 1, this approach emphasizes the apolitical nature of civil society.  It reflects a conserv-

ative interest in maintaining the status quo and does not challenge existing political and 

economic inequities. By promoting it in the OPT, the World Bank encouraged CSOs to view the 

challenges the OPT's inhabitants face as mere technical issues. Since it elides the reality of Israeli 

colonial control, development built on this basis brings negligible improvements and no changes 

in the formal structures of the existing social and political systems. 

Second, the prohibition against the promotion of political viewpoints can be interpreted in view 

of the Bank's unwillingness to condone factionalism or to get involved in Palestinian inter-party 

politics. As shown in the discussion above, this point was emphasized in many of the publica-

tions commissioned by the Bank, which conceive of CSOs linked to political parties as 

‗problems‘ in need of ‗solutions.‘ Still, given that the Bank has awarded grants to CSOs asso-

ciated with Palestinian political parties, this interpretation is also problematic. It is, for example, 

well-known that almost all of the organizations that organized under the banner of the Palestinian 

NGO Network, and which launched the World Bank-supported campaign against the PA-

proposed NGO law, were in some form or another linked to one of the Palestinian leftist move-

ments.
102

 Many of these organizations, moreover, list the Bank as a financial contributor.
103

 

Furthermore, as if to highlight that links between CSOs and political parties are not a unique Pal-

estinian phenomenon, on many occasions the Bank did itself cooperate with many of the NGOs 

associated with Western political parties, such as NDI and Heinrich Böll Stiftung, and involved 

in civil society programs in the OPT. 
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Third, the ban on the promotion of political viewpoints can be understood as being designed to 

shield the Bank from the consequences of being involved in supporting Palestinian CSOs seen as 

opposing the Oslo process or as overtly critical of the Israel occupation. Given the World Bank's 

precarious relationship with powerful donor states—as mentioned above, the relatively inno-

cuous act of allowing the Palestinian delegation to represent a development plan that made 

reference to borders and included East Jerusalem at a 1999 aid coordination Consultative Group 

meeting cost the Bank the privilege of hosting similar meeting—this interpretation is not im-

plausible. 

However, a final, more plausible, interpretation is offered by the Bank's own investment in the 

viability of the Oslo process. As noted by Anne Le More, the great interest in the high-profile 

Palestinian-Israeli conflict displayed by its senior management, exemplified by the personal 

commitment of its President,  James D. Wolfensohn, between 1995 and 2005, coupled with a 

strong desire to be ‗part of the process,‘ resulted in the Bank being very creative in devising 

ways to remain involved in the OPT (in spite of the fact that the Bank‘s ‗economic clause,‘ 

which precludes it from getting involved in political conflicts, might have dictated that it should 

do everything it can to minimize its involvement).
104

 This strong interest in the conflict was not 

accompanied with an innovative approach to the situation in the OPT. Very much like other high 

profile donors, by focusing on assuaging socioeconomic and humanitarian costs of the crisis 

without addressing its root cause, i.e., Israeli colonialism and its attendant encroachments, the 

Bank's investment in the conflict reflected the interests of its largest stakeholders, the US and the 

EU, and not its supposed beneficiaries, the OPT's population. 

It is from this prism that the Bank's haphazard partition of social space into the distinct spheres 

of ‗social and economic development‘ and ‗politics‘—which stood in marked opposition to the 
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Bank's overall record of involvement in the conflict and its practice of linking aid to the OPT 

with diplomatic and political agendas—should be understood. The quantitative research, in the 

form of survey research and statistical analyses, and the bureaucratic constructs and administra-

tive networks, described in this section, serve the purpose of enforcing this partition, allowing 

into the sphere of ‗social and economic development‘ only ‗political viewpoints‘ in line with the 

donors' agenda of furnishing the PA with the tenor of legitimacy, yielded by responsive gover-

nance, necessary for legitimating the Oslo process. Thus understood, the Bank's exclusion of 

CSOs promoting a ‗political viewpoint‘ and its promotion of an apolitical conception of civil so-

ciety, consisting of organizations consumed by the requirements of management and cost-

effectiveness, mirrors other donor efforts that seem to be aimed at allowing the inhabitants of the 

OPT to cope with the devastating consequences of the Oslo process, in the form of colonial set-

tlements, fragmentation and cantonization, without affording them the opportunity to meaning-

fully resist them, all the while preparing the ground for them to acquiesce to a yet more unjust 

and disabling ‗peace‘ arrangement. As will become clear in the next section, the aid agencies of 

powerful donor states did not feel as compelled to cloak too much same agenda under the rhetor-

ic about development and good governance. 

USAID: Civil society as social control 

 

Unlike the Bank's, USAID's involvement in the OPT has a history that extends as far back as 

1975. After the October 1973 war, US economic assistance policy in the region underwent 

changes that reflected the American desire of encouraging Arab-Israeli rapprochement. Since 

providing aid to Syria was unacceptable to the US Congress (unlike increasing aid to Israel, 

Egypt and Jordan), the Nixon administration created the US$100 million ‗Middle East Special 

Requirements Fund‘ with the objective of identifying ‗targets of opportunity‘ that would encour-

age a resolution to the Arab-Israeli conflict.
105

 When in 1974 Congress authorized the use of the 
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fund for providing economic assistance to Syria, authorization was also given to channel some 

fund moneys for providing economic assistance to the West Bank and Gaza Strip. Still, since the 

United States government (USG) did not officially recognize Israel's sovereignty over the OPT, 

and since there was no sovereign Palestinian government, standard procedures for administering 

official aid programs were unattainable. The US State Department had to arrange for the pro-

gram to be administered by USAID headquarters in Washington, which officially assigned 

responsibility for designing and implementing projects to American private voluntary organiza-

tions (PVOs) already operating in the OPT. These, in effect, led the US economic assistance 

program with limited input from the State Department and USAID in day-to-day operation.
106

 

Although the program was designed to provide more than traditional welfare relief and meant to 

be independent of assistance to Israel or any Arab state, its contribution to economic develop-

ment during the first decade was negligible. The US, moreover, was the only donor to give the 

Israeli government a defining role in the project approval process.
107

 A study of USAID projects 

implemented in the OPT between 1977 and 1983 found that ‗Israeli intervention caused a major 

shift in the allocation of projects and budgets,‘ with the share of economic development-related 

budgets actually implemented ‗reduced from almost half of the original programme (sic) to less 

than one third.‘
108

 Moreover, American PVOs did not coordinate among themselves and engaged 

in self-censorship, proposing only those projects seen as having a chance of winning Israeli ap-

proval.
109

 

The first strategy statement for US economic assistance to OPT was issued in 1987, more than 

a decade after the US assistance program began. Although it emphasized export promotion, de-

veloping the internal capacities of Palestinian institutions and social services, the strategy state-

ment lacked a coherent economic development framework.
110

 Still, successive events, in the 



 

85 

 

form of the first intifada, the Gulf War and Israel's initiation of the closure policy, which worked 

to exasperate socioeconomic conditions in the OPT, contributed to a significant increase in an-

nual allocations to the program, averaging at US$15.5 in the period between 1988 and 1991.
111

 

Overall, the program continued to have a record that did not reflect favorably on how Palestini-

ans perceived US economic assistance. Instead of its declared objective of contributing to 

Palestinian development, US assistance was increasingly seen as being linked to Israeli policies 

aimed at preventing the emergence of a Palestinian state. This went beyond what was perceived 

in the late 1970s as American collusion with Israel's efforts to impose ‗autonomy‘ as part of its 

Camp David agreement with Egypt—at the expense of meaningful Palestinian sovereignty—to 

include US economic support for Jordan's 1986 ‗five year development plan,‘ which was de-

signed to strengthen Jordanian control by bolstering the traditional leadership loyal to Jordan 

rather than the PLO. Anthropologist Khalil Nakhleh captured accurately Palestinian perceptions 

when he wrote in 1989 that it was clear that US assistance was ‗tied to nurturing Palestinian ac-

ceptance of a US ―negotiated solution,‖ and that the improvement of Palestinian quality of life 

under occupation is nothing more than an acceptable camouflage for the imposition of US-

initiated solutions.‘
112

 

The Oslo years 

 

In validation of Nakhleh's assessment, the US economic assistance program gained in signific-

ance with the start of Madrid peace talks and a new five-year (1993-1997) strategy was put in 

place. The new strategy focused on improving health care services and, in response to the eco-

nomic downturn resulting from the Gulf War and Israel's closure policy, on employment 

generation. It also emphasized training and technical assistance to strengthen local human-

resource and institutional development.
113

 The signing of the DoP in September 1993 saw, once 

again, a considerable increase in the size of the US economic assistance program (which with an 
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annual budget of  US$75 million in 1994 became one of the largest in OPT), compelling USAID 

to revise its strategy with the intention of  placing more emphasis on ‗building democracy and 

economic growth.‘
114

 The revised strategy furnished support for low and middle income housing 

and bankrolled high priority infrastructure activities that ‗demonstrated on-the-ground progress 

under the accords.‘
115

 Its democracy and governance (‗D&G‘) component consisted primarily of 

making available some of the financial resources needed to cover the start-up costs of the PA and 

its police force. In its published assessments of these activities USAID boasted that they ‗enabled 

the U.S. to have a highly visible and substantive role in the West Bank and Gaza from the very 

first days of self-rule.‘
116

 However, an internal USAID document cautioned that ‗deteriorating 

economic conditions threaten to undermine public support for the Israeli-PLO Accords.‘
117

 

The beginning of the Oslo process saw significant changes in the structure of the US assistance 

program. The most visible of these was the replacement of American PVOs, which previously 

had played an important role in project design and implementation, with a 13 member USAID 

field mission (henceforth ‗the Mission‘) .
118

 Less visible but as consequential was the centraliza-

tion of program in the State Department, where it was put under the direct control of Dennis 

