
 

 

 
MADRE: AN ETHNOGRAPHIC STUDY OF FEMINISM, SOCIAL CHANGE, AND 

WOMEN’S HUMAN RIGHTS  
 
 
 
 

BY 
ERICA LINDEGREN 

 
 
 
 
 
 

A Thesis 
  
 
 
 

Submitted to the Division of Social Sciences 
New College of Florida 

In partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree 
Bachelor of Arts 

Under the Co-Sponsorship of Maria D. Vesperi and Erin Dean 
 
 
 
 

Sarasota, Florida 
April, 2011 

 
  



ii  

Dedication 

 

 

This thesis is dedicated to the defenders of peoples’ rights who risk their lives daily to 
improve everyone’s quality of life and to all those who have struggled to leave the world 

a little bit better than they found it. 

 

May you have the strength to persevere, the courage to speak the truth, and wisdom to 
know when change is possible. 

 

  



iii  

Acknowledgements 
I owe many thanks to: 

 
The staff and interns of MADRE for their time and interest; without you, this thesis would not have been 

possible 
 

My parents, John and Cecile, for always supporting my dreams and adventures, no matter how unattainable 
they may have seemed 

 
My co-sponsors and advisors, Erin Dean and Maria Vesperi, for their guidance, kindness, dedication, belief 
in my intellectual capabilities, and for being wonderful co-sponsors. I appreciate the long hours you spent 

reading and editing my thesis. I hope to never make the mistake of using “they” instead of “it” again 
 

My committee members Uzi Baram and Amy Reid for their time, advice, and recommended readings 
 

The Anthro Lab and all of the people who sat at its table before me, with me, and after me, for providing 
comfort, inspiration, and late night solidarity 

 
The Four Winds Café and 2010-11 Staff for providing me with delicious food, a dysfunctional family, solid 

friendship and support, abundant hugs, dangerously comfortable couches, and the creature comforts 
necessary for sleep deprivation and academic excellence 

 
My fellow thesis supports and friends: 

Cassie for keeping me grounded and rolling on the floor with laughter 
Nicole for a shared sense of concern over the perils of international development 

Christina for thesis solidarity and to Liz, the Anthro Lab T.A.’s, for unlocking the door to late night 
motivation 

Chelsea for being both my anchor and wandering spirit 
Jessica C. for always being able to put things into perspective 

We all made beautiful thesis babies 
 

My dance crew: Chrissy, Caitlin, Wendy, and Ariel for always lifting my spirits as well as my feet. 
 

Chloe, Morgan, Mackenzie, Tess, Agne, Jessica W, Boelang, Tacy, Stefanie, Sabina, Kate, Leah, Wilson, 
Johannah, Roxanne, Juliana, Maya, Alex, the 47th Street House, and all the rest of my beautiful friends 

whose names my sleep deprived synapses failed to include for inspiring me and supporting me through the 
4th year crunch 

 
The many fellow students who assisted with my transcriptions: thesis karma blessings 

 
Pandora Radio for musical genius and endless playlists that kept my writing spirit alive and  

Thesaurus.com for finding the words when I could not  



iv 

 Table of Contents 
 

Dedication………………………………………………………………………………...ii 
 
Acknowledgements…………………………………………………………………...…iii 
 
Table of Contents……………………………………………………………………..…iv 
 
Abstract…………………………………………………………………………………...v 
 
Acronyms………………………………………………………………………………...vi 
 
Introduction………………………………………………………………………………7 
 
Chapter One: Framing Women’s Human Rights in Feminism………………………...35 
 
Chapter Two: Case Study 1: Sudan: Zenab for Women in Development……...............54 
 
Chapter Three: Case Study 2: Colombia: Taller de Vida………………………………79 
 
Conclusion……………………………………………………………………………..104 
 
Works Cited………………..………………………………………………………..…113 

 



v 

MADRE: 

AN ETHNOGRAPHIC STUDY OF FEMINISM, SOCIAL CHANGE, AND WOMEN’S 
HUMAN RIGHTS  

 

Erica Lindegren 

New College of Florida, 2011 

 

ABSTRACT 

 
This thesis is an ethnographic exploration of how the staff members of one New York 

City-based nongovernmental organization, MADRE Inc., effect transnational social change.  

MADRE is a self-proclaimed women’s human rights organization that works with grassroots 

women’s organizations worldwide to provide “rights, resources, and results.” Using 

anthropological and feminist theoretical frameworks, I draw from interviews with staff members, 

observations from my internship experience, and research from MADRE and its partner 

organizations to analyze how MADRE serves as a conduit for social transformation through two 

partners in Sudan and Colombia. I examine how feminist goals have informed women's human 

rights, and why organizations influenced by feminism(s) still resist association with it. I conclude 

that a women’s human rights framework is a more useful model for MADRE’s endeavors 

because it appeals to a broader audience, but acknowledges how feminism and other global 

movements nuanced the direction the organization. 

_____________________________________ 

Maria D. Vesperi 

_____________________________________ 

Erin Dean 

Division of Social Sciences 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

MADRE: Friendship to Women’s Rights 

 What motivates people to take action and demand change on behalf of people in 

another country, on another continent? For the women’s organization studied in this 

thesis, the spark was acknowledging that people in United States “don’t realize the 

human impacts of what it means to go to war,” according to Lena, the Media 

Coordinator. The roots of this realization began in 1983, when a group of women from 

Nicaragua’s national women’s association reached out to a small group women activists 

and artists from the United States. Perceiving a potential alliance, the Nicaraguan women 

invited the American women to visit so they could witness firsthand the effects of an 

undeclared war, perpetuated by right-wing militias funded by the U.S. government, on 

Nicaraguan women’s lives. The impact of this experience on the group of women from 

the U.S. was immense. They returned from Nicaragua with a newfound commitment to 

improve the lives of the women they had met and began to organize on their behalf. The 

result was the creation of a small grassroots-based nongovernmental organization named 

MADRE1 in tribute to the mothers of the Women’s Committees of Nicaragua whose 

children were killed as a result of armed conflict with the Contras (MADRE: History 

2011).  

 

 

                                                           
1
 MADRE is the actual name of the organization that I studied, but the real names of all 
of the staff members mentioned in this thesis have been changed to protect 
confidentiality. 
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Participant-Observation as an Intern 

My initial connection to MADRE began as the Media and Communications Intern 

during January ISP of 2009. While this experience informed my research questions, I did 

not engage in ethnographic fieldwork during this time. My individual tasks included 

researching the campaigns and issues of other NGOs and progressive media outlets, 

doing background research for current events and MADRE’s position on natural 

disasters, humanitarian aid, and American domestic and foreign policy, and compiling 

briefing papers on the International Violence Against Women Act, the United Nations 

Human Rights Security Framework, and MADRE’s prior work on therapeutic abortion in 

Nicaragua. In the mornings our group did research and assignments according to our 

individual internship positions, and in the afternoons we worked together on group 

projects. Along with two other students, I researched and designed a comprehensive and 

accessible series of workshops that MADRE could use to present the organization to high 

school and college students. We created three different workshops around the three 

program areas of: Economic and Environmental Justice, Women’s Health and Violence 

Against Women, and Peace Building. This was my first real research-based internship in 

college, and I loved the way it made me feel globally connected. It made a deep impact 

on my perceptions of the possibilities for social change. The internship sparked my 

enthusiasm for MADRE as an organization, and when I began to brainstorm ideas for 

thesis topics, I kept returning to MADRE.  

In December of 2009, I decided to apply for an internship with MADRE for the 

much coveted Program and Human Rights Advocacy Intern position. After five months 

of uncertainty as to whether I would have an internship or a thesis topic, I finally found 
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out that I was one of three Program and Human Rights Advocacy Interns and that 

MADRE had consented to my thesis research. From June 6 until August 9, 2010, I 

interned with MADRE Monday through Thursday from 10:00 am until 6:00 pm and 

conducted thesis research throughout the week, coming in to do most of my interviews on 

Fridays. By the time I left, I had fifteen 20 to 60 minute interviews with staff, interns, and 

volunteers, and I had filled up a spiral bound notebook with notes from meetings, 

interviews, observations, and reflections on my experiences at MADRE. If I had been 

able to spend more time in the field, I would have conducted multiple, shorter interviews 

with each staff member. I would also have liked to have been more consistent with the 

questions I had asked and inquire more into the backgrounds of staff members to gain a 

better understanding of their perspectives.  

Collaboratively Partnering with Women Worldwide 

 MADRE is a self proclaimed woman-run, woman-led international 

women’s human rights organization that promotes grassroots social change by partnering 

with local or regional “sister organizations” in developing countries. The organization 

targets U.S. policy as an instrument in a larger system of hegemonic oppression and 

incorporates an analysis of U.S. policy into all aspects of its programming and initiatives.  

MADRE’s partners include community-based women’s organizations and local 

movements that share its commitment to social justice, gender-equitable policies, and 

progressive politics. MADRE’s model of social change consists of a broad array of 

institutional initiatives directed and filtered through the work of its partner organizations. 

Its approach to addressing issues of social change was built upon the experiences of 

previous social movements, including the African National Congress’s anti-Apartheid 
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movement in South Africa, which identified the system of apartheid as its enemy rather 

than attacking racialized groups, such as white South Africans  (MADRE: History 2011).  

MADRE uses a grassroots-focused, bottom-up approach that incorporates local concerns 

into international discourses, thus enabling the local to inform the global by recognizing 

locally produced knowledge as expert knowledge. Grassroots women’s groups “work to 

change the balance of power in favor of women and their families” in their local 

communities and regions through collaborative partnerships with MADRE through a 

wide variety of endeavors - by building health clinics, nutrition programs, domestic 

violence shelters, community radio stations, human rights training centers, literacy 

campaigns, and programs to promote human rights advocacy and women’s political 

participation (MADRE 2010).  

Since 1983, MADRE’s entire process of defining, fighting for and applying 

human rights has been explicitly political and subjective. MADRE’s founders recognized 

the affects of U.S. foreign policy and hegemony on the rest of the world, especially 

women and Indigenous Peoples. They began by campaigning against the Reagan 

Administration’s support of the Contras in Nicaragua and working domestically to 

combat the cutbacks in public programs, such as day care, health care, and economic 

inequalities. “We understood that our target was U.S. policy; not men, or the rich, or the 

people who voted for Reagan, but the policies and institutions that perpetuated suffering. 