Ross, the Clinton administration's coordinator for the Middle East peace process. Ross's direct 

involvement in setting program parameters, coupled with his insistence on coordinating project 

design and implantation with Israel, quickly gave him a reputation for micromanagement and 

interference in program details.
119

 If the preponderance of the State Department hinted at the 

continued privileging of political considerations over long-term development objectives, USA-

ID's new five-year (1996-2000) strategic plan made it clear that the changes in program size and 

structure did not alter the conception of the program as an extension of a US-sponsored peace-

making process. The drafter of the agency's new strategic plan began by emphasizing that 
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USAID efforts to facilitate economic and democratic development in West Bank and Gaza 

contribute to regional stability and complement U.S. political leadership in the Middle 

East Peace Process. The overall goal of the USAID program is to strengthen Palestinian 

commitment to the process by helping them realize the tangible benefits of peace.
120

  

 

Neither did the changes in program size and structure diminish Israel's role in setting its parame-

ters: For example, the second of the new plan's three ‗strategic objectives‘ emphasized 

conservation and ‗more effective use of water resources‘, an area which has long been of direct 

concern to Israeli policymakers, whereas agriculture and manufacturing, sectors critical to long-

term development and historically receiving little support because of Israeli intervention, contin-

ued to be neglected.
121

 

The first of 1996-2000 plan's strategic objectives focused on ‗expanded income opportunities.‘  

Among other things, this took the form of providing financial support for the construction of the 

pilot industrial estate on the border between the Gaza Strip and Israel.
122

 It was, however, the 

third strategic objective, ‗more responsive and accountable governance,‘ that consumed 70 per-

cent of program funds for the fiscal year 1996 (most of it going to providing ongoing budget 

support for the PA and financing electoral administration and the development of the PLC).
123

 

The achievement of this third strategic objective, the new plan posited, depended on accomplish-

ing three intermediate objectives: 

1. Increased participation of civil society in decision making and government oversight;  

2. Enhanced capability of the PLC to perform the functions of a legislative body; and  

3. More effective local government.
124

  

 

USAID's involvement in these fields, it must be noted, began long before the drafting of the 

1996-2000 strategic plan with a series of grants awarded, beginning in 1994, to the National 

Democratic Institute for International Affairs (NDI) to work on the ‗development of a credible 

election process‘ and the ‗strengthening of citizen understanding and participation‘.
125

 NDI de-

veloped four programs, two of which supported domestic and international monitoring of the 
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elections scheduled for January 1996, and the other two focused on training in the techniques of 

political participation for young Palestinian women and the establishment of a civic education 

network. The programs were developed with the understanding that 

[d]emocratic Palestinian government is also a potentially important ingredient to peace be-

tween Palestinians and Israel. The legitimacy of an elected government and the deve-

lopment of transparent and accountable governing institutions could significantly streng-

then relations between the two sides.
126 

 

As the 1996-2000 strategy went into effect, NDI was awarded two additional grants to provide 

advisory assistance to the PLC, establish a new advocacy program for NGOs, and continue its 

work on Civic Forum—the civic education network it had already set up in 1995.
127

 Civic Forum 

involved training 22 Palestinian moderators and working with them to select a number of local 

CSOs to host—and encourage their members to participate in—a series of small civic education 

group discussions that covered such topics as the judiciary, general budgetary practices, local 

government, political parties, and the role of NGOs and the media in democracies. Overall, 1,800 

such discussions, involving 5,000 Palestinians, were held. The program left participants with the 

feeling of ‗playing a valuable role in creating a sustainable Palestinian civil society by learning 

to exercise their rights,‘ NDI vaunted. It also established a network of 440 local Palestinian or-

ganizations, ‗through which information about draft laws, election procedures, and democratic 

systems in other countries has been efficiently disseminated.‘
128

  

However, a better grounded analysis suggests that NDI might have been overenthusiastic in 

selling the successes of Civic Forum. Although an assumption underlay the program that the tar-

geted individuals either lacked knowledge, were politically passive or insufficiently civic 

minded, Civic Forum mainly reached those who were already, some indeed had been for dec-

ades, members of CSOs and better informed and more active than most. In addition, the 

discussions held managed to be both excessively theoretical and uncritical and simplistic. Whe-
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reas an independent assessment could only find three examples of how lessons learned in the 

program led participants to find solutions to concert problems,
129

 organizers of the program 

complained that working with ‗urban‘ and ‗intellectual‘ CSOs was difficult because ‗these 

groups were less open to exploring new ideas.‘
130

 Some of the additional funding given to the 

program was, nonetheless, devoted to the creation of a ‗wholly Palestinian group committed to 

grassroots civic education‘—which on the ground was translated into transforming Civic Forum 

into a Palestinian NGO.
131

 

In addition to Civic Activities—a program that was introduced by NDI in 1996 to provide ad-

vocacy and management skills to NGOs involved in the Civic Forum program—USAID's 1996-

2000 strategic plan established an ambitious advocacy program that had as its goal: 

Increasing the participation of civil society in the public decision-making process to broa-

den debate on critical issues and establish an outside check on government performance.
132  

 

These parameters, together with the conceptualization of civil society underpinning them, were 

enough to distinguish USAID's work in this field from that of the World Bank. The Bank has fo-

cused on social services delivery and worked to ensure that a private enterprise-friendly 

environment is sustained through encouraging the PA to relegate such responsibilities to CSOs. 

To be sure, the same Washington consensus imperatives underpinned USAID's new strategy, 

which stressed that, together with the promotion of free and open markets, the ‗promotion of 

democracy and improved governance‘ is ‗a principle foreign policy objective of the United 

States government.‘ Both objectives, moreover, ‗take the premise that democracy, while an im-

portant and desirable end in itself, is the political system most likely to provide the conditions 

necessary for the development of free markets and, hence, broad based economic growth and op-

portunities.‘
133

 Still, unlike the Bank, USAID shunned organizations whose main preoccupation 

is service delivery and basically defined CSOs as NGOs whose primary purpose is to influence 
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public policy (a category that the agency had estimated was in short supply).
134

 The issue facing 

USAID as well as other donors ‗who aim to be strategic in their programming,‘ as it was ac-

knowledged, ‗is which CSOs among the many that occupy this intermediary realm of voluntary 

associational life merit support.‘ Accordingly, the agency chose to ‗support the creation and 

strengthening of civil society organizations which focus on democracy and good governance is-

sues,‘ including advocacy groups, human rights and government watch-dog organizations, and 

research think-tanks.
135

 The 1996-2000 strategy resolved to ‗focus on building up the overall ca-

pacity of these organizations to fill an advocacy or government oversight role (including their 

ability to review legislation and policies and to draft their own suggested legislation and poli-

cies).‘
136

 It was not surprising, given the scope of these expectations, that USAID's interests 

extended to the creation of an ‗enabling environment for civil society.‘ This effectively meant 

joining other donors in pressuring the PA, impressing upon it ‗the need for a NGO law which 

enables Palestinian NGOs and other civil organizations to play an active role in decision-making 

processes‘.
137

 

Although seemingly consistent with the oppositional approach to civil society, USAID's pro-

posed advocacy program built on a liberal understanding of civil society that tended to equate it 

with interest and pressure groups. These, it is posited, while competing to advance particular in-

terests and gain access to the political system, act as an intermediary between citizens and the 

state.
138

 According to this view, civil society represents a space for the peaceful mediation of so-

cial conflicts, which entails accommodating social protest to opportunities and constraints, 

protecting the individual from state repression and, above all, creating a climate of stability and 

peace, where the interface between government and civil society should be defined by coopera-

tion rather than conflict.
139

 This approach to civil society lacks the ability to meaningfully 
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redefine formal politics, especially in non-democratic or authoritarian contexts.
140

 In the OPT, it 

became emblematic of USAID's approach to democracy purely as a matter of technical capabili-

ties unrelated (with the exception of the expectation that democracy will somehow cement the 

Oslo peace process) to wider socioeconomic developments and the reality of occupation. Ac-

cording to the agency, the basic problem to be addressed ‗is that the new Palestinian governing 

institutions (executive, legislative, and local level) and civil society have inadequate technical, 

organizational, and policy skills to effectively perform their respective roles in establishing more 

responsive and accountable governance.‘
141

 To help address these problems other donors ex-

tended  public administration training to the PA and helped with developing the civil service, 

forming budget capabilities and revenue administration, and compiling legislation. USAID, for 

its part, resolved to ‗concentrate on increasing participation of civil society in public decision-

making, strengthening legislative and public policy capability and making local government 

more effective.‘
142

 As far as encouraging the participation of civil society in public decision-

making was concerned, the agency intended to focus on increasing the ‗institutional sustainabili-

ty‘ of ‗specialized civic organizations,‘ i.e. advocacy organizations, through ‗more effective 

revenue generation, better management of resources, the adoption of internal democratic practic-

es and improved relationships with their membership.‘
143

 

This narrow understanding of civil society aside, USAID's focus on advocacy—and indeed its 

entire D&G agenda—ran up against the obstacles produced by the role US economic assistance 

continued to play as a foreign policy-making tool. USAID overcharged the tenuous relationship 

between democracy and peace. However, instead of democracy contributing to peace, what be-

came increasingly evident on the ground was that the USG's interest in the continued viability of 

the Oslo process counteracted and undermined the agency's democracy, rule of law and human 
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rights promotion efforts. This was exemplified by the praise heaped by the then American Vice 

President Al Gore, during a visit to the OPT in the summer of 1998, on the PA's so-called ‗state 

security court‘—an institution established at the behest of Israeli and American pressure and in-

famous for violating due process and condoning human rights abuses.
144

 As acknowledged by an 

NDI staff member: 

The international community has had a very short-term perspective. It wanted to support 

the peace process. It never had the political will to promote Palestinian democracy. It is 

true, that money went to democratization projects, but at the end of the day, it is about for-

eign governments pushing issues forward politically. Civil society can implement projects 

but if the PA at the same time is executing citizens after a 20 minutes trial, the signal sent 

is very different.
145 

 

In like manner, although an important focus of USAID's 1996-2000 D&G strategy had been the 

extension of financial and capacity-building support to Palestinian municipalities with the aim of 

‗making local government more effective,‘ agency officials revealed that they had been in-

structed by Dennis Ross not to work with municipalities in areas that would strengthen them as 

autonomous organs of local government. The objective, according to one USAID official, was 

‗to preclude the emergence of competing centers of power and prevent any decentralization of 

control that would diminish the power of Mr. Arafat and the Palestinian Authority to carry out 

the political tasks of the day.‘
146

 It was perhaps these and similar contradictions between the 

USAID's stated goals and the wider foreign-policy interests of the US government that led the 

drafters of the agency's monitoring plan for the achievement of its ‗more responsive and accoun-

table governance‘ strategic objective to caution that although this objective is ‗framed in 

traditional development terms, the goal to which it contributes is one promoting the continuation 

of a fragile peace process, not what would be considered a traditional development objective in 

other locales.‘
147

 ‗It is important to keep in mind,‘ they went on to stress, 

that the Mission's 1996-2000 strategic plan's overall objective is strengthening Palestinian 

commitment to the peace process (and both internal and regional stability) as defined by 
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the September 1993 Oslo Peace Accords, not the creation of an independent, well-

governed and democratic Palestinian nation.
148

 

 

The second intifada 
 

As the 1996-2000 strategy was drawing to a close, the Mission asked for a two-year extension. 