An understanding of the role of U.S. policies became crucial to every issue that MADRE 

addressed” (MADRE:History 2010). MADRE recognized the potential of its position of 

power and privilege as a U.S.-based NGO to effect positive social change abroad. 

According to the historical background section of the MADRE website: “They set out to 
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build an organization that would respond to the needs of women and families threatened 

by U.S. foreign policy and give people in the United States the means to demand 

alternatives to unjust policies” (MADRE:History 2010).  This history has been central to 

MADRE’s mission and goals ever since. Adrian, the Executive Director, elaborated: 

When I assumed the directorship of MADRE, MADRE was working principally in Central 
America. We were working in Nicaragua and El Salvador with plans to expand to Guatemala. I 
agreed to come on as the director if we could go to the Middle East also, and everyone on the 
board gave me their full backing. And so we expanded. We changed the name [to MADRE, 
Incorporated], we changed the logo a little bit and we began to see ourselves and put ourselves 
forward as an international human rights organization rather than an organization that worked only 
in Central America. 

The friendship between women in Nicaragua and women in the United States grew 

gradually into a small nonprofit organization based in New York City, with more than 20 

partner organizations in 16 countries in Central and Latin America, the Middle East, 

Africa, and Southeast Asia.  

Spatial Capacity 

MADRE’s office was located on the third floor of a ten-story apartment building 

between the Manhattan districts of Chelsea and Midtown, an area teeming with the 

headquarters of nongovernmental organizations, businesses, and commerce transactions. 

The organization was conveniently located between subway stops on either the red, 

yellow, or green lines and within walking distance of a diverse array of coffee shops, 

convenience stores, and restaurants necessary for quick lunch breaks, coffee runs, and 

afternoon errands. On MADRE’s street alone, a hot yoga studio, café and frozen yogurt 

bar, world dance studio, liquor store, several bodegas, and numerous cheap imported 

clothing and accessory stores were juxtaposed with prominently displayed corporations 

or unmarked organizations in high- and low-rise apartment buildings. A doorman and/or 

security desk personnel greeted people as they came through the door, sometimes 
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retrieving and holding elevators for people they knew. A staircase was located to the left 

of the two elevators, and when it was not being refinished and repainted, it was usually 

faster to get to the third floor than taking the elevator. There was another set of stairs and 

a larger, more precarious freight elevator located on the opposite side of the building; the 

elevator opened into a storage room with street access for large shipments and equipment. 

MADRE frequently used this elevator for its Helping Hands shipments, donations, and 

other bulky equipment and packages. MADRE’s office was located in the left corner of 

the building facing the street, across from the freight elevator. A corridor with about two 

to three other business or organizational offices on either side connected the freight 

elevator with the elevators to the lobby.  

In order to get into the office, all visitors and interns had to ring a buzzer that was 

usually answered by the nearest intern or staff member. Each staff member had his or her 

own key to the door and people usually arrived between 9:30 and 10:30 in the morning. 

At first, all the new interns showed up at 9:30 am, as I did, but after several mornings of 

lining up along the corridor waiting for the first staff member to arrive to let us in, I 

started coming in around 9:45 or 10:00. The office atmosphere was generally relaxed 

about arrival and departure times as long as interns finished their assigned tasks on time.  

Offices and workspaces were set up in semi-organized chaos. There were nine official 

staff member offices and five areas set up for intern workspaces. Two of the offices were 

set aside for the Foro Internacional de Mujeres Indígenas (FIMI), also known as the 

International Indigenous Women’s Forum (IIWF). One office was used only on rare 

occasions when FIMI’s president was in the country and another primarily used by 

FIMI’s New York City-based intern. 
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Map of MADRE’s Office Space 
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All of the staff members shared office space with one other intern or staff member, 

except for Adrian, the Executive Director, Kara, the Accountant, and Marie, the Helping 

Hands Coordinator whose “office” was located in the corner of the main entryway.  

Temporary workspaces of folding tables and laptops in the Shipping and 

Receiving Room helped to meet MADRE’s stretched thin office space capacities. 

MADRE was constantly receiving shipments of donations for Helping Hands projects, 

although the quantity ranged from one or two small packages of something like contact 

lens to several huge boxes filled with clothes, books, or medical supplies. The boxes were 

piled up next to intern desks by the front door until Marie or one of her interns or 

volunteers could receive them and put them in the back room to be sorted. MADRE 

severely lacked storage space for all of the shipments and supplies they acquired, and 

received boxes waiting to be sorted or shipped overflowed into intern workspaces, 

Monica’s office, and any other nooks and crannies that could be found. MADRE kept 

hard copies of all organizational communications, research, legal, and monetary 

documents, which were kept in different filing cabinets by each staff member in their 

office, the merchandise storage room or in a cabinet outside of the office supplies room. 

Staff members had their own filing systems as well.  The meeting room/kitchen formed 

the core of office interactions for staff meetings, meals, and social gatherings. Special 

projects and upcoming program focus areas were discussed and tasks were delineated 

during weekly staff meetings, which usually occurred on Mondays before or after lunch. 

Sometimes staff meetings occurred later on in the week or happened twice a week, 
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depending on whether the Executive Director or Policy and Communications Director 

was in the office and whether there were major events or programs to discuss.  

Staff Capacity 

The organizational structure of MADRE consisted of ten to twelve full-time staff, 

nine to twelve unpaid interns, and many volunteers. In the summer, MADRE was at 

maximum intern and volunteer workspace capacity. MADRE was heavily dependent on 

interns and volunteers to take care of the organization’s large volume of communication, 

research, translations, and other work. MADRE had volunteers year round, and three 

different sessions of interns – fall, spring, and summer. Occasionally interns stayed on 

through multiple sessions throughout the year. Most of the interns came in four or five 

days a week for the whole day, although a few came in every other day or for half days. 

Volunteers usually either translated documents in French, Spanish, or occasionally 

Arabic in one of the intern workspaces or assisted with Helping Hands activities. 

MADRE had a hierarchical organizational structure consisting of a Board of Trustees, 

Executive Director, Policy and Communications Director, Program Director, 

Development Coordinator, Media Coordinator/Intern Coordinator, Online Membership 

Coordinator, Helping Hands Coordinator, Development Assistant, Bookkeeper, and 

Human Rights Attorney. All staff members, except the Executive Director and Policy and 

Communications Director, had at least one intern to help them with their work, and the 

Helping Hand Coordinator had a small army of interns and volunteers. The staff was 

almost all women. While I was there, the only male was the Accounting Intern. In terms 

of ethnic and racial diversity, all but one of the staff members had been born in the 

United States, all were citizens, and only one was a native Spanish speaker. I know that at 
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least three or four of the staff members spoke conversational Spanish, one spoke 

conversational French, and one spoke Hebrew. I am sure there were other languages 

spoken that I was unaware of and most of the staff members had lived outside of the 

United States for a significant portion of time. I did not inquire about staff members’ 

sexual orientation because I did not want to make assumptions or unintentionally “out” 

anyone, but the majority of the staff referenced husbands, boyfriends, or ex-boyfriends, 

and this included the interns.  

Due to the small size of the office, staff members’ tasks were not always clearly 

delineated – there was a lot of overlap between projects, and the workload was divided in 

various capacities among staff members. Each staff member had seemingly infinite tasks, 

responsibilities, and duties that were not always part of their initial job descriptions, and 

often overlapped with the responsibilities of other staff members. With these overlapping 

obligations came a sense of how each individual contributed to the work of the larger 

whole. Staff members were often able to add their own personal insight and knowledge to 

projects but also had to negotiate among the interests of the Board of Trustees, Executive 

Director, MADRE’s mission and goals, funders, constituents, and each of the partner 

organizations. Balancing staff capacity with external need was an issue that many NGOs 

struggle with, including MADRE, which had a staff turnover rate of about three years. 

The longer-term staff members were more devoted to MADRE’s mission and the needs 

of its partner organizations because they had the most personal and direct connections to 

individuals within the partners. They were also able to travel transnationally to visit sister 

organizations, which further reinforced this connection. This staff hierarchy and partner 

loyalty increased internal office discord among frequently overburdened staff, often 
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prioritizing commitments of solidarity and accountability to external partners over the 

needs and capacity of internal staff. These issues had much to do with MADRE’s 

foundational structure as an informal “friendship organization,” where every woman was 

expected to be a Renaissance man. The founders had not intended for the group to 

transform into an NGO working across multiple continents that required a professional 

staff and growth plan.    

Staff Positions 

Adrian, the Executive Director, was in charge of overseeing program planning, 

development, fundraising, and implementation; supervising staff and making financial, 

programmatic, and legal decisions for MADRE and on behalf of its partners. She added 

that she was “on call 24/7, literally, because we work all over the world so phone calls 

could come in at any time of day or night.”  Adrian was a seventy-year old woman who 

used her self-described “Brooklyn intercom” voice to direct staff members into action. 

She spoke Spanish fluently and had been involved with MADRE from the very beginning 

of its relationship to women in Nicaragua. As a result, Adrian had deep loyalty to the 

organization’s Nicaraguan partners, reinforced through fictive kinship (familial ties not 

related by blood or marriage) – the founder of FIMI was her “daughter” and lived in 

Adrian’s Brooklyn apartment with two young children whom she considered her 

“grandbabies.” She had been a founding member of MADRE’s Board of Trustees and 

Co-chair of the Board until 1990, when she left her job as the director of a public school 

music program in New York City to become MADRE’s Executive Director. She had 

been in the position for 20 years and was in the process of retiring to become MADRE’s 

Senior Advisor, a permanent position created to assist with the transition process and to 
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ensure her continued participation after a proper replacement was found for Executive 

Director.  

Janet, the Communications Director, was responsible for all of MADRE’s 

communications and directly oversaw the work of the Media Coordinator, Development 

Coordinator, and Development Assistant. Adrian was frequently out of the office, and 

whenever the Executive Director was absent or unavailable, Janet was second in 

command. She often ran the weekly staff meetings, supervised employees, and made 

major financial, directional, and organizational decisions. A woman in her late thirties, 

Janet spoke fluent Hebrew and had done human rights work in Jerusalem for seven years 

before joining MADRE in the late nineties as the Public Education Coordinator. She 

described her relationship to MADRE as feeling at home immediately from the first day 

she met Adrian: “When I walked in the office I saw on the publications shelf…the very 

tiny English-language journal that I had been writing for and editing in Jerusalem…the 

world is a small place but it’s not that small.” Since then, she had worked in various staff 

capacities for MADRE. 

Carolina, the Program Director, unofficial third in command, worked to support 

sustainable programming initiatives and seemed to have a never-ending list of 

responsibilities. She was in charge of communication between MADRE and partner 

organizations; updating Partner Program Profiles, identifying priorities for funding 

partner’s needs; retrieving updates, stories, and pictures from partners for the storybank 

used for programming, fundraising, and media campaigns; distributing wire transfers to 

partners in need of immediate cash; visiting partner organizations abroad to maintain 

personal connections, deliver supplies, and purchase hand-made items to sell for partners 
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on MADRE’s website. A woman in her early thirties, she was described by one staff 

member as the “heartbeat of the organization.” She had recently been promoted from 

Program Coordinator to Director, but her previous position had not been filled, so in 

addition to previous duties, she was supervising two to three interns at once without any 

permanent intermediary. As a result, she was constantly functioning at high stress levels 

due to overwhelming demands of being responsible for more than 22 partners and 

programs.  

Rita, the Human Rights Advocacy Director, was responsible for what she self-

described as “providing the advocacy component to the direct service that we provide to 

our sister organizations in different countries: listening to them on the ground in terms of 

what it is that they want to do, and then [mutually collaborating to create]…a strategy 

campaign to have their voices and concerns and issues heard on the international level.” 

She focused on campaigns in Haiti and Colombia full-time, but was also responsible for 

supporting advocacy work in the countries of all of MADRE’s partner organizations. Rita 

was an attorney in her forties who had been with MADRE less than a year and was in the 

middle of transitioning from a one-year fellowship program to the Human Rights 

Advocacy Director. She became involved with MADRE while in law school through an 

international project that overlapped with the organization’s work. The position had been 

empty for several years due to budget cuts, and the responsibilities had been stretched out 

through international campaigning using media and online advocacy programs. The 

position was vital to MADRE’s advocacy work because, as one staff member explained, 

what was really needed was “cornering delegates outside the women’s bathroom [to read 

documents pertaining to MADRE’s constituency].”  
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 Lena, the Media Coordinator, was in charge of advertising, storybanking, the 

Network of Experts, artist outreach, social media outlets, such as the MyMADRE blog, 

twitter, and Myspace, and hiring and managing interns. A twenty-something graduate 

student in International Affairs who had worked in this position at MADRE for three 

years, she had previously worked on U.S.-Africa policy analysis and communications 

with a NGO in Washington D.C. In this prior position, she had also managed interns 

because it was a much smaller organization, and Adrian assigned her this responsibility at 

MADRE when the staff member who had previously managed interns at MADRE left.  

Lena had started MADRE’s blog and had been tasked with expanding MADRE’s new 

media and social media presence, along with Marie and Andrea. She worked most closely 

with the Communications Director, but also communicated regularly with the Program 

Director for partner updates and storybanking. MADRE had a private wiki where the 

Media Coordinator kept individual and personal stories from sister organizations that 

MADRE staff had collected to use for communications, campaigns, and fundraising. 

Lena explained the importance of this task: 

We work on so many different issues [and because it is so broad and international], I think that it’s 
really valuable to be able to say…“let’s bring it down to a really specific concrete level, so we’re 
not just talking about like international woman’s rights,” because that can be hard for someone to 
like grab a hold of in their brains. But if you can say, “here is Yanar Mohammed and she’s our 
partner in Iraq. She’s the director of the Organization of Women’s Freedom and she’s launched a 
human rights radio program. Here’s a quote from her [on] why she wants to launch a human rights 
radio program and here’s a clip from the radio”…making it really immediate and concrete. 

The Media Coordinator was also responsible for the artist outreach component, a 

program that sought to engage prominent musicians, actors, directors, and other people 

involved in the arts with a political mindset in MADRE’s campaigns, with origins 

stretching back to the artistic roots of MADRE’s founding members in the 1980s. The 

Network of Experts was a web of women, especially in MADRE’s partner organizations, 
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with expertise in a variety of fields relating to women’s human rights that created spaces 

for such issues in the media. It reflected MADRE’s location across multiple global 

movements and within a transnational network of women organizers, activists, and 

academics, as the Media Coordinator could call upon any of these experts to provide a 

woman’s perspective in current events. 

Emma, the Development Coordinator, was responsible for all of MADRE’s 

funding initiatives, including writing grants, composing proposals for foundations and 

large donors, finding, tracking, and thanking small and large contributors, and 

maintaining the donor database. A woman in her thirties, she had worked in development 

at her previous job and entered MADRE as a grants administrator to do prospect 

research, adapt funding proposals, and other grant related work, becoming the 

Development Coordinator when the previous Development Director left. Another 

graduate student in International Affairs, Emma decided to leave MADRE after working 

in this position for three years to focus on her dissertation. In August, she was replaced 

by Lacey, a recent women’s studies college graduate in her early twenties with no prior 

development experience. 

Marie, the Helping Hands Coordinator, had at least eight separate categories 

within her job title: humanitarian aid manager, front door receptionist, office manager, 

volunteer coordinator, personal assistant to the Executive Director, campus organizing 

coordinator, social networking, and event planning. Marie was an anthropology and 

public health college graduate in her early twenties. After only a month as a Helping 

Hands intern coordinating humanitarian aid shipments, Marie’s boss quit, and she has 

been the Helping Hands Coordinator ever since. Her initial responsibilities included 
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Helping Hands campaigns, front door receptionist, office manager, and volunteer 

coordinator. They gradually expanded into the other positions as the need arose and in 

reflection of her individual capabilities. For the Helping Hands campaigns, she was 

charged with trying to meet the immediate needs of partner organizations and working to 

locate food, water, supplies, and shelter for partner constituents, often as a result of 

natural disasters and/or civil unrest. As front door receptionist and office manager, she 

answered the front door and the phone and kept track of all the daily needs of the office, 

such as office supplies, restocking the water cooler, and informing staff of meetings and 

upcoming events. As the volunteer coordinator, she recruited, interviewed, trained, and 

placed all volunteers in the office, in addition to managing her own helping hands interns. 

She recruited and organized individuals and student groups to raise awareness and create 

events for MADRE on college campuses, which happened primarily through social media 

outreach on MADRE’s facebook page, which she was also in charge of. At the end of the 

summer, she was replacing Madison as the Development Assistant, but the job title was 

being changed to Membership Coordinator because MADRE was switching Madison’s 

and Andrea’s positions around. Her position was being filled by another Helping Hands 

intern, Alana, a woman in her twenties who had been with MADRE for five months. 

Madison, the Development Assistant, was tasked with direct mail fundraising 

appeals to donors, overseeing donations and funds associated with individual giving or 

memberships, processing the checks and mail, writing thank you notes to individual 

donors, sending money and wire transfers to partners, managing the development data 

base, producing MADRE’s biannual newsletter, and acting as the liaison between the 

direct mail program and MADRE’s professional fundraising consultant. She worked 
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closest with the Development Coordinator, the Online Membership Coordinator, and to a 

lesser extent with the Media Coordinator. Madison was in her twenties, attending 

graduate school part-time, and had worked for MADRE for a year and half. In the 

beginning, she was essentially a clerical assistant managing the donations and direct mail 

solicitations. Eventually, Madison was given the direct mail program. MADRE sent 

around 12 direct mail appeals a year, or one a month, and Madison was in charge of 

writing the copy, conducting background research, editing, and finding photos for the 

mailings. Due to Madison’s prior background in journalism, she became more involved 

in writing, proofing, and editing public education pieces. She left MADRE at the end of 

the summer to pursue school full-time, and was replaced by Marie. 

Andrea, the Online Membership Coordinator, maintained the website, managed 

online donations and MADRE’s webstore, distributed online appeals, wrote the e-

newsletter, maintained the membership database, and was responsible for MADRE’s 

presence on a few social networking sites - change.org, caretoo.org, and Myspace. She 

worked most closely with the Media Coordinator and Development Assistant, but 

received updates and ideas from the Program Director and Development Coordinator. A 

woman in her mid twenties, Andrea had majored in Anthropology and German Studies in 

college and had worked for MADRE for three years as the Internet Technology (IT) and 

website person. Andrea had started as an IT consultant for MADRE, but when the prior 

person in her position left abruptly after she had been there a month and a half, she added 

Online Membership Coordinator to her IT responsibilities. MADRE paid a professional 

company to design the template and manage website content, and Andrea was in charge 

of all of the website material, such as pictures, information, and updates. She translated 
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information from MADRE’s direct mail, projects, and campaigns into website links and 

reframed it for emails. Another component of her work was overseeing the webstore, 

which promoted cottage industries of MADRE’s partners. The Program Director 

purchased small items, such as jewelry and clothing, directly from partner organizations 

during visits and brought the items back to MADRE’s office. Items were inventoried and 

stored on a shelf until they were purchased online and shipped to customers.  Andrea was 

also leaving MADRE in August to pursue other opportunities. 

Intern Capacity 

Interns were usually informed of the staff meeting and were welcome to attend, 

but attendance was rarely mandatory. One of the staff members would drop by the intern 

workspaces and inform us that a meeting would be happening in a few minutes. The 

Executive Director or Policy and Communications Director ran the staff meeting, asked 

for agenda items, and tried to keep the meeting as succinct and on track as possible, 

doling out responsibilities and assigning deadlines however they saw fit. The way the 

staff meetings were coordinated and run reflected the way that the Executive Director and 

Communications Director ran the organization – informal and demanding. The second 

time around, I felt fairly comfortable with MADRE and knew what to expect because of 

my prior experience working with them, However, most of the summer interns were new, 

with the exception of a couple of interns and volunteers who had worked with MADRE 

before or throughout the year. The interns mostly talked and hung out with the other 

interns and volunteers during lunch hour and occasionally after work. Many of my 

observations from interns were informed by hanging out with fellow interns exploring the 

city in our free time or grabbing dinner after work. Lunch in the office was usually an 
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unofficial social hour, especially among the younger staff and interns. The length of 

lunch depended on impending priorities and who was in the office and business often 

slipped into the conversation. Some of the younger staff went out of their way to befriend 

us, regaling us with stories about their college experiences, giving us advice, and 

answering our endless questions. They really made the sometimes mundane office tasks 

much easier to deal with and made us feel welcome. The older staff members 

occasionally joined us for lunch or chatted with us, but kept much more to themselves. I 

know that myself and many of the interns I talked to were intimated, scared, and/or awed 

by the older staff members initially, and I think this was the result of office dynamics that 

entailed minimal interaction between older staff and interns. Although I found some of 

the staff to be more accessible than others, I was indebted to all of them for assisting me 

with my research and taking time out of their busy schedules, filled with priorities much 

bigger than my thesis research, to do interviews. 