However, due to the break of the second intifada, the USAID home office denied the request. 

Instead, it opted for devising a ‗Transition Plan‘ that had an open-ended time frame that de-

pended on ‗both the outcome and timing of negotiations between the Palestinian Authority (PA) 

and the Government of Israel, and internal developments within the PA affecting the population 

of the West Bank and Gaza.‘
149

 Until such conditions obtain, the agency made it its primary ob-

jective ‗to promote stability in the West Bank and Gaza‘ in the hopes that this ‗will strengthen 

the political, economic and social underpinnings for an eventual resolution of the conflict, even if 

the peace process becomes moribund for a period.‘
150

 The Transition Plan, which began to be 

implemented in the spring of 2001, emphasized humanitarian assistance, especially emergency 

medical treatment and support for service provision by NGOs. It also introduced a new employ-

ment generation program that drew on the Mission's ‗successful experience in creating jobs in 

the West Bank and Gaza in 1995 and 1996.‘
151

 Given that the 1996-2000 strategic objectives—

namely, economic growth, sustainable access to water resources, a democratic system of gover-

nance, and adequate social services and infrastructure—‗individually and together promote 

stability,‘ it was deemed that a major overhaul of USAID's strategic approach was unneces-

sary.
152

 

It was, nonetheless, deemed that some of the intermediate objectives needed refinement. The 

agency, for example, found it necessary that its objective of ‗increased participation of civil so-

ciety in public decision-making and government oversight‘ be changed to ‗increased 

participation of civil society in public discourse.‘
153

 Given the realities of constant conflict 
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throughout the West Bank and Gaza, specific references to decision-making and government 

oversight were found to be unhelpful. Instead, Palestinian CSOs, particularly those the Mission 

will support, were expected to ‗play a leading role in public discourse, and indeed, to encourage 

stability and avoidance of a societal breakdown.‘
154

 The agency intended to both ‗intensify‘ and 

‗expand‘ its support to CSOs, including to those which are equipped to provide essential services 

to vulnerable groups and are better placed to access Palestinian areas than USAID's international 

partners. 

The Transition Plan came on the heels of significant changes in the way USAID conducted its 

business in the OPT. When, in February 2000, the agency wished to devise yet another project to 

increase the financial management capacity and internal democratic governance of CSOs, it 

awarded a grant to America's Development Foundation (ADF), an American PVO, to implement 

what the agency termed a ‗civil society capacity building program.‘
155

 This choice was consistent 

with the agency's practice, dating back to the revampment of the US economic assistance pro-

gram in the early 1990s, of relying for the implementation of its projects, especially those in 

D&G field, on American quasi-governmental organizations such as NDI, the National Endow-

ment for Democracy (NED) and the International Republican Institute (IRI) or, in the case of 

smaller projects, American PVOs. As its 1996-2000 strategy was drawing to a close, the agency 

introduced the practice of outsourcing the implementation of many of its projects to US-based 

management companies. On September 19, 2000, only ten days before the second intifada 

erupted, USAID awarded the Tamkeen contract—a five-year project dedicated to the increased 

participation of Palestinian CSOs in public decision making and government oversight—to 

Chemonics International Inc, an international development consulting company based in Wash-

ington, DC. As the contract title illustrates, the agency also introduced the practice of dubbing its 
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projects, together with the intermediate objectives they are expected to achieve, with Arabic 

names.
156

 Tamkeen (in English, ‗empowerment‘), which was designed before the Transition Plan 

was introduced, was initially conceived as a project that would award grants that support CSOs 

to: 

1. Effectively articulate citizen interests through various means 

2. Disseminate information and/or advocate issues of interest to the public 

3. Promote transparency and public participation in the public decision-making process 

4. Build the capacity of other CSOs to hold government accountable to citizens
157

 

 

It awarded grants in five sectors (D&G, health, education, water and environment, and economic 

development) and provided capacity building support, especially to CSOs working in the D&G 

field. The project's capacity building support was mostly geared towards helping CSOs with the 

development of grant proposals and the implementation of grants in a timely and effective man-

ner. Tamkeen also contracted the Bisan Center for Research and Development to develop 

‗Training Best Practices‘ courses, and provided CSOs receiving Tamkeen grants with manage-

ment and IT skills support and training in advocacy skills and techniques.
158

 

In addition to outsourcing project implementation to US-based management companies, Tam-

keen resembled other new projects introduced by the USAID in that it was endowed with a 

quasi-independent bureaucratic structure and a visible physical presence in the OPT. In fact, 

Tamkeen was so conspicuous in its visibility (with two main offices, one in Ramalla and one in 

Gaza city, and branch offices in a number of districts) that it incurred the anger of the PA which 

attempted to shut it down because it felt excluded from the project and the decision processes 

that went into choosing which organizations would get funding and for what.
159

 Within a year of 

its commencement the project had developed a vast structure of administrative networks that, 

among other things, included an international management company, placed near decision cen-

ters in the US and tasked with providing strategic consultancy, financial reporting and related 
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management tasks, and a number of local offices with a locally-recruited staff assigned with the 

task of directly dealing with the local organizations applying for project funding. Put in place to 

facilitate the management of the funds earmarked for local organizations, a task for which USA-

ID had previously been directly responsible, the new bureaucratic networks consumed US$ 9 

million of Tamkeen's original US$ 33 million five-year endowment. Besides the usual adminis-

trative tasks, the new bureaucratic structure included provisions for maintaining a Web-enabled 

database, hosted in Chemonics home office in Washington, D.C., to be regularly updated with 

relevant grants-making information, including grant applications, awards, CSO profiles, commu-

nications with grantees, and disbursements.
160

 

The changes in the way USAID conducted its business in the OPT became even more signifi-

cant after the USG launched its ‗war against terrorism,‘ a development that followed the 

introduction of the Transition Plan: First, after the attacks of September 11, 2001, the USAID 

West Bank and Gaza program was incorporated in the new region-wide aid programs established 

by the US to promote democracy and encourage socioeconomic reform ‗in order to undercut the 

forces of radicalism in some Arab countries.‘
161

 Second, and more significant, in mid-2002 the 

USG introduced a new policy mandating that all organizations applying for USAID funding 

must submit personal information about board members for vetting to ensure that the applying 

organizations are not affiliated with any of the ‗terrorist organizations‘ listed by the State De-

partment.
162

 In the case of Palestinian CSOs, they also had to submit such information as the type 

and location of the activities they planned to undertake and the personal details of board mem-

bers and all the personnel expected to be involved, including the date and place of birth and the 

identification number issued to the OPT inhabitants by Israel. While it remained unclear whether 

the information compiled in the Tamkeen database was used for vetting local organizations to 
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ensure compliance with these requirements, the new policy did little to improve USAID's already 

unfavorable image in the eyes of many Palestinians. This perception has something to do with 

what many Palestinians view as American bias and unconditional support for Israel.
163

 Still, 

USAID's unfavorable image in the OPT relates to the agency's own record, which, besides giving 

Israel a defining role in setting the agency's policy and program parameters, included its in-

volvement in subsidizing Israel's construction of the segregated network of bypass roads that 

crisscrossed and fragmented the OPT.
164

 

Demonstrating the extent to which Palestinians were becoming weary of this record, the Pales-

tinian NGO Network, one of the largest civil society networks in the OPT, had already organized 

three public discussions on the possibility of boycotting USAID long before the new ‗anti-

terrorism‘ requirements were introduced. However, even though the discussions, which were 

held shortly after the break of the second intifada, seemed to acquire widespread approval, the 

proposal of boycotting USAID failed to garner broad compliance on the part of CSOs. After 

USAID introduced its new ‗anti-terrorism‘ policy, a number of CSOs launched a petition calling 

for the boycott of all US financial support, and USAID financial support in particular. The peti-

tion, which was launched with a small newspaper ad with twelve organizations and public 

figures as signatories, grew into a full page ad with more than 500 signatories within three 

weeks.
165

 

Nonetheless, in early 2003 the USG introduced what it called the ‗Certificate Against Terrorist 

Financing‘ (variably referred to by USAID as the ‗Anti-Terrorism Certificate‘ (ATC) or ‗Decla-

ration Against Terrorism‘). The new procedures required an organization applying for USAID 

funding to certify that it had not and would not ‗provide material support or resources to any in-

dividual or entity that it knows, or has reason to know, is an individual or entity that advocates, 
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plans, sponsors, engages in, or has engaged in terrorist activity.‘
166