Partnering Capacity 

As a result my position as the Program and Human Rights Advocacy Intern and 

working with the Program Director, I received a lot of insight into how MADRE’s 

programs work, and the immense amount of communication, thought, and coordination 

that goes into the programs of each partner organization. The Executive Director, Policy 

and Communications Director, Human Rights Attorney, Program Director, and Media 

Coordinator traveled at least once a year to visit their partner organizations in person, 

creating personal face-to-face connections with the leaders and members of their partner 

organizations. They maintained continuous communication with each of their partner 

organizations, emailing, Skyping, or calling on at least a monthly basis, if not weekly or 
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daily, depending on the situation. They also kept in semi-regular contact with at least five 

to ten other organizations that they have worked with in the past or were considering 

working with in the future. 

 There were constant requests from other outside organizations that wanted to 

partner with MADRE, but due to their already limited capacity, the organization was very 

selective about which partners they could work with. Lena clarified that it was important 

that partners have similarly aligned goals and values. “Our sister organizations are 

organizations that share…a vision of where we want the world to be. So there’s a level of 

trust that whatever they choose to do, we’re gonna be able to say, ‘Yeah, that also fits 

with our vision.’” Their decision to add their most recent partner, a women’s organization 

in Afghanistan, was due to their desire to include another geographic region (Southeast 

Asia) and respond to the negative impact of U.S. foreign policy on women in 

Afghanistan. Carolina explained the role of MADRE’s interest in changing U.S. foreign 

policy in selecting partners: 

MADRE is a pretty political organization, so we choose our partners in countries that make sense 
for MADRE to be working [in]…because the U.S. has a responsibility [for how] things turn out in 
that country, for example in Afghanistan or in Iraq, or because of structural trends [in the U.S. and 
worldwide]. For example, MADRE was very active during the 80’s in Central America because of 
[U.S] funding. Now, we work in Kenya because of the IMF and World Bank impositions in those 
countries…In choosing the partners, it’s more like the partners choose us. 
 

From partner organizations, they most often received requests for monetary assistance to 

cover the costs of agricultural supplies, transportation, food, equipment, medical supplies, 

and occasionally housing from their partner organizations. Carolina explained, “There are 

different levels of partnerships. Because sometimes you partner with an organization at 

the international level and facilitate their voices to be heard at the UN or in other venues, 

but sometimes…they need your help in developing the program[s]. For example, we 
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support a shelter in Iraq [and] a radio project in Peru. What distinguishes MADRE is 

basically the…mutual trust that we have between the partners and MADRE.”  

While consciously choosing to work with women’s organizations in countries 

negatively affected by U.S. Foreign Policy provided a focus for MADRE’s work, it also 

necessitated a way to describe to constituents exactly how MADRE helped partners resist 

such hegemonic power. MADRE staff created a comprehensive tagline to explain their 

work: “Demanding Rights, Resources, and Results for Women Worldwide,” that was 

prominently displayed on the organization’s website and published materials. To narrow 

the organization’s broad focus, the group categorized its efforts into three “Program 

Areas”: Women’s Health/Combating Violence Against Women (VAW), Peacebuilding, 

and Economic/Environmental Justice. MADRE identified its strategies for change in four 

divergent but overlapping ways: Meeting Immediate Needs, Partnering for Social 

Change, Advocating for Human Rights, and Educating the Public.”  Lena stated that 

these categories were deliberately broad, “When our sister organization, in any given 

context, comes to us and says, ‘We wanna move in this direction,’ we can say, ‘That’s 

great. That still fits under our category.’ We want the work that we do, and the way that 

we conceptualize our work to be driven by our sister organizations… And we’re not 

wedded to those categories either.” The key to MADRE’s approach to social change was 

that it did not tell partner organizations what to do, but listened, suggested, and advised.  

The Objective is Subjective 

In Roger Sanjek’s essay “On Ethnographic Validity,” (1990), he examines how 

fieldnotes are used to construct ethnography in order to demonstrate that there is an 

ethnographic method (italics author’s own). He believes that ethnographers should 



28 

present in a language that strives for validity: “Validity-rich ethnography must make 

explicit as many of both sorts of theoretical decisions as possible by reporting when and 

why judgments of significance are made. Readers need to know the ‘theory of events’ 

with which the ethnographer structures the fieldwork and the larger significant theories 

this relates to” (396). As part of my ethnographic method, I strive to validate my 

ethnographic research by being explicit about how my own biases influenced my 

conclusions and about my research process. For this thesis, I created two separate sets of 

notes: one for my fieldnotes and one for my interviews. Fifteen of the interviews were 

coded and transcribed between August until March, by either myself or students that 

volunteered or were paid to do so. My annotations were very much interview and 

participant observation-driven: Each set of notes had separate subheadings that had been 

selected because the topic had appeared multiple times or seemed significant based on 

my interactions and interviews with office staff and my observations during my 

internship.  I ensured that that key interviews with MADRE staff that I interacted with the 

most – such as my supervisor and the Media Coordinator, and then the Executive 

Director, Communications Director, and so on – were transcribed first. As a result, 

insights from these interviews were featured more prominently in my thesis chapters 

because they were the most accessible. 

While I tried to be as objective as possible in my research, I believe that it is 

important to acknowledge that my conclusions were subjectively influenced by my own 

lived experiences and those of MADRE staff.  As a self-identified feminist interning in 

an office full of many other self-identified feminists, I was intrigued by the connection 

between women’s human rights and feminism. As a student of anthropology, I think it is 
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important to recognize my own positionality as a white middle class American woman 

with a high level of education. Throughout high school and college, I became 

increasingly aware of gender-based discrimination on a local level and how my 

experience of sexism differed from other female-bodied persons’ experiences across lines 

of race, ethnicity, class, gender-identity, sexual orientation, ability, and geographic 

location. My interest in social justice expanded into the global arena and I became 

interested in organizations working across intersections of gender, class, ethnicity, and 

nationality. As an activist, I became disheartened by the intellectual apathy of many 

students. Needing an outlet and vocabulary to explain how social change was possible, I 

turned to academia for answers, immersing myself in political science, anthropology, 

sociology, and gender studies.  My own personal experiences as a feminist involved in 

social justice activism affected how I chose to conduct my research, what I observed, and 

the conclusions that I made. 

Distancing Development  

In “Beyond Development?” (2005) Katy Gardner, an anthropologist at the 

University of Sussex, and David Lewis, a professor of Social Policy and Development at 

the London School of Economics and Political Science, propose that it is the 

responsibility of anthropology to produce ideas about how to change development and 

support alternatives to it.  They view the role of anthropologists as trained skeptics and 

mediators, able to navigate the complexities and nuances of culture and “progress,” while 

also bridging the gap between the interests of development institutions and the people 

they are trying to “develop.” I was fascinated by gender and development initiatives and 

the transformation of discourses from local to global and vice versa. When I began to 



30 

consider thesis topics, I was intrigued by the potential of non-governmental organizations 

to create social change, as institutions that did not have to be tied down by government or 

political interests and could address needs unmet by governments. I had originally 

intended to study the relationship between praxis and theory and how feminist discourses, 

in this case women’s rights as human rights, were interpreted and utilized as tools for 

change from local to global and global to local in nonprofit work. I knew that I wanted to 

find a gender-focused organization that was conscious of its impact and critical of 

Western development models. From my prior experiences with social activism and 

working for Oxfam America, I knew that I needed to work with a small, grassroots-based 

NGO because larger NGOs would be too complicated to navigate in the short amount of 

time I had for undergraduate-level ethnographic thesis research. I was also looking for an 

NGO that did not accept government funding or impose external neoliberal development 

interests, actually listened to the voices of its constituents and respected their needs and 

interests, and was investing in sustainable change that provided both long- and short-term 

solutions.  When I discovered MADRE through a group internship tutorial in January 

2009, the organization seemed like a perfect fit. I believed that I could analyze how 

MADRE acted as a conduit for social change to provide insight for alternative models of 

social change and ways of resisting neoliberal development discourses. 

Although MADRE targeted U.S. foreign policy as its nemesis, it never explicitly 

acknowledged its involvement in development discourses. In The Anti-Politics Machine: 

'Development,' Depoliticization, and Bureaucratic Power in Lesotho (1990), James 

Ferguson, a professor of Anthropology at Stanford University, examined how 

development initiatives were produced and put into practice. What Ferguson dubs the 
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“antipolitics machine” is the construction of political problems as technical inequalities 

that can be resolved.  Development initiatives need to construct a problem they can fix, 

producing a problem to fit the solution rather than tailoring a solution to fit the problem. 

He argues that taking the politics out of development not only removes political power 

from the people, but gives it to those providing development aid.  MADRE actively 

recognized the failure of development aid initiatives and was highly critical of institutions 

such as the World Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF).  The organization 

sought to reinsert local people into the political gears of development processes and have 

some control over their lives through human rights advocacy work with partner 

organizations and by applying public pressure against U.S. foreign policy and other 

nations. Expanding his critique, Ferguson outlines two contradictory uses of the term 

“development:” 1) as a progression towards an endpoint of capitalist modernity and 2) as 

a way to improve the quality of life and/or alleviate of poverty. “The development of 

capitalism and the elimination of poverty are, if not positively antithetic…at any rate not 

identical. But it seems to be a theoretical necessity in ‘development’ discourse…for the 

two notions of ‘development’ to be co-present and even conflated. This is nowhere more 

apparent than in the definition of countries full of poor people as ‘less developed 

countries’” (Ferguson 1990:55).  I believe that MADRE operates under the second 

definition of development, as it seeks to improve the quality of women’s lives worldwide 

and approaches the issue from the point of view that since development is already having 

a negative impact on women, women should have a say in how it affects them.  

While I believed that NGOs had the potential to affect positive social change, I 

was also aware of the problematic nature of NGOs as mechanisms of development, 
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especially North American and European-based institutions. NGOs, as institutions 

intricately tied to the politics of funding and funding of politics, founded on capitalist, 

corporate models that reflected Western interests and ideals, often fail to reflect the 

interests or needs of the people they claim to serve. The Sangtin Writers, an organization 

that promotes feminist change and rural peoples’ empowerment in the Sitapur District of 

India, has critiqued the tendency of NGOs to be used to fill gaps in governmental 

policies.  

NGOs have increasingly been called to help manage the problems produced by neoliberal policies 
and to pacify those who have been hardest hit by such policies. Small movements—made up of 
people whose livelihoods are the most threatened—often find it hard to exist without engaging 
with donor agencies or professionalized NGOs in some form or another. The challenge before 
such movements is to find support for their political work while also maintaining their 
accountability and transparency before the people they work with (Sangtin 2010:139, Faust and 
Nagar 2008).  

The attempt to meet the needs of peoples that governments will or cannot provide, 

which sometimes creates a dependency on Western NGOs instead of promoting 

governmental reform within the countries where the NGOs are working. Economic 

reliance on Western and transnational institutions could breed resentment between NGOs 

and local women’s groups because the relationships between the two were often 

reciprocal but not equal. Nongovernmental institutions have also been critiqued for 

implementing one-size-fits-all Western-based development “success” models that fail to 

acknowledge sociocultural and geographic specificities and then hold the “beneficiaries” 

of the project responsible for its failure. MADRE struggled to find this balance between 

preventing and reversing the negative impacts of U.S. foreign policy in the countries 

where their partner organizations were located while also trying to support the needs of 

partner organizations that were already being devastated by neoliberal policies.  MADRE 

had varying levels of success in affecting U.S. foreign policies in partner countries 
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because partners ranged in capacity from small grassroots women’s groups to regional 

NGOs. Thus, affiliated organizations had different levels of institutional legitimacy and 

dependency on MADRE’s institutional and monetary support.  

Intersections of Praxis and Theory: Feminism and Women’s Human Rights 

This thesis reflects an interdisciplinary approach to ethnographic research - 

discovering intersections among anthropology, international studies, and gender studies 

through participant observation, interviews, and in-depth analyses of related documents. 

It draws most heavily on anthropological and feminist critiques of development and 

social movements in order to understand how non-governmental organizations can be 

conduits for grassroots-based social change. Due to the limitations of time and budgetary 

constraints in undergraduate research, I was not able to visit any of MADRE’s partner 

organizations to study these issues firsthand, but I was able to focus on the programmatic 

work that MADRE did with four partner organizations in Peru, Kenya, Colombia, and 

Sudan through my internship. I chose to focus on two of these partners as case studies 

that I will explore in later chapters because they illustrated how smaller NGOs 

collaborated with MADRE on local and international levels through the framework of 

women’s human rights while affecting very different populations of peoples: a rural 

indigenous women farmers’ union in Sudan and an urban organization for youth affected 

by sociopolitical violence in Colombia. MADRE’s affiliation with these two 

organizations demonstrated how women’s human rights provided a loose framework for 

the initiatives that MADRE supported, but did not accurately represent the broad scope 

and impact that MADRE had on peoples with identities other than or in addition to the 

label of “woman.” Transnational networks acted as a conduit for feminist goals that 
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acknowledged the similar lived experiences of gendered oppression across the globe 

while also criticizing the hierarchies of power that limited peoples’ agency within such 

structures. For the purpose of this thesis, these goals were a way of recognizing the how 

MADRE staff acknowledged the variation of women’s experiences and engaged with 

women united by their position on the outskirts of decision-making processes. Based on 

my observations and interviews, I argue that MADRE’s structural model provides a 

concrete example of the way in which a women’s human rights framework can promote 

transnational feminist goals and local-to-global social transformation.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

FRAMING WOMEN’S HUMAN RIGHTS IN FEMINISM 

 

As a small, international NGO that began as a “friendship organization,” to quote 

one of the staff members, the personal relationships and informal networks within 

MADRE’s organizational structure permeated its existence. MADRE chose to use a 

women’s human rights framework as the foundation of its approach to social change, but 

it also maneuvered in and around it, picking and choosing which aspects of the 

framework would most benefit its vision, mission, and goals, and those of its partner 

organizations.  There was overlap among staff members’ positions, and individuals 

within MADRE had a lot of autonomy and say in how MADRE presented itself because 

the organization was built from the grassroots up in a way that emphasized personal 

relationships and networks. The staff pushed and pulled the borders of MADRE’s 

identity as a women’s human rights organization in various directions, while also walking 

a fine line to make its work accessible to mainstream audiences. Even though the staff did 

not openly identify MADRE as a feminist organization, the influences of feminisms 

could be felt through the organization’s position among transnational networks, 

especially through MADRE’s website and in the conversations that I had with MADRE 

staff.  The fact that individuals within MADRE identified as feminists or with feminisms 

illustrated how staff members informally advocated feminist goals through everyday 

office operations and networks of communication. These personal relationships 

determined how MADRE viewed and defined women’s human rights as cross-culturally 
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shared oppressions based on gender that differently affected every aspect of women’s 

lives. 

Are Women Human? 

Human rights originated as discourses focused on political and civil rights, known 

as “first generation human rights,” because those were the rights violations most feared 

by the male majority that vied for power in the international public sphere. According to 

Merry et al (2010), the concept of human rights is not static but fluid, with the potential 

to expand in terms of definition and dynamic as people continually reconceive their 

hopes and relations with one another. Human rights can be values, laws, or strategies of 

governance used by marginalized peoples to challenge their subordinate position.  In 

“Law from Below: Women’s Human Rights and Social Movements in New York City,” 

authors Sally Merry, Mihaela Serban Rosen, Peggy Levitt, and Lena Yoon conclude that 

values of human rights can facilitate collaboration among a diverse groups of participants 

(Merry et al 2010). They explain that the values of human rights, “human dignity, 

equality, nondiscrimination, protection of bodily integrity from state violence as well as 

other forms of violence, and freedom, however that is defined” emerged from a long 

history of European Enlightenment ideology of natural rights to “life, liberty, and the 

pursuit of happiness” (2010:107). These natural rights of the individual were extended to 

the notion of state-based universal rights, and by extension, universal rights for 

humankind. Zehra F. Kabasakal Arat, a Professor of Political Science and Chair of the 

Human Rights Research Committee of the International Political Science Association, 

defined human rights as “rights claimed against the State and society by virtue of being a 

human being” (2008:10).  
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The Western state, a public sphere of influence in political history, has been ruled 

primarily by white men in power, who also created the governance structures, 

institutions, and initial framework for human rights. The “private” sphere was of little 

concern for men because it was considered the area over which they had the most control 

– their wives and families. Thus, economic, social, and cultural rights pertaining to the 

private sphere, later dubbed “second generation human rights,” were not considered 

necessary in the inception of human rights discourse. The divide of private and public 

spheres continues to dominate the human rights discourses as first generation rights still 

receive priority in international legislation, while second generation rights lack equivalent 

enforcement mechanisms (Walter 2001).  

Emma, the Development Coordinator, elaborated that a women’s human rights 

framework was about recognizing gendered patterns of structural abuses: 

The general perspective is just important in terms of recognizing certain patterns of abuses. So if 
we’re looking at human rights… and looking at the idea of people as rights bearers, and 
governments and businesses as duty bearers…making sure that somebody is [not] malnourished is 
not doing them a favor, it’s just fulfilling their basic human rights. But then within that having a 
gender perspective to sort of recognize certain patterns of violations…that there are more people 
who are malnourished that are women, or [for example] access to education or access to medical 
care, that a lot of these things have a gendered pattern. So if you leave out a gender perspective, 
then you’re not really getting an accurate sense of what the violations are and….we wouldn’t even 
necessarily always call them violations. 

Human rights strategies, as embodied by NGOs and other transnational 

institutions, focus on monitoring and prevention mechanisms rather than litigation of past 

violations and have few concrete enforcement mechanisms. “A central aspect of the 

human rights system is the way its legal apparatus legitimates its core principles by 

claiming that they represent the consensus of the ‘international community’” (Merry et al 

2010). This becomes especially problematic when international mechanisms of justice 

use human rights frameworks to hold governments accountable for human rights 
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violations, using definitions that do not reflect the reality of gender inequality and 

women’s marginalization worldwide. Women are assumed to be included in human rights 

discourses, yet their inclusion and participation is often limited to a secondary or “special 

interest” status.  

Framing Women’s Rights 

MADRE found it important to identify explicitly as a women’s human rights 

organization rather than just a human rights organization in response to broader academic 

and activist discussions critiquing the marginalization of women’s experiences in human 

rights discourse. At the time of MADRE’s founding in 1984, the omission of women 

from human rights discourse was beginning to be questioned by feminists, academics, 

and activists, as exemplified by Fran Hosken’s 1981 definition of human rights in A 

Feminist Dictionary as “in reality, men’s rights. Never do we hear included in 

discussions of human rights the sexual assault and torture of women and girls – rape, 

forced prostitution, polygamy, genital mutilation, pornography, the beating of girls and 

women” (cited in Kramarae and Treichler 1985:200). As a result of working closely with 

its sister organizations as collaborators in larger movements of social change, MADRE 

began to assert that women were still not being recognized as human beings and that 

women’s rights were still being violated.  Lena explained that staff chose to identify as a 

women’s human rights organization because “we really do steep a lot of our advocacy 

work in the human rights framework…having the human rights framework being like a 

framework embedded in international law, embedded in the treaties that have come out of 

the U.N. And obviously the U.N. is not a perfect institution, but it is one of the most, one 

of the few spaces that we have to be doing…this kind of human rights advocacy work.”  
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Yet, women are not universally recognized as having the same rights as men within the 

human rights framework, and women’s concerns are often relegated to a marginalized 

and separate category (Charlesworth, 1995; Peters and Wolper, 1995; Kabasakal Arat 

2008). The subordination of women’s rights to a special, “secondary status” has also 

minimized the level of legal justice women have been able to obtain, according to Hilary 

Charlesworth, Professor and Director of the Centre for International Governance and 

Justice in the Regulatory Institutions Network at the Australian National University. 