 Organizations wishing to re-

ceive funding from the agency were also asked to ‗provide an affirmative certification as to the 

accuracy of the information [they] provide for the purpose of vetting.‘
167

 This information was to 

be vetted against USAID's own newly established database of information on foreign persons 

and organizations, databases maintained by the US intelligence agencies and other sources such 

as the list of parties excluded from federal procurement and non-procurement programs (the sus-

pended/debarred list) and the Office of Foreign Assets Control (OFAC) specially designated 

nationals and blocked persons lists.
168

 In their defense of the new policies, Mission officials in-

sisted that the new rules came from Washington and have been instituted without exception 

worldwide. However, in 2005 the Mission introduced two new rules (the ‗naming‘ clause, prohi-

biting the use of US funds to recognize or honor ‗terrorists‘, and the ‗cash‘ clause, prohibiting 

the provision of cash to the PA) that were applied exclusively to the OPT.
169

 

As public unease with the new requirements grew, it became increasingly evident that they in-

terfered with the achievement of USAID's civil society program goals. This was especially the 

case since—per the changes introduced in the 2001 Transition Plan—Tamkeen's primary objec-

tive became 

to help Palestinian civil society organizations (CSOs) increase their voice in public dis-

course and preserve the critical ‗space‘ occupied by Palestinian CSOs, placing them at the 

heart of the communications nexus between citizens and their public representatives at the 

local and national levels.
170

 

 

Palestinian CSOs were increasingly reluctant to accept USAID funding, a tendency that was 

most acute among Tamkeen's primary target of CSOs working in the D&G field. A 2003 docu-

ment prepared for USAID on the potential role for Tamkeen in the next Palestinian elections 

reported that CSOs involved in fields of public policy and advocacy ‗expressed reservations 

about receiving Tamkeen funds for electoral projects‘ because they were ‗concerned about how 
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it would affect their reputation and public image‘ or feared that doing so ‗could lead to internal 

disagreement and fragmentation.‘
171

 According to the report, the only organization working in 

the D&G field that now seemed willing to receive Tamkeen funding was Civic Forum, the same 

organization USAID helped establish a few years before.
172

 To deal with these problems USAID 

launched a number of media and ‗branding‘ campaigns, which included TV, radio, billboards 

and newspaper ads, aimed at increasing the Palestinians' awareness of the assistance the US pro-

vides to the Palestinian people and improving the agency's image.
173

 According to one USAID 

report, a poll conducted on the heels of the agency's ‗aggressive public outreach program‘ re-

vealed that 50 percent of those who were exposed to the outreach campaigns regarded USAID 

projects as important for their well-being, while 58 percent believed that USAID was sincere 

about assisting the Palestinian people.
174

 

While it is difficult to approximate the accurateness of the poll results, evidence was also be-

ginning to emerge that Palestinian CSOs could not easily dispense with USAID funding, 

especially since the agency remained the largest single financial contributor to civil society 

projects and Palestinian CSOs.
175

 CSOs that did receive USAID funding went out of their way 

not to publicize their cooperation with the agency, with some publicly denying that they contin-

ued to accept USAID funding when in reality they did.
176

 Still, the fact that many CSOs 

depended primarily on USAID funding made boycotting the agency unworkable. According to a 

2004 USAID report, Tamkeen's grants program was slowed down because many CSOs remained 

reluctant to sign the ATC, but  enough CSOs were willing to sign the document by the end of 

2003 that the project was able to award 193 grants worth a total value of approximately US$10 

million, a figure close to Tamkeen's original target.
177

 The report also noted, however, that the 

high number of grants awarded was partly due to the decision to provide increased capacity 
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building assistance to the CSOs already cooperating with agency and to the ‗conscious decision‘ 

made by Tamkeen, in accord with its assessment that smaller CSOs appeared more willing to 

accept USAID funding, ‗to target‘ nascent, less experienced CSOs.
178

 

This new focus on smaller organizations continued throughout the life of the Tamkeen project. 

It was also carried over into the new ‗interim strategy‘ prepared in the first half of 2005 to re-

spond to two recent developments: the opportunity presented by the Israeli decision to 

‗disengage‘ from the Gaza Strip, and the increased chances of Palestinian reform following the 

death of President Arafat. The interim strategy's new governance program, implemented in con-

cert with the Mission by USAID‘s Office of Transition Initiatives (OTI), had as its objectives 

increasing the ability of Palestinian national and local governments to respond to citizen priori-

ties and increasing the participation of youth in social, political, and economic life.
179

 Unlike 

previous USAID strategies, which made no mention of Palestinian statehood, in accord with 

President Bush's vision—outlined in his June 2002 Rose Garden speech and inscribed, later on, 

in the Road Map—USAID could now explicitly link its programs to the establishment of a ‗Pal-

estinian State, living side by side in peace and security with Israel.‘
180

 USAID, nonetheless, 

made sure that the new interim strategy retained ‗all of the flexibility and innovative program 

management used over the past four years.‘
181

 The strategy, moreover, shared with its predeces-

sor its four broad goals: 

1.  Achieve political stability; 

2.  Achieve economic stability; 

3.  Achieve social stability; and 

4.  Provide needed infrastructure.
182 

  

If ‗political stability‘ was unattainable previously because in his Rose Garden speech President 

Bush stressed the need not only for ‗true reform,‘ but also a ‗new Palestinian leadership,‘ the 

Mission had great hopes that it could be achieved after the death of President Arafat. It, moreo-
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ver, had expected its operating budget to double from form US$ 75 million to US150 million 

during FY2006, which reinforced its hopes of achieving its stated goals.
183

 However, as of June 

2006, USAID reported that it had promised just US$1.1 million and expended only US$139,000 

because US assistance to the West Bank and Gaza has been frozen after Hamas' January 2006 

electoral victory, bending a comprehensive review by the US Congress' Committees on Appropr-

iations. It was only after the Secretary of State submitted her report, on July 21, 2006, to the US 

Congress on how the funds will be spent, which included a revised strategy ensuring that ‗appro-

priate measures are in place to ensure that no funds will support terrorist activities‘ that USAID 

was able to redirect it overall assistance program.
184

 Meanwhile, the US Congress passed the 

Palestinian Anti-Terrorism Act of 2006, which the US President signed into law on December 

21, 2006. The law bars aid to the Hamas-led Palestinian government. It, however, exempts funds 

for ‗humanitarian aid and democracy promotion.‘
185

 It also authorized US$20 million in funding 

to ‗establish a fund promoting Palestinian democracy and Israeli-Palestinian peace.‘
186

 

With a revised assistance package totaling US$468 million for FY2006—including US$50 mil-

lion ‗for Israel‘s use in easing the movement and access of Palestinian people and goods, while 

improving its security‘
187

—the agency focused it assistance on democracy support, health, edu-

cation, private sector development and such activities ‗that would not provide political or 

economic gain to, or require contact with, the Hamas-led Palestinian Authority.‘
188

 The OTI's 

Transition Initiative objectives were, moreover, changed: 

1. Help emerging and democratic leaders establish community-based credibility; and  

2. Strengthen the ability of constituencies for peace to generate grassroots demand for 

change in the West Bank and Gaza.
189

 

 

One million dollars of the new funding allocated to the Mission went to financing USAID's 

own ‗NGO Mapping Project.‘ The project, which ‗was conceived and guided‘ by former envoy 

to the Middle East, Dennis Ross, with the assistance of Ziad Asali, president of the American 
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Task Force on Palestine, was implemented by the Center for the Study of the Presidency and 

Congress (CSPC).
190

 It partly mirrored the NGO mapping research carried out by other interna-

tional organizations. The team of American and Palestinian experts (the ‗Ross team,‘ as it was 

dubbed by the CSPC) who supervised the research took into account such factors as the type of 

services and functions offered by the CSOs surveyed, their geographical location, specialization, 

levels of expertise, constituencies, and relationships with donors. It, however, had a better-

defined objective: To ‗strengthen a community of moderate Palestinian leaders who are respon-

sive to the needs of their people through community-based NGOs.‘ This was a critical task given 

that, according to the CSPC, ‗one of the most important but often underemphasized elements to 

advancing peace is the strengthening of political moderates and their ties to their communi-

ties‘.
191

 However, 

the 2006 Palestinian legislative elections demonstrated that Hamas, and not the moderate 

political parties, had developed stronger, better-organized followings. One of the means 

Hamas employed to increase its political support was the use of an active services network 

that attracted Palestinians in need of better educational services, health care and poverty 

relief.
192

 

 

The methodology informing the project was three-pronged. First, 
 

identify a range of moderate, community-based Palestinian non-governmental organiza-

tions (NGOs) working to provide services to their constituencies primarily in areas where 

the Palestinian Authority has limited reach and Hamas operates extensive charitable opera-

tions.
193

 

 

In accord with this requirement, in the period between October 2007 and April 2008, the re-

search team was able to ‗identify‘ 56 different moderate, community-based NGOs operating a 

diverse range of services throughout the West Bank. Although far from comprehensive, the list 

of selected NGOs was intended to provide a representative sample ‗highlighting the diversity of 

moderate, community-based Palestinian NGOs‘ (although the published report included an an-

nex, titled ‗A Guide to Moderate, Community-Based NGOs in the West Bank,‘ listing all the 

NGOs surveyed).
194

 As part of the identification process, the research team had also conducted 
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an ‗assessment of the current state of the Palestinian civil society and its relationship to the cur-

rent political dynamics and challenges in the West Bank.‘ They supplemented the findings with 

twelve focus groups, conducted in every major community in the West Bank with more than 120 

participants representing NGO experts, staff, and beneficiaries.
195

 The focus groups, which were 

run by the political research firm AWRAD (Arab World for Research and Development), eva-

luated such matters as the current state of Palestinian civil society, the role of the non-

governmental sector in Palestinian life, and the best practices of NGOs.
196

 In the past, according 

to the published report, donor efforts supported Ramallah-based NGOs, which led to the cultiva-

tion of a vibrant but isolated ‗elite‘ civil society with limited connections to the broader 

population. Taking a panoramic view of the West Bank, it was clear that although there existed a 

wide spectrum of NGOs, only a fraction are regularly engaged in implementing programs and 

activities. Of particular concern to the drafters of the published report was the fact that Fatah-

affiliated NGOs accounted for the majority of organizations in most districts, but were ‗largely 

inactive and poorly funded.‘
197

 On the other hand, ‗while Hamas operates relatively few of these 

NGOs, they are invariably among the most active and professional in the field.‘
198