“Because men generally are not the victims of sex discrimination, domestic violence, or 

sexual degradation and violence, for example, these matters are often relegated to a 

specialized and marginalized sphere and are regulated, if at all, by weaker methods. 

Unless the experiences of women contribute directly to the mainstream international legal 

order….it should be more accurately characterized as international men’s rights law” 

(1995:105 emphasis in original).  

A women’s human rights framework provided a conduit for experiences and 

perspectives specific to women to be reflected in legislative mechanisms and 

international initiatives addressing human rights violations. MADRE’s website proclaims 

that “the international human rights framework is a powerful, but under-utilized tool for 

creating positive social change” (MADRE: How We Work 2010).  This framework 

recognized not only that women were human, but it also implied the potential for women 

to reclaim and transform humanity by holding governments, states, and individual 

perpetrators accountable for abuse against women.  This framework equipped women 

with a way to define, analyze, and articulate their experiences of violence, degradation, 

and marginality while also providing concrete strategies for change. It was valuable 
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because of its ability to raise consciousness around gender inequality through 

transnational social movements. The application of such frameworks was useful in 

mobilizing transnational action and governmental intervention around issues such as 

HIV/AIDS, maternal health, and women’s right to fair pay and equal opportunities.   

Labeling Constraints 

By categorizing themselves as a women’s human rights organization, MADRE 

gained the flexibility to clearly define its goals and organizational direction but sacrificed 

the capacity to adhere more controversial labels. While gender is an important identity 

around which organizations such as MADRE can mobilize for social change, it is also a 

constraint on social change. The Sangtin Writers critiqued the tendency of NGOs and 

feminists to define women’s issues as solely women’s problems to resolve when in 

reality women’s issues are everyone’s issues: 

The definition of women’s issues cannot be limited to the violence that is inflicted upon women’s 
bodies and emotions. Nor can it be confined to the resources and opportunities that target women 
while cutting them off from the rest of society. If we are truly interested in bringing about 
sustainable, long-term sociopolitical and economic change in the lives of those who have been 
pushed to the margins, it is essential for all the members of our rural communities—women and 
men; children, young, and old; sawarn and dalit; peasants, sweepers, workers, and shopkeepers—
to constitute the waves of change (2010:125). 
 
AnaLouise Keating (2002) discusses how binary identity categories falsely 

assume that difference is the same as deviation. “Categories distort our perceptions, 

creating arbitrary divisions among us and an oppositional ‘us’ against ‘them’ mentality 

that prevents us from recognizing potential commonalities. Identity categories based on 

inflexible labels establish and police boundaries—boundaries that shut us in with those 

we’ve deemed ‘like’ ‘us’ and boundaries that shut us out from those whom we assume to 

be different” (Keating 2002:523).  MADRE resisted being completely consumed by 

binary categories of women versus men by recognizing that all issues were women’s 
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issues and by advocating for the rights of all marginalized peoples, especially those often 

excluded from mainstream human rights discourse – Indigenous Peoples, racial and 

ethnic minorities, people engaged in sex work, and gay, lesbian, bisexual, and 

transgender people. “In all of our work, MADRE promotes a consistent message: human 

rights are universal and apply to everyone. We believe that human rights extend to the 

women and men, including transgender people” (My MADRE: Sex Workers’ Rights: A 

Feminist Issue 2010). 

The Political is Personal 

As an international women’s human rights organization, MADRE was intertwined 

with a multitude of women’s groups worldwide, each with different experiences and 

perceptions of what it meant to be a woman in different geographic regions and what the 

term feminism meant. One of the reasons MADRE intrigued me in the first place was 

because the organization was unapologetic in demanding women’s rights and in 

critiquing the effects of U.S. foreign policy on women’s lives. I believed in their 

approach to social change, which supported women fighting for their rights at local 

grassroots levels while simultaneously targeting larger national and international forces 

that were oppressing women.  Increasing women’s opportunities and rights worldwide 

while fighting sexist oppression globally seemed such an obviously feminist stance to me 

that I wondered how feminism influenced MADRE’s work and why MADRE staff 

seemed hesitant to acknowledge that connection. I recognized the complexity of 

projecting a United States-based definition of feminism onto a women’s human rights 

organization that worked on a global scale. I define feminism broadly as the struggle to 

end sexist oppression, and by extension all forms of oppression. Two books by bell 
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hooks, From Margin to Center (1984; 2000) and Feminism is For Everybody: Passionate 

Politics (2000), heavily influenced my interpretation of feminism. bell hooks is a black 

female American feminist, leftist activist, postmodern political thinker and cultural critic 

who focused on the interconnectivity of race, class, and gender and how they perpetuate 

systems of oppression.  

In Global Feminism: Transnational Women’s Activism, Organizing, and Human 

Rights (2006), Myra Marx Ferree, a U.S. sociologist specializing in transnational 

women’s organizations, and Aili Mari Trip, a U.S. academic who holds a position in 

Political Science and Gender and Women’s Studies, discussed how feminism could be a 

global phenomenon.  “The historic connotations of the term ‘feminism’ in specific 

locales may make some people who are struggling to change women’s subordination 

unwilling to use this label, but we also believe that, whether or not individuals or groups 

choose to call themselves feminists, their goal of empowering women should be 

considered feminist” (Ferree and Trip 2006: vii)  I inferred that the hesitancy to indentify 

MADRE as a feminist organization was due in large part to the lack of clarity about what 

feminism was and the negative associations it still carried. When I raised the topic of 

feminism in the interviews, most of the staff members identified as feminists or 

acknowledged the connections between women’s human rights and feminism. They 

found MADRE’s philosophy appealing because of their personal connection to feminism 

and commitment to creating social change. Lena reflected this sentiment in her interview, 

stating: “I do feel like my own personal, individual thoughts on women’s human rights 

and on feminism dovetail very closely with MADRE’s, which is why it makes it very 

easy to work here because I’m doing what I believe in.”  
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Janet acknowledged how her personal identification with feminism intersected 

with women’s human rights: “I mean, I identify as being a feminist, and I define that as 

having a women’s perspective on sort of broader social justice issues. So, to me, the 

human rights framework is useful, and I mean [that] in the most utilitarian [sense], that 

it’s useful as a part of the toolkit of advancing social justice.”  

I never defined feminism or clarified what kind of feminism I was talking about in 

the interviews because I wanted to understand how MADRE staff interpreted the term. 

When I asked them to define feminism or women’s human rights, the two ideas were 

often connected and sometimes inseparable in their definitions. Lacey stated: “I define 

feminism as allowing women the same opportunities, access, [and] resources as anybody 

despite their religion, social class, gender, sexuality, race, and to me personally it’s just 

the ability to make the life choices I want, not to be hindered by the fact that I’m a 

woman.”  

 One of the interns explained both concepts in terms of empowerment: “I see 

feminism mostly as a very free-floating concept. In general terms I’d see it as 

empowerment and how you define that empowerment is up to the individual. I very much 

believe in the fact that women’s rights are human rights, and the idea that there should be 

an international standard.” In defining feminism, both Andrea and Emma referenced their 

definitions in relation to the bumper sticker proclaiming that “feminism is the radical 

notion that women are people.” They also acknowledged that people understand 

feminism differently. Andrea expanded her definition to include feminism as “a 

movement in order to ensure women have the [same] rights and resources and results as 
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everybody else. Around the world, it doesn’t have to be the same thing everywhere, but 

it’s a movement to make sure that women are seen as people and treated as such.”  

Labels such as women’s human rights and feminism reflect culturally specific 

ideas of what it means to be a woman. Carolina emphasized the importance of 

recognizing cultural and gender-based oppression and the existence of feminisms. 

I call myself a feminist because I believe in women and in the potential of women…I was lucky 
enough to meet other people that are in the women’s movement and some people [that] are not in 
the traditional women’s movement that call themselves feminist….There are other people that, 
based on their own approach and their own vision…think [of] themselves as feminist and I think 
that’s a very important lesson for the women’s movement. That they’re [multiple ways that] we 
could think [of] ourselves as a feminist. 
 
The organization sought to avoid the controversies of feminist labels because of 

the mixed connotations that feminism carried both within the United States and among its 

diverse array of partner organizations. Lena, the Media Coordinator, elaborated:  

In some contexts I have seen us call ourselves a feminist organization, but officially, we are a 
women’s human rights organization. That’s what we say on our website, that’s what we say on 
any and everything we put out to the world. And people at the organization have different 
relationships to the label feminist. I am more ok with it, accepting it, and saying, “Yes, I’m a 
feminist” than some other people…It’s not a term that is universally used worldwide…The 
feminist movement itself is not as embracing of the different elements. 

Andrea confirmed feminism’s ambiguity: “The word feminism has such a crazy 

connotation for a lot of people. We don’t put it in our tagline because a tagline is 

supposed to get more people to be like, ‘oh, I know exactly what that means.’” 

One of the few interns who did not explicitly identify as a feminist explained:  

Whenever I say to anyone, “Oh, I’m working for a human rights organization for women,” I kind 
of feel like people look at me and go, “Hmm. Are you a lesbian?”…I don’t think I would identify 
myself as a feminist, though…I just think it has a stigma attached and…that’s not my main 
identification. If anything I’d identify myself more by nationality than by gender. I don’t know. 
Feminism conjures up images of radical bra-burners, to me anyway, and maybe Emmeline 
Pankhurst and the horse and the suffragettes. Maybe activist is a better word…or supporter. 
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Alana countered misperceptions of feminism, stating, “I don't know why it's a 

negative term – it should not be…It means that women and men, where they can be 

equal, should be equal…[American] society is built is very ‘man, white.’  So [feminism 

is the ability] for women to have the privilege that a man automatically has just by fact 

that he's a man…It doesn't mean that I don't like to wear make-up, or high heels, or that I 

can't be married.” 

Goal: Recognize Women’s Common Humanity Worldwide 

MADRE’s mission was to both promote sustainable solutions for women in crisis 

and to meet women’s immediate needs, and their vision expanded this concept further. 