 One of the 

many examples given in the report should suffice here: 

[O]ur research team discovered that out of more than 200 NGOs in the Bethlehem district, 

only around 30—or 15 percent—are affiliated with Hamas. Yet these Hamas-run NGOs 

account for the majority of programs and activities sponsored by NGOs in Bethlehem. On-

ly a handful of non-Hamas NGOs operate regular professional programs in the area.
199 

 

The report reached the overall conclusion that this pattern of Hamas's effectiveness in the NGO 

sector occurred throughout the West Bank, particularly in the movement's strongholds of Hebron 

and Nablus. It was, thus, hoped that the annexed guide to moderate NGOs would ‗best serve do-

nors seeking to expand the range of their grantees beyond Ramalla and into the Palestinian 

communities with the greatest needs.‘
200
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Second, beyond conducting research, the project had ‗the practical objective of initiating colla-

borative networks‘ among ‗moderate‘ NGO.
201

 Expanding cooperation among such 

organizations, it was expected, would achieve the two goals of limiting the influence of extrem-

ism by enhancing a culture of moderation and nurturing dynamic partnerships among Palestinian 

moderates. The latter objective would ‗advance [the moderates‘] collective projects and streng-

then their positions as political actors and advocates in Palestinian society.‘
202

 Although the 

‗Ross team‘ convened initial meetings among ‗moderate‘ national and local NGOs that generated 

great interest in cooperation and prepared the grounds for unprecedented networking, further de-

velopment of this network was needed to ‗help its member share experience, enhance their 

voices as political advocates, and expand the reach of their activities.‘
203

 Such efforts, it was 

hoped, would lead to creation of a functional, well-managed network, which ideally ‗will include 

all NGOs that fall within the moderate stream of Fatah supporters and independents with demo-

cratic leanings.‘
204

 

Third, the project had the practical objective of bringing to the US a representative group of 

moderate NGO leaders to meet with potential donors and the policy community. A delegation of 

such NGOs' representatives, together with members of the research team, were hosted in Wash-

ington, DC, for an intensive week of meetings with, among others: three members of Congress; 

the president of the World Bank; Denmark's and Bahrain's ambassadors to the US; representa-

tives from the embassies of Canada, Germany and Japan; senior State Department and USAID 

officials; and the staff of US democracy assistance organizations, including NED, IRI and NDI. 

Finally, before work on the above objectives was concluded in May 2008, the CSPC had pro-

posed a number of ‗next steps‘ to build on the project's achievements. Some of these tasks—

which beyond establishing the NGO network, included providing capacity-building support to 
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‗moderate‘ NGOs; enhancing their outreach and communication efforts; and the execution of at 

least one national level project, such as educational summer camps, through the proposed net-

work
205

—were incorporated into USAID's ongoing two-phase ‗Civic Engagement Project.‘ 

The first phase of the Civic Engagement Program (CEP I), which was implemented by ARD 

Inc., a consultancy company based in Burlington, Vermont, was intended to serve as the Mis-

sion's ‗rapid and flexible mechanism for responding to the political reform and humanitarian 

assistance needs of the Palestinian people.‘
206

 CEP I sought to support community-based CSOs, 

independent institutions, and selected democratic actors. Its objectives and methods of operation 

were simple: Development and implementation of small in-kind grants to support political 

reform at the community level; development and implementation of larger grants designed to en-

hance the capacities of the PA; and providing grant support and capacity building assistance to 

CSOs. Throughout its life, from December 2007 through June 2009, CEP I supported a wide ar-

ray of projects, including the construction of public works, helping with strategic planning for 

the Ministry of Transportation and conducting research on trade and access, and the provision of 

office equipment for community groups, equipment for a judicial training center, and organiza-

tional capacity building for NGOs.
207

 As ARD noted in its final report on CEP I, the 52 projects 

implemented under the program were diverse but 

similar in that they addressed immediate needs of the Palestinian people, supported [the] 

voice of moderation, and helped to create social and cultural opportunities to discuss and 

advocate for reform.
208 

 

CEP II, a 36-month US$20 million contract between USAID and ARD, was designed as a fol-

low-on that continues programming undertaken from June 2005 until September 2008 under 

OTI's Transition Initiative and CEP I. Very much like CEP I, it seeks to ‗engage and promote 

moderate voices in the West Bank and Gaza (WB/G) to further the prospect for peaceful political 

solutions and economic development.‘
209

 According to ARD, CEP II will employ two primary 
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activities to achieve these objectives: responsive in-kind grants and longer-term capacity-

building interventions. The grants to be awarded under the project, in the period between Octo-

ber 2008 and October 2011, will be designed to target and support diverse activities, including: 

1. Projects that develop the capacities of Palestinian institutions, including ministries, local 

governments, service providers, and civil society and community-based organizations to 

respond to citizen priorities; 

2. Interventions to develop the core capacities of Palestinian civil society organizations or 

other institutions; 

3. Activities that strengthen constituencies for peace to generate grassroots demand for 

change in West Bank and Gaza; 

4. Projects that incorporate strategic synergies with other USAID WB/G programs; 

5. Small-scale reconstruction/rehabilitation projects (such as schools, sports facilities, and 

public and recreational programs); and 

6. Other interventions that complement other USAID WB/G Mission programs that target 

critical, time-sensitive initiatives consistent with the Mission‘s transformational 

development goals and U.S. foreign policy objectives.
210 

 

CEP II is distinguished from CEP I by the expectation that it will gradually move away from 

the Transition Initiative's strategy of targeting individual moderate or emerging leaders and focus 

more on strategic institutional building. However, ‗consistent with the emerging guidance from 

the Consulate General and the DGO, programming will continue to seek targets of opportunity, 

whether individual or institutional, in efforts to support improved service provision and increased 

responsiveness to citizen needs.‘
211

 In more general terms, in order to contribute to USAID's 

long-term strategic objectives, CEP II is expected to respond to a broad mandate and range of 

requests from the USG.
212

 One of the shapes these requirements took on the ground was the link-

ing of grant and funding decisions to PA security performance. For example, according to ARD, 

CEP II programming will complement the USG‘s activities in the Jenin region and across 

the North West Bank, where recent successes in the security arena can be balanced by as-

sistance to local village and municipal councils, ministries, umbrella institutions such as 

chambers of commerce or unions/federations, civil society organizations (CSOs), nongo-

vernmental organizations (NGOs), and like institutional entities, thereby creating a critical 

mass or momentum throughout the region. The same is true in the Hebron district, where a 

similar effort is being waged by the PA and USG to build upon security gains through de-

velopmental assistance. 
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Moreover, not unlike the Transition Initiative and CEP I, in order to be able to respond to politi-

cal developments on the ground and to support USG objectives in a rapid fashion, it is expected 

that CEP II will have to forgo the usual grant making procedures such as requests for application 

or annual program statements.
213

 As ARD explains, 

[t]he primary distinction of the CEP II program is its ability to be reactive to emerging po-

litical events, thereby providing the Consulate General or USAID with a mechanism to 

achieve forward momentum in terms of political objectives. For example, should a target 

of opportunity be identified by the Consulate General, like a village council that changes 

from a Hamas orientation to Fatah leadership, CEP II will continue to respond appropriate-

ly with material assistance to assist and strengthen the new leadership‘s position within the 

community.
214 

 
3. Final Assessment 

 

This chapter has argued that CSOs in the OPT have been rendered the subjects of disciplinary 

power in the post-Oslo period. International donors, it has been argued, have deployed discourses 

that serve to partition social space into two distinct and incommensurable ‗civic‘ and ‗political‘ 

spheres. In the case of the World Bank, these discourses emphasize building the capacities of lo-

cal CSOs to be able to contribute to ‗social and economic development.‘ As we have seen, 

championing CSOs as ‗agents of development,‘ the Bank discourages ‗political‘ work that might 

undermine the ‗stability‘ necessary for its achievement. This approach to the situation in the OPT 

is prevalent; it underpins the two-year program of the government of Prime Minister Salam 

Fayyad (who, significantly, is a former World Bank employee), premised on deemphasizing po-

litical developments and focusing on building Palestinian institutions. This approach can be 

approximated to the approach to Palestinian development rooted in the concept of sumud, which 

emerged in the early 1970s and entertained a belief in the possibility of improving living condi-

tions and bettering the lot of Palestinians by working within the confines of the Israeli military 

government's dictates and regulations. Like that rooted in the concept of sumud, the Bank‘s ap-

proach avoids an important question: is ‗social and economic development‘ possible without 
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challenging Israeli control, continued Israeli colonization and cantonization and daily encroach-

ments on Palestinian collective and individual rights? Development projects premised on this 

approach avoid the defining feature of the socioeconomic context in the OPT: the Israeli occupa-

tion regime. As discussed at the beginning of this chapter, the Bank and other donors have been 

unwilling to challenge Israeli policies that make not only development but daily human life very 

difficult. While it is difficult to measure how much CSOs have contributed to development in the 

post-Oslo, it is, nonetheless, important to note that their dependency on foreign funding has be-

come even more pronounced in recent years. Around 78 percent of CSOs' revenues came from 

foreign donors in 2009.
215

 This trend indicates that rather than building the capacities of CSOs to 

be able to function as independent agents of development, the real interest of international do-

nors has been in using them as agents of social pacification and control. 

In the case of USAID, the distinction drawn between the ‗civic‘ and ‗political‘ spheres of social 

action is evident in the emphasis placed on ‗civic‘ education, ‗civic‘ engagement and ‗modera-

tion.‘ The term ‗moderate‘ is increasingly used in agency parlance as a euphemism for Fatah-

affiliated actors. In any event, for the agency, it is important to emphasize again, the value of ‗ci-

vicness‘ and ‗moderation‘ stems from the imperative to maintain ‗stability.‘ As the quotes 

provided above illustrate, stability is deemed as important for the regional interests of the USG. 

It is a particular reading of these interests that determines the conceptual boundaries of ‗civic-

ness‘/‗moderation‘ and defines those deemed as conformist or recalcitrant. 

This chapter has also argued that international donors made use of both quantitative research 

and administrative techniques in order to categorize, classify, observe and monitor local CSOs. 

These modes of surveillance were intensified following the break of the second intifada, as evi-

denced by USAID's Tamkeen project and the ‗anti-terrorism‘  procedures and requirements, and 
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have become more pronounced in the period following the elections held in the OPT in January 

of 2006. The projects implemented by USAID after Hamas's 2006 electoral victory signal a re-

versal of the assumption, emphasized in earlier USAID publications, that democracy in the OPT 

will cement the Oslo process. Significantly, they embody a drive towards an intensification of 

surveillance. This is especially evident in the CSPC's NGO mapping project, at the heart of 

which lies a desire to avoid uncontrollable social space. The most serious challenge to a system 

based on visibility and predictability is presented by groups that remain outside the purview of 

its surveillance, thereby not conforming to its logic. While the position of Ramallah-based NGOs 

as the subjects of discipline is taken as for granted, smaller, peripheral, and community-based 

CSOs operate in an area outside of the purview of the bureaucratic constructs and administrative 

techniques put in place by USAID. Following the example of the Tamkeen project, the NGO 

mapping project worked to remedy this flaw. 

The desire to incorporate smaller community-based organizations into both projects is under-

pinned by an urge to reinforce the demeanor of those deemed conforming with the perimeters of 

‗correct‘ behavior. In the case of CSPC's NGO mapping project, CEP and, above all, USAID's 

‗anti-terrorism‘ procedures and requirements, there is also a desire to identify, and to call atten-

tion to, those groups and actors that refuse to conform with the logic of the system. At best, these 

groups are unpredictable and, therefore, deemed as threatening. In the case of those thought to be 

linked to Hamas, they are labeled as ‗extremist.‘ Extremist is the opposite of ‗moderate,‘ which 

for USAID is synonymous with ‗correct‘ behavior (i.e., that which does not undermine the ‗sta-

bility‘ emphasized in many of the agency's strategy statements). Just as labeling them as 

‗terrorist,‘ labeling these organizations as ‗extremist‘ is by no means inconsequential. These 

practices underpin the silence of international donors—who for years devised projects aimed at 
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strengthening civil society and instilling respect for the rule of law, diversity and human rights—

in the face of the PA-led campaign of repression against Islamic CSOs. Launched after the break 

of the unity government in 2007 and meant to root out Hamas-linked organizations, the cam-

paign has been extensive and wide-reaching; targeting organizations not linked to Hamas.
216

 

Islamic CSOs have for the most part remained outside of the purview of the disciplinary mechan-

isms deployed by international donors. The campaign of repression launched by the PA's 

internationally financed and trained security forces against them signals a lapse into coercion: a 

sovereign mode of power.
217

 

USAID Mission officials continue to assert that the increasingly stringent ‗anti-terrorism‘ vet-

ting procedures come from Washington, underlining the hostility with which the US Congress 

has approached the West Bank and Gaza Strip program.
218

 However, a review of the testimonies 

USAID officials regularly make before congressional subcommittees reveals that they tend to 

downplay how Palestinians feel about these requirements and the potential adverse impact they 

might have had on agency projects and programs. On the contrary, these testimonies signal ap-

proval and enthusiasm, expressing a readiness to go beyond what the US Congress requires. The 

testimony of Henrietta Fore, USAID Administrator and Director of US Foreign Assistance, be-

fore the House Appropriations Subcommittee on State, Foreign Operations and Related 

Programs on February 27, 2008 is not atypical: 

Currently, the program that we have for the West Bank includes in it the vetting of the top 

few board members for any contract that is going to be receiving money. So the current 

vetting system has this in it, and your strong support and vigilance has encouraged that. 

The new vetting system that we are now talking with members of Congress, staff and the 

private voluntary organization community about would be even stronger, which is why our 

intention would be to begin a pilot, and to begin it in West Bank. It is important that we 

roll this out in the area of highest risk. Our current programs, the I.G. [Israeli Government] 

has come back to look at a second time, and feel that they are adequate currently, but we 

think that we would like to go a step deeper. We are also working with other agencies, De-

partment of State and other federal agencies, because we, as the United States government, 

wish to have the same strong guidelines, so that we are being smart and capable in both 
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searching our databases, as well in the restrictions that we are putting on for who gets 

funding within areas of highest risk. We need to have a full toolkit.
219 

 

The reference made here to the role the Israeli government may have played in pushing for more 

stringent vetting procedures is uncharacteristic. It, nonetheless, serves to highlight how a major 

international donor exhibits an interest in avoiding uncontrollable Palestinian social space—

through the employment of surveillance—that is reminiscent of Israel's own efforts in this area 

during the pre-Oslo period. Despite being couched in the language of combating terrorism, like 

Israeli practices during that period, the real objectives behind these measures extend to control-

ling Palestinian expression and stifling legitimate non-violent resistance. 

In like manner, the desire to avoid uncontrollable social space is evident in the emphasis the 

World Bank puts on the incorporation of community-based CSOs into PNGO II and PNGO III. 

Like those implemented by USAID, these projects emphasize ‗capacity-building‘ and adherence 

to ‗professional‘ management, accounting and reporting standards. These management tech-

niques do increase the productivity of CSOs. However, it is important to note that the emphasis 

placed on ‗capacity-building‘ disguises the potential that exists for the utilization of management 

techniques for the creation of more institutionalized and, hence, more readily visible, easily iden-

tifiable CSOs that can be more rigorously monitored and managed. 

The desire to avoid uncontrollable social space is also present in the statistical surveys commis-

sioned by the Bank and other international donors, which grew to be more and more exhaustive 

over the years. In 2007, MAS published an update of its 2001 mapping of existing CSOs. Be-

moaning the lack of quantitative research since the publication of the 2001 study, the aim was to 

‗establish a database of Palestinian NGOs and other Palestinian charitable societies.‘
220

 In partic-

ular, the study intended to remedy the shortcomings of the ‗Guide to NGOs in the West Bank,‘ 

published by the Office of the United Nations Special Coordinator in 2006. This guide ‗presents 
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only basic information about each organization: the name of the organization, its objectives, a 

short summary about it, number of employees and volunteers, its programs and activities, and its 

publications.‘ It, however, ‗does not assist in forming a clear picture about each individual or-

ganization, or about them as a sector.‘
221

 In contrast, MAS‘s 2007 study provides very dense, 

aggregated, tabulated and up-to-date information on the makeup and distribution of existing 

CSOs. It is the most comprehensive ‗mapping‘ of CSOs in the OPT to date. In 2009, MAS, in 

cooperation with the NGO Development Center (the organization set up by the Bank as PNGO II 

was drawing to a close and meant to outlive PNGO), has also published a study on donor funding 

to CSOs. Titled ‗Tracking External Donor Funding to Palestinian Non-Governmental Organiza-

tions in the West Bank and Gaza Strip: 1999 -2008,‘ the study's goal was to ‗document‘ patterns 

of external donor funding by surveying both sides of the equation: Palestinian NGOs and exter-

nal donors.
222
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IV. CONCLUSION  

 

This study has traced the developments that shaped civil society in the OPT since its reinvigora-

tion with the emergence of small voluntary work CSOs in the 1970s through the present. In 

particular, it has contrasted the role civil society played in mobilizational politics during the pre-

Oslo period (extending from the beginning of the Israeli occupation in 1967 through 1993) and 

its role during the post-Oslo period (extending from the signing of the DoP in September of 1993 

through the present). During the pre-Oslo period, CSOs provided much more than the needed 

social services denied by the Israeli military government; they represented fora for articulating 

the local population's political, social, and economic aspirations. Moreover, they played an es-

sential role in laying the conceptual and organizational grounds for civil-disobedience and in 

generating and sustaining the high levels of collective action witnessed during the first intifada. 

This activism at the level of associational solidarity embodied a double shift within the Palestini-

an society inside the OPT: First, a sociopolitical shift within Palestinian society from a social 

hierarchy dominated by a land-owning traditional elite to new forms of sociopolitical organizing 

led by an emerging elite made of recent university graduates and young professionals. As noted 

by Glenn Robinson, the student blocs, relief committees, women's organizations, labor unions 

and professional associations that ‗the new elite built in the 1980s were ―the army‖ with which 

the new elite ―took power‖—that is, became the dominant political elite within Palestinian socie-

ty in the West Bank and Gaza Strip.‘
1
 Second, the popular movement embodied a historical shift 

from external (Ottoman, British, Jordanian, Egyptian and, of course, Israeli) domination towards 

the coalescing of an endogenous and autonomous Palestinian national movement inside the OPT. 

This OPT-based national movement mirrored, acted as a counterpart to, and functioned in paral-

lel with the PLO institutions in exile. 



 

114 

 

The open organizational structure and the grassroots mode of organizing of the mass organiza-

tions that emerged in the 1970s and 1980s, coupled with the role they played in both intra-

Palestinian social contestation and in undermining the control of the Israeli military government 

and the hold it had over the local Palestinian population, renders them more amenable Gramsci's 

critical understanding of the counter-hegemonic nature and potential of civil society. More spe-

cifically, the historical role these organizations played within the Palestinian society is consistent 

with the oppositional understanding of civil society inspired by the struggles of social movement 

against authoritarian regimes in Eastern Europe and Latin America. By working to undermine 

the social position of the Jordan-allied traditional elites, the mass organizations helped put an 

end to the Jordanian-Israeli informal power-sharing arrangement. In like manner, by encourag-

ing self-organization and self-reliance and by advocating disengagement from the Israeli military 

government and noncompliance with its laws and regulations, the mass organizations induced a 

lasting rapture in the field of consciousness, making the status quo of dependence on the Israeli 

military government unsustainable. In short, while it might be an over-statement to say that the 

mass organizations produced the first intifada, it is doubtful that without them it could have been 

as wide-reaching and enduring as it was. 