“MADRE works towards a world in which all people enjoy the fullest range of individual 

and collective human rights; in which resources are shared equitably and sustainably; in 

which women participate effectively in all aspects of society; and in which people have a 

meaningful say in policies that affect their lives” (MADRE: Mission|Vision 2011).  This 

vision was enacted by working in partnership with women who shared MADRE’s goals 

at local, regional, and international levels. Adrian expounded on the all-encompassing 

nature of MADRE’s vision:  

We work with organizations that focus on women’s humans rights but more importantly we work 
with organizations, women’s organizations, that bring a woman’s perspective to the full range of 
human rights so that, for example, the issue of climate change, or sustainable agriculture, or peace 
and security. Those are as much women’s issues as anybody else’s issues, but people don’t think 
of them. They think of women’s issues as breast cancer, and reproductive health, and children, 
child care, but actually everything that happens on the face of the earth that affects anybody also 
affects women. That is a point of view which is not necessarily shared by every organization in the 
women’s [movement].  

Myra Max Ferree argued in Global Feminisms that “feminism as a goal can be adopted 

by individuals of any gender, as well as by groups with any degree of institutionalization, 

from informal, face-to-face, temporary associations to a legally constituted national or 



46 

transnational governing body…nor is it true by definition that a person or group that does 

not call itself feminist does not have feminist goals, since the identity can carry other 

connotations in a local setting (whether of radicalism or exclusivity or cultural difference) 

that an activist may seek to avoid by choosing another label” (Ferree 2006:7).  I saw 

feminist goals reverberate through MADRE’s language, actions, mission, and vision, 

influenced by the individual decisions and dedication of MADRE’s staff.  

Resisting Labels 

While feminism is not necessarily a goal of women’s human rights, women’s 

human rights are a goal of feminism. There was/is no singular feminism, and by 

extension no singular feminist goal. Rather, there are a multitude of feminisms that 

originated from varying cultural, historic, and geographic contexts. One issue of concern 

for MADRE staff in identifying as feminist was trying not to assume or impose 

ethnocentric Western feminist values on the grassroots women’s organizations they 

worked with in less developed countries. Even though women suffer patriarchal 

oppression worldwide, it is different in each context, and the universality of such 

experiences cannot be assumed.  Notions of these shared experiences, such as universal 

sisterhood, do not take into consideration the different ways that women have 

participated in, resisted, or benefitted from systems of power. The critiques of feminism 

from marginalized groups of women, both nationally and internationally, have expanded 

Euro-American feminist discourse. However, the association with the label feminist and 

the ideologies that prevail within feminist discourses still carry negative connotations. 

The feminist divides of class privilege were mentioned by Emma as being part of the 

Second Wave generation of feminism. “There were some real [disconnects] in old 
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feminist circles [in acknowledging] white privilege and upper-middle-class privilege…I 

think that some people who’ve dealt with some of those older circles are more attune to 

that and…that’s what registers as feminist.”  

According to bell hooks: 

Exploited and oppressed groups of women are usually encouraged by those in power to feel that 
their situation is hopeless, that they can do nothing to break the pattern of domination. Given such 
socialization, these women have often felt that our only response to white, bourgeois, hegemonic 
dominance of feminist movement is to trash, reject, or dismiss feminism. This reaction is in no 
way threatening to the women who wish to maintain control over the direction of feminist theory 
and praxis (hooks 2000:53). 

 Perceptions of feminism also depend on the historical relationship of certain 

regions to systems of power. The feminism that emerged from U.S. and European 

movements became politically entwined with local women’s movements worldwide that 

were funded by international development agencies. “The unequal distribution of these 

economic and conceptual resources among women’s movements aggravated previously 

existing hierarchies among them, granting visibility and power to some, while 

marginalizing others” (Thayer 2010:15).   

Deep Friendship, Transnational Solidarity 

Overlaps among feminisms, NGOs, and women’s human rights involve several 

larger social movements, including Indigenous Rights movements, environmental 

movements, and the anti-corporatist and anti-mineral extraction movements. These 

movements have transcended local and national boundaries, aided and transformed by 

globalization. In Feminist Genealogies, Jacqui Alexander and Chandra Talpade Mohanty 

define the transnational as “1) a way of thinking about women in similar contexts across 

the world, in different geographical spaces, rather than as all women across the world; 2) 

an understanding of a set of unequal relationships among and between peoples, rather 
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than as a set of traits embodied in all non-U.S. citizens (particularly because U.S. 

citizenship continues to be premised within a white, Eurocentric, masculinist, 

heterosexist regime); and 3) a consideration of the term international  in relation to an 

analysis of economic, political, and ideological processes that would therefore require 

taking critical anti-racist, anti-capitalist positions that would make feminist solidarity 

work possible” (2010:24). The authors describe transnational feminism as “anchored in 

our own locations in the global North, and in the commitment to work systematically and 

overtly against racialized, heterosexist, imperial, corporatist projects that characterize 

North American global adventures” (2010:25).  

I viewed transnational feminism as applicable to MADRE’s work from the anchor 

of its geographic location in North America, and in New York City in particular, 

coordinating activism across international borders, transcending nations, and working 

systematically to fight racist, ethnocentric, imperialist, sexist, and sometimes 

homophobic forms of oppression. In “Globalization of the Local/Localization of the 

Global: Mapping Transitional Women’s Movements” (1996), Amrita Basu traces how 

women’s movements have become transnational through continual networking between 

local (indigenous and regional) movements and global (transnational) movements. 

Historically, feminist influences have been multidirectional products of transnational 

mutual learning and sharing (Thayer 2010).  “It is inaccurate to depict local women’s 

movements as being subsumed by global ones or engaging in sustained overt resistance 

to global influences” (Basu 1996:69). Local movements, such as the women’s 

organizations and grassroots groups that MADRE partners with, have become 

transnational, relying on issue advocacy networks, campaigns, and coalitions, non-
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governmental and governmental organizations, Indigenous and regional women’s 

movements, and national and international justice mechanisms to create broad-based 

social change on local, regional, and global scales.  

MADRE made many alliances with partner organizations, funders, academics, 

and activists who advocated feminism or had similar feminist goals. The organization’s 

website revealed how transnational feminism goals had influenced its model for social 

change, a point that did not come up in interviews or conversations I had with MADRE 

staff. 

Among the women who built MADRE were artists, teachers, poets, actors, health workers and 
life-long political organizers. They came together across differences of culture, class and 
community, recognizing one another by their shared commitment to linking the struggles against 
sexism, racism, war, homophobia and economic exploitation in which they were active. These 
were the feminists who demanded that the women's movement confront racism in society and 
within its ranks; the Independentistas who had a feminist critique of nationalism; the socialists 
who insisted that liberation was more than a function of economics. Building on their common 
commitment to women's rights and leadership, MADRE's founders pooled the strengths of their 
diverse political work and life experiences to create a women-led, women-run organization that 
was both a culmination of and an innovation on the movements for social change in which they 
were active (MADRE: History 2011). 

 
Lena explained that this model of transnational networking set MADRE apart 

from other women’s human rights organizations because it was provided space to both 

universalize women’s experiences and recognize their diversity: 

It’s not a charity model. It’s not a model of…“I’m here to save your life” kind of thing. It’s a 
model of, as women, we all face discrimination and oppression as a result of our gender… 
Everyone who is in their own position who is in their own context is going to face it in different 
ways, but people who live in a certain context are going to have ideas and expertise and solutions 
that they are going to come up with themselves. So if we just sort of come together and brainstorm 
and strategize and say, “Here’s what I have to bring. What do you have to bring?” and then we all 
work together. 

MADRE staff viewed their relationship with their partner organizations as one of 

solidarity and deep friendship. They worked hard to actively listen and respond to the 

needs of their sister organizations. Janet described this conscientious alliance: 

There is a less tangible impact…and that is what people mean when they say the word 
solidarity…People who are living in places that are really far from centers of power [are] affected 
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by decisions that they have no part in making…Those women really feel like someone is listening 
to them, somebody is hearing their story, somebody understands what they are going 
through…and is standing with them. I can’t tell you how many times [I have been] really 
profusely thanked for that because…in some places it’s even more rare than getting an aid 
package. 
 
According to Lena, transnational networks enabled MADRE with a way to 

provide direct support and solidarity for women beyond its immediate partners: 

One example is that when the tsunami hit in Asia, Christmas 2004…we didn’t have any 
established sister organization right there. However, we did have this incredible network of 
women human rights advocates from all over. So we were able to activate that network and say, 
“We need to be able to support women’s organizations which are just going to be completely 
disoriented, chaotic, and destroyed by this huge natural disaster. How can we do that?” And when 
you have those established relationships, it allows you to move…immediately in those kinds of 
situations. 
 
Staff members were very aware of the power dynamics implicit in the 

relationships between an American NGO that provided monetary and material support 

and grassroots women’s organizations in less developed countries that relied on 

MADRE’s solidarity. Balancing all of the external and internal interests involved in 

MADRE’s work was no small feat. Staff members often put in long hours beyond a 

typical nine-to-five cubicle shift, arriving around 9:30 or 10:00 in the morning and 

leaving anytime between 6:00 and 9:00 at night. They were paid a fixed salary and 

received no monetary compensation for working overtime. Based on conversations I had 

with the staff, I believe that the long days and extended hours they worked reflected their 

awareness of their privileged, middle-class positions living in the United States, the 

disparities between their own lives and those of their partners, and their feelings of 

personal responsibility to their supervisors and/or individuals within the sister 

organizations. Occasionally they came in on weekends, but more often they took their 

work home with them. Even when they left the office without any official work to do, 

their personal connections to their partner organizations sometimes weighed heavily on 
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their minds. One staff member joked about how she had to disable her office email 

account on her phone because she kept checking and responding to work emails at home. 

Other staff members could recall the exact day and place they were when they heard the 

news of the December 2008 Gaza War that began in the middle of their winter holiday 

vacation, as well as the earthquake in Haiti in 2010, and how they immediately started 

thinking about what kind of response was necessary in relation to their jobs. They were 

also aware of how women would be disproportionately affected by crises or conflicts of 

any kind, regardless of the situation.  For MADRE staff members working internationally 

and in humanitarian aid, their personal relationships to individuals and groups changed 

their perceptions of current events because they were personally affected, and because 

they had the power and responsibility to respond to crises. For them, the political became 

personal.  