The beginning of the Oslo process witnessed the transformation of OPT-based CSOs. As they 

grew to be increasingly dependent on international funding, CSOs have become disembedded 

from the local communities, disengaged from mobilizational politics and less representative. 

Crucially, they played a very marginal role during the first years of the second intifada. In under-

standing the transformation in the role of CSOs post-Oslo, this study has sought to go beyond 

the generalized descriptions of the new donor-championed management practices and develop-

ment discourses prevalent in the literature. Focusing on the power-relations that govern the 
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interactions of international donors with local CSOs, it has theorized the discourses, survey re-

search and administrative techniques deployed, conducted and constructed by foreign donors as 

mechanisms of disciplinary power. 

More specifically, this study has drawn attention to the ways in which the discourses marshaled 

by donors served to partition social space into two distinct and incommensurable ‗civic‘ and ‗po-

litical‘ spheres. These discourses are underpinned by a deeply conservative investment in 

stability and the status quo. The associational approach to civil society—centered on the benefits 

of social capital and championed by the World Bank—conceives of democracy and improved 

governance as the indirect results of apolitical forms of association. In the same way, USAID 

emphasized the importance of civil society for democracy and political reform, but conceived of 

civil society as consisting of specialized interest and advocacy groups. These organizations lack 

the ability to meaningfully redefine formal politics in undemocratic contexts. Only CSOs in-

vested in the hard work of social mobilization and collective grassroots organization have that 

ability. However, these groups can undermine stability and jeopardize the status quo. In the 

OPT, they were deemed as potentially distributive and uncontrollable. They threatened the via-

bility of the internationally-sponsored Oslo process. 

International donors drew a sharp distinction between ‗civic‘ and ‗political‘ modes of behavior. 

With social space thus partitioned, they used administrative techniques to channel collective 

energies into desirable non-distributive domains of social action. They reinforced the behavior of 

those CSOs which, by not getting involved in ‗politics‘ and focusing on assuaging the worsening 

socioeconomic conditions in the OPT, were deemed as conformist. Wishing to exclude those 

CSOs deemed as non-conformist, recalcitrant and potentially distributive, they introduce modes 

of surveillance that can aid them in identifying, isolating and monitoring these. Both the World 
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Bank and USAID have made use of quantitative research and administrative techniques to cate-

gorize and classify and to observe and monitor local CSOs. The databases and classificatory 

grids they established allowed them to both access detailed information about specific CSOs and 

monitor aggregate trends. The administrative techniques they introduced gave them the opportu-

nity to manipulate organizational behavior, steering CSOs towards acting in specific ways and in 

specific areas. The World Bank and USAID used discipline, to once again borrow the words of 

Foucault, to control the conduct of local CSOs, to improve their performance, to multiply their 

capacities, in short, to put them where they deemed them to be most useful. 

This study makes a critical contribution to the growing literature on civil society. Chapter Two 

has reconfirmed the potential an egalitarian grassroots-based civil society has for expanding the 

sphere of political freedom and its ability to mount a credible challenge to an oppressive state. 

This is in concord with oppositional approach to civil society, inspired by the contributions so-

cial movements agitating against authoritarian regimes in Eastern Europe and Latin America, 

which emphasizes the ability of civil society to act as a vehicle of collective empowerment. 

Chapter Three, in contrast, has underscored the limitations of development and aid institutions' 

appropriations of the associational approach to civil society, premised on the benefits of social 

capital and the transformative effects of associational life. Reflecting a conservative interest in 

maintaining the status quo, this approach does not challenge existing political and economic in-

equities. In particular, Chapter Three has drawn attention to the ways in which civil society can 

be utilized as an instrument of social and political control. The enthusiasm that permeates the 

literature on civil society with regard to the potential it has for collective empowerment and for 

democratization is not misguided. Still, the potential utilization of management techniques for 

the creation of institutionalized and, hence, visible CSOs that can be carefully monitored and 



 

117 

 

managed has been largely absent from the growing literature on civil society. This study has ar-

gued that this potential exists. It has sketched out the ways in which powerful resources-rich 

actors can utilize discourses, statistical analyses and management techniques to monitor and re-

gulate the possible spheres of social action in order to encourage timidity and conformity and 

discouraging transgression into the ‗political.‘ 

Finally, the findings of this study have significant implications for the process of re-

politicization of civil society in the OPT in recent years. The process of re-politicization is evi-

denced both in the mushrooming of ‗popular committees‘ protesting Israel's construction of the 

‗Separation Wall‘ on Palestinian land and in the civil society-initiated call for Boycott, Divest-

ment and Sanctions (BDS). This study has argued that the disciplinary and control technologies 

employed by international donors have been pervasive. This process of re-politicization, it must 

be emphasized, indicates that they are by no means consummate. 

The ‗popular committees‘ trace their roots to the non-binding advisory opinion delivered by the 

International Court of Justice (ICJ), the principal judicial organ of the United Nations, on 9 July 

2004. The ICJ found that Israel‘s construction of the ‗wall‘ in the OPT is ‗contrary to interna-

tional law.‘
2
 It advised that Israel is obliged to cease construction of the wall and to dismantle 

those sections that have already been built.
3
 The Israel government has since continued its viola-

tions of international law with impunity. As a result, a new generation of popular committees 

sprang up in the various Palestinian villages and rural communities that lay on the land unlaw-

fully appropriated by Israel for the construction of the wall. The community- and village-based 

popular committees have played an important role in organizing resistance and protest against 

the construction of the wall, which cuts through and appropriates agricultural land belonging to 

their communities. Some villages, as Bil'in, Jayyous, Ni'ilin and al Ma'asara, have attained inter-
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national prominence for the non-violent weekly protests that they have continue to stage against 

the construction of the wall for the last five years. The popular committees have also been suc-

cessful in recruiting international solidarity activists, who continue to join the weekly protests. 

With the help of international solidarity activists and activist from the Palestinian diaspora, they 

have initiated legal action against international companies involved in the construction of the 

wall or in the construction of Israeli settlements.
4
 The popular committees have also called on 

governments and international civil society groups and organizations to divest from companies 

involved in the construction of Jewish-only settlements on illegally appropriated Palestinian 

land.
5
 In many ways, these popular committees resemble the older generation of popular com-

mittees that sprang up during the first intifada and played an essential role in sustaining it. The 

Israeli government has once more used repression, including lethal force and the jailing of orga-

nizers and activists, in order to subdue the weekly protests and weaken the popular committees. 

The popular committees have, nonetheless, proven to be resilient; they continue to organize 

weekly protests and to resist Israeli encroachments on their land through all the available legal 

political protest channels. 

The civil society-initiated BDS campaign also traces its origins to the ICJ's July 2004 advisory 

opinion. As the one year anniversary of the advisory opinion approached with no sign that the 

Israel government was being held accountable to its obligations under international law, a coali-

tion of more than 170 Palestinian CSOs issued a call for the implementation of broad boycotts, 

divestment initiatives and sanctions against Israel in order to force it to comply with ‗interna-

tional law and universal principles of human rights.‘ The CSOs called for these non-violent 

punitive measures to be maintained until Israel recognizes ‗the Palestinian people's inalienable 

right to self-determination‘ and ‗fully complies with the precepts of international law‘ by: 

1. Ending its occupation and colonization of all Arab lands and dismantling the Wall; 
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2. Recognizing the fundamental rights of the Arab-Palestinian citizens of Israel to full equality; and 

3. Respecting, protecting and promoting the rights of Palestinian refugees to return to their homes 

and properties as stipulated in UN resolution 194.
6  

 

Initiatives similar to the BDS campaign have been a mainstay of the Palestinian struggle for 

self-determination. Palestinians implemented a six-month general strike and incorporated boy-

cotts into their struggle against the British colonial government during the 1936-1939 revolt. The 

BDS campaign also resonates with the strikes, boycotts and disengagement campaigns organized 

during the first intifada. It, however, differs from these efforts in trying to establish links with 

international civil society organizations and social movements. In this, it is similar to the interna-

tional boycott effort organized in the aftermath of the World Conference against Racism, held in 

South Africa in 2001. The BDS campaign was also preceded by a call for economic, cultural and 

academic boycott issued in August 2002 and by a statement issued by Palestinian academics and 

intellectuals calling for a boycott of Israeli academic institutions in October 2003. 

The BDS campaign has been notable for unifying Palestinians across borders and political af-

filiations. The CSOs that issued the call represent Palestinian civil society in the OPT, in 

neighboring Arab countries, inside Israel, and the Palestinian diaspora internationally. The cam-

paign was endorsed by all Palestinian political parties. Its significance, moreover, goes beyond 

pressuring Israel economically. As noted by Abigail B. Bakan and Yasmeen Abu-Laban, with its 

goals ‗grounded in education and building an international culture that supports Palestinian hu-

man rights,‘ the BDS call is designed to ‗disrupt hegemonic discourse that Israel is a progressive 

state.‘
7
 Indeed, Bakan and Abu-Laban theorize the BDS campaign as a counter-hegemonic 

movement intent on challenging ‗an international racial contract which, from 1948, has assigned 

a common interest between the state of Israel and international political allies, while absenting 

Palestinians as simultaneously non-white, the subjects of extreme repression and stateless.‘
8
 It is 

exactly this potential of the BDS campaign and the headway it is able to make internationally—



 

120 

 

despite considerable backlash, the call for BDS has gained widespread support from internation-

al civil society organizations, in churches and university campuses, and among trade unions and 

social movements
9
—that distinguish it from earlier Palestinian boycott and disengagement ef-

forts. 

Both the new generation of popular committees and the BDS campaign indicate that donors 

were not successful in instilling docility and passivity into civil society in the OPT. The popular 

committees and the CSOs that were on the forefront of the organizing for BDS call did not abide 

by the distinction these donors drew between the ‗civic‘ and ‗political‘ spheres of social action. 

Both movements, it must be noted, insist on adopting non-violent means to resist Israeli en-

croachments and to pressure the government of Israel to respect human rights and the Palestinian 

people's right to self-determination. This, nonetheless, does not square them with the donor-

championed notion of ‗civicness.‘ In the OPT, this notion of civicness amounts to nothing more 

than a euphemism for passivity and docility, where the only option open for Palestinians is to 

work on ‗social and economic development‘ as if these were possible in socioeconomic context 

defined by a structure of oppressive military occupation and colonialism without challenging the 

very same structure that defines it. 

Little is known about how international donors view the re-politicization of OPT-based civil 

society represented in the village-based popular committees and the BDS campaign. There are 

some indications that some donor states have taken a dim view of the call for BDS in particular. 

In late November 2009, CIDA cut funding to KAIROS, a Canadian church-based NGO that 

promotes social justice and had been receiving funding from the Canadian government for 35 

years. The Canadian Ministry of International Development justified the decision on the basis of 

shifting aid and development priorities. However, the Canadian Immigration Minister Jason 
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Kenney had another explanation. On a trip to Israel in December 2009, he linked the funding 

cuts to the BDS campaign: ‗We have de-funded organizations, most recently, like KAIROS who 

are taking a leadership role in the boycott, divestment and sanctions campaign,‘ he explained.
10

 

In a similar manner, a cursory review reveals that none of the OPT-based NGOs that depend on 

USAID funding to cover a substantial part of their operational costs were among the organiza-

tions that organized to issue the BDS call. 

These indications—although significant—remain rudimentary. 

Unraveling international donor views—and formal policies, if any—with regard to the process 

of re-politicization of CSOs in the OPT is a matter of obvious importance. If the conclusions 

drawn in this study offer any indication, multilateral development institutions, the aid agencies 

of donor states and quasi-governmental organizations can utilize the enormous resources and 

control technologies at their disposal to try to influence this process. As the KAIROS case indi-

cates, their funding decisions, can have an impact not only on OPT-based CSOs but also on 

CSOs further afield, within the border of the donor states themselves. Since they are unlikely to 

be forthcoming with their views on such matters, field research might be required to investigate 

if OPT-based CSOs have had any communications with international donors regarding the BDS 

campaign. Ideally, this research would be situated within the context of the roles these actors 

have played in the OPT historically, taking into account the emphasis they have placed on safe-

guarding the viability of the Oslo process. It would also explore strategies that OPT-based CSOs 

can adopt to escape the control technologies adopted by international donors. In this regard, it is 

important to note that the community-based popular committees that sprang up to resist Israel's 

construction of the ‗Separation Wall‘ do not depend on donor funding. In a pattern familiar to 

the OPT, these organizations have depended on solidarity assistance to cover the legal fees of 
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litigation against the Israeli government and the companies involved in the construction of the 

‗Separation Wall‘ in Israeli and international courts. Avenues for coordination and solidarity 

partnerships with sister grassroots civil society organizations and social movements internation-

ally should be explored. 
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Appendix 1: World Bank Documents 

 
This list of World Bank documents and publications on civil society, NGOs and the Palestinian NGO Project is not 

meant to be exhaustive. Most of the listed documents can be found under West Bank and Gaza at 

<http://www.worldbank.org/>. 

 

February 1994 NGOs in the West Bank and Gaza (John D. Clark and Barbara S. Balaj) 

November 1995 A Report on Palestinian NGOs for the World Bank (Denis Sullivan) 

June 1996 The Changing Role of Palestinian NGOs since the Establishment of the Palestinian 

Authority (Sophie Claudet) 

22 April 1997 Report No. PIC5210: West Bank and Gaza-Palestinian NGO Project: A Grant to a 

Non-governmental Organization 

19 June 1997 Report No. 16696 GZ: Project Appraisal Document on a Proposed Trust Fund 

Grant in an Amount of US$10 Million to West Bank and Gaza for the Palestinian 

NGO Project 
January 2001 MAS, Mapping of Palestinian Non-governmental Organizations in the West Bank 

and Gaza Strip, in Arabic. 

24 May 2001 Report No. 22266 GZ: Project Appraisal Document on a Proposed Grant in the 

Amount of US$8 Million to the Welfare Association- West Bank and Gaza for the 

Palestinian NGO Project (II) 
21 June 2001 Report No. PID10010: West Bank and Gaza-The Palestinian NGO Project (II) 

August 2001 PASSIA, The World Bank and the Palestinian NGO Project: From Service Deli-

very to Sustainable Development (Denis Sullivan) 

December 2001 BISAN Center for Research and Development, The Role of NGOs in Building Civil 

Society: Executive Summary for the Welfare Association Consortium, in Arabic 

(Izzat Abel Hadi) 

January 2002 BISAN Center for Research and Development, The Role of NGOs in Building Civil 
Society 

30 June 2003 Report No. 26252: Implementation Completion Report on a Grant in the Amount 
of US$10 Million to the West Bank and Gaza for a Palestinian NGO Project  

21 October 2006 Report No. AB2535: Project Information Document (PID) Appraisal Stage: Pales-

tinian NGO Project III 
November 2006 NGO Development Center (NDC), Proposed Strategy for the Development of the 

Palestinian NGO Sector (Danilo A. Songco, Kahlil Nijem and Majed El Farra) 

14 November 2006 Report No. 37855 GZ: Project Appraisal Document on a Proposed Grant in the 
Amount of US$10.0 Million to West Bank and Gaza for a Palestinian NGO III 

Project  
December 2006 Bisan Center for Research and Development, The Role and Performance of Pales-

tinian NGOs in Health, Education and Agriculture 

3 April 2007 Report No. IRC 0000189: Implementation Completion and Results Report on a 

Grant in the Amount of US$8.0 Million to West Bank and Gaza for the Palestinian 

NGO Project II 
July 2007 MAS, An Evaluation of the Effectiveness of Palestinian Organizations Working in 

the Fields of Women’s Affairs, Democracy, Good Governance and Human Rights 

July 2007 MAS, Mapping Palestinian Non-governmental Organizations in the West Bank 
and the Gaza Strip   

March 2009 MAS, Tracking External Donor Funding to Palestinian Non Governmental Organ-

izations in the West Bank and Gaza Strip 1999-2008 
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Appendix 2: USAID Documents  

 
This list of USAID documents on the agency‘s civil society and democracy promotion efforts in the occupied Pales-

tinian territories is not exhaustive. Most of the listed documents can be found under West and/or Gaza at 

<http://dec.usaid.gov/>. 

   

November 1992 USAID, USAID Program Strategy for the West Bank and Gaza Strip 9993-1997 

August 1994 USAID, Democratic Understanding and Development Project for the West Bank 
and Gaza Strip: Project Paper 

March 1996 USAID, USAID West Bank and Gaza Strategic Plan: 1996-2000 

December 1996 USAID, Performance Monitoring Plan for Objective Number 3: “More Responsive 
and Accountable Governance” 

February 1997 National Democratic Institute (NDI), In Support of Palestinian Democracy: Final 

Report 

July 1999 NDI, Building an Informed and Active Civil Society in the West Bank and Gaza 

Strip: Final Report 
December 1999 Management Systems International (MSI), Civic Education Programming Since 

1990: A Case Study-Based Analysis 

26 January 2001 USAID, USAID West Bank and Gaza Transition Plan 

October 2002 America‘s Democracy Foundation (ADF),Civil Society Capacity Building Program 

West Bank and Gaza Strip: Final Report 
15 October 2002 Tamkeen, West Bank and Gaza Civil Society and Democracy Strengthening Project: 

Quarterly Progress Report 

13 March 2003 USAID, USAID West Bank and Gaza Annual Report: FY2003 

December 2003 Tamkeen, Potential CSO and Tamkeen Role in the Next Palestinian Elections 

January 2004 Tamkeen, West Bank and Gaza Civil Society and Democracy Strengthening Project: 

Work Plan 2004 

2 February 2006 USAID, US Aid to the Palestinians: Report for Congress (prepared for Congression-

al Research Services (CRS), by Jeremy M. Sharp, Middle East Policy Analyst, 

Foreign Affairs, Defense, and Trade Division) 

12 July 2006 USAID, West Bank and Gaza Operational Plan: FY2006 

29 September 

2006 

United Sates Government Accountability Office (GAO), Foreign Assistance: Recent 

Improvements Made, but USAID Should Do More to Help Ensure Aid Is Not Pro-
vided for Terrorist Activities in West Bank and Gaza 

23 May 2007 USAID, The Political, Economic and Security Situation in the West Bank and Gaza 

(statement of Mark S. Ward, Senior Deputy Assistant Administrator for Asia and the 

Near East before the Subcommittee on the Middle East and the South Asia Commit-

tee on Foreign Affairs, US House of Representatives) 

May 2008 Center for the Study of the Presidency and Congress (CSPC), The NGO Mapping 

Project: A New Approach to Advancing Palestinian Civil Society 

Undated CSPC, Advancing Trust and Reconciliation among Palestinians and Israelis: A So-
cioeconomic Development and Interfaith Cooperation Initiative 

December 2008 ARD, Civic Engagement Program II (CEP II): First Annual Work Plan  

May 2009 Government Accountability Office (GAO), Foreign Assistance: Measures to Pre-

vent Inadvertent Payments to Terrorists under Palestinian Aid Programs Have Been 

Strengthened, but Some Weaknesses Remain 

17 July 2009 Congressional Research Services (CRS), US Foreign Assistance to the Middle East: 

Historical Background, Recent Trends, and the FY2010 Request 

August 2009 ARD, West Bank and Gaza Civic Engagement Program I: Final Report 
 