Legitimating and Authenticating Local Knowledge as Expert Knowledge 

So how can women effect change in the international community? In her 

interview, Lena provided the insight that “rights are not inscribed in stone…rights are 

something that the UN process has…created in a process of discussion and debate. So the 

people who are there at the table to draw up the draft that everyone then signs, are the 

people that get their voices heard, obviously, right? So the rights that women have 

recourse to…can be made more valuable if women are also at the table sort of 

formulating what those rights mean.” MADRE acknowledged the agency of women on 

the ground and affirmed local knowledge as expert knowledge. In the ethnography 

Making Transnational Feminism: Rural Women, NGO activists, and Northern Donors in 

Brazil (2010), Millie Thayer postulated that feminist NGOs and grassroots rural women’s 
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groups could have reciprocal, but not equal, relationships from global to local and local to 

global. The feminists in Thayer’s study “appropriate and transform discourses, exchange 

political currencies of legitimacy and authenticity, and negotiate the requirements of 

international development funding” (2010:5), transforming meanings and material 

resources.  

In MADRE’s case, discourses of women’s human rights opened up new 

causeways of communication for legitimating and authenticating women’s groups 

locally, nationally, and internationally, and for providing partner organizations with the 

tools and resources they need to navigate globalized structures of legislation and 

governance. According to MADRE’s website, the organization has “worked within 

human rights processes and in the global women's movement to insist that resources —

such as translation, per diem stipends and popular versions of legal texts —are allocated 

to guarantee that the international arena is accessible to community-based women 

organizers” (MADRE: Advocating for Human Rights 2010). Local rights-based trainings 

enabled women to imbue their local struggles for human rights with knowledge of 

international law, while simultaneously holding their national governments and the 

international community accountable for excluding the perspectives and needs of 

historically marginalized peoples from legal and social processes. Janet pointed out that 

the close relationships MADRE had with its partner organizations also enabled the 

organization to respond more quickly and effectively than larger NGOs during crises and 

emergencies: 

I think there are a lot of different levels of the impact and that they correlate to the different 
strategies that we have for doing our work. We have definitely seen literally life-saving 
interventions in places like Nicaragua, Guatemala and Haiti after natural disasters …because we 
are working in really tight partnerships with women who…live in those communities and are there 
on the ground…we are able to get humanitarian aid into communities that the big aid agencies 
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can’t. They don’t even know where those places are, much less how to reach them if the bridges 
are destroyed. 

Lena addressed the importance of recognizing the work women were already 

doing at the grassroots level:  

There is a certain way of thinking about international women’s rights which I find to be 
disrespectful to women who are doing concrete…work and don’t get recognized for it. I feel like 
there are a lot of times when…people talk about international women’s human rights and don’t 
mention local women’s organizations that are addressing [these issues]…And they don’t talk 
about the possibility or the reality that women who live in those communities are aware of what’s 
going on in their communities. They know what the threats are, they know what the challenges 
are, and so they are already working on it.   
 
MADRE’s use of a women’s human rights framework sought to bring women on 

the outskirts of power to actively participate in regional and international loci of power. It 

did not provide a charity model of aid, but used the framework to build solidarity through 

partnerships that affirmed local women’s knowledge as expert knowledge and recognized 

the importance of diversity. This is illustrated through MADRE’s partner-driven 

advocacy on behalf of rural Sudanese women farmers in Chapter Two and defense of 

former child soldiers and marginalized peoples in Colombia in Chapter Three.  The 

shared visions of MADRE and its partners reflected how MADRE’s model of social 

change was embedded in transnational networks influenced by feminist goals and ideals. 

The case of Sudan highlights how feminist goals can be both local and transnational, 

while the case study of Colombia outlines how transnational networks can reflect 

feminist values. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

CASE STUDY 1: SUDAN: ZENAB FOR WOMEN IN DEVELOPMENT  

 

Zenab, a self-proclaimed indigenous grassroots women’s NGO based in eastern 

Sudan, works to promote the sociopolitical and economic rights of rural women across 

Sudan. This case study illustrates how MADRE engaged in collaborative partnerships 

with like-minded organizations transnationally to advocate on behalf of marginalized 

women. I contextualize the ability of MADRE to effect social change through Zenab by 

providing a brief overview of Sudan’s socioeconomic and political situation and 

Sudanese women’s ability to participate in and resist a patriarchal society that oppresses 

them. I outline how MADRE situated Zenab’s interests within an 

economic/environmental justice program area as a way to present its partnership to 

constituents through a women’s human rights framework.  I describe how my internship 

project informed my conception of how MADRE acted as a medium for global to local 

social change through collaborative programming and fundraising efforts. As a result of 

this experience, I chose to focus on MADRE’s strategies of partnering for change and 

ability to meet local women’s immediate needs. Finally, I contemplate how Zenab’s 

foundations were influenced by prior Sudanese women’s movements and how the 

organization transmitted feminist goals locally and transnationally through personal 

connections. 
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Zenab for Women in Development 

My direct knowledge of MADRE’s work with Zenab was limited to the work I 

was assigned on a microfinance project for rural women farmers. After my internship, I 

continued to research MADRE’s website for news articles, press releases, and 

programmatic information on Zenab, and later discovered that Zenab had its own website 

as well. Zenab, in fact, had two versions of a website with essentially the same content 

but different levels of finished pages and information. The second version was more 

recently updated and more comprehensively outlined its focus areas, while the first 

seemed to be a rough draft version but contained some additional details that the second 

version lacked. I made use of information from all three websites in combination with 

research from my internship and interviews with MADRE staff to inform this case study 

of MADRE’s work with Zenab.  

Zenab viewed its role as providing an example for how an indigenous Sudanese 

NGO could promote sustainable, locally-based community development. “We are 

fundamentally dedicated to the well-being of the people in the region, and highlight the 

important and comparatively undervalued role that indigenous NGOs hold not just in 

Sudan, but across Africa.  We advocate for aid and development that centers on building 

local capacity, rather than an aid and development model that does not have as a central 

goal, independent sustainability for the local community” (Zenab: About Zenab, 2010). 

According to Zenab’s website, its vision was proclaimed as working toward: “a World 

where all women enjoy equality and social justice, have equal chances in education and 

jobs, [are] well aware of their social/economical and political rights and [can] be real 

partner[s] in peace and development.” The organization planned to enact this through a 
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mission dedicated to improving the socioeconomic and political status of women in 

Sudan, providing multi-faceted programs, lobbying and advocating for women’s rights, 

providing logistical and legal aid for women, conducting women’s awareness programs, 

training women leaders, and establishing direct links with women’s associations and 

women’s rights defenders.  

The specificities of Zenab’s organizational goals and interests intertwined neatly 

into the much broader mission and vision of MADRE. Zenab had five main focus areas 

that clearly fit within MADRE’s program areas and strategies for change: Education 

(women’s and children’s rights), Agriculture (environmental preservation and sustainable 

livelihoods), Reproductive Health (HIV/AIDS awareness and Female Genital Mutilation 

prevention), Peacebuilding (leadership development and food security), and Emergency 

Relief (responding to the drought in Eastern Sudan and armed conflict in Darfur). 

MADRE’s choice to highlight Zenab’s involvement in the humanitarian crisis in Darfur 

tapped into preexisting humanitarian concerns brought to international consciousness by 

organizations such as Invisible Children and Darfur NOW that embraced the values of 

human rights to hold the public and Sudanese government morally accountable. MADRE 

highlighted on its website how the organization had responded to the crisis in Darfur by 

distributing surplus staple foods, such as millet and sorghum grown by the Women 

Farmers Union, by providing clothes and shoes, and by building latrines in the refugee 

camps – small but concrete actions that provided immediate results in improving the lives 

of people on the ground. By illustrating how one of MADRE’s programs, Women 

Farmers Unite, was directly benefitting people in a humanitarian crisis that already had a 

high media profile, MADRE was able to increase its organizational visibility, as well as 
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that of Zenab. The program also put the plight of rural women farmers in eastern Sudan 

into public consciousness, and through increased website hits, enhanced exposure to 

MADRE’s other programs and partner organizations. 

Partner Context: Sudan 

To contextualize Zenab’s situation, it is important to note that Sudan is a country 

over three times the size of Texas located in Sub-Saharan Africa. It is bordered by Egypt, 

Libya, the Central African Republic, Chad, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Uganda, 

Kenya, Ethiopia, and Eritrea, neighboring countries with long histories of colonial rule 

and post-colonial conflict. Arabic, spoken most often in the North, is the official language 

of Sudan, while English is most commonly spoken as the unofficial language in the 

South. The population of more than 43 million is on average relatively young, rural, 

agriculturalist (Central Intelligence Agency 2010) with more than 19 major ethnic groups 

and close to 600 subgroups in Sudan speaking more than 100 different languages and 

dialects (Somali Press 2010). According to the Food and Agricultural Organization 

(FAO) of the United Nations, agriculture constitutes a major portion of the Sudanese 

economy, accounting for forty-five percent of the GDP and providing a source of 

livelihood for more than eighty percent of the population (2010). 

Since its independence from England on June 1, 1956, Sudan has struggled to 

solidify its national identity through more than fifty years of internal conflict, with the 

exception of a ten-year lull of fragile peace between 1972 and 1983 (Deng 2006: 155). At 

the time this research was conducted, Southern Sudan was still under the auspices of 

Northern Sudan, but the South’s independence has been scheduled to take place in July 

2011, six years after the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) was signed in January 
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2005 (United Nations 2011), and six months after the government in Khartoum finally 

agreed to recognize Southern secession in the January 2011 referendum. Historical 

processes of Arabization, Islamization, and slavery have been crucial to shaping the 

identities involved in the conflict. Religious and cultural tensions have also intensified 

North-South dissidence as a result of a seventy percent Muslim majority in the North, and 

a five percent Christian and a twenty-five percent animist religious minority located 

mainly in the South (Central Intelligence Agency 2010). Civil war between the North and 

the South, and conflict exacerbated by drought and famine in the West, contributed to 

over six million IDPs in Sudan, mainly women and children, between 1980 and 1995 (El-

Sanousi and Ahmed El-Amin 1994). January 2011 estimates from the Internal 

Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC) place IDPs in Sudan at around five million, 

over half of which are in Darfur, another two  million in Khartoum and in the north, half 

a million in south, and anywhere from 70,000 to 420,000 in the Eastern States.  

The East has been neglected in development processes, as evident in the lack of 

recent and reliable statistical data in comparison to the other regions. As of 2007, eastern 

Sudan had a population of over 3.75 million and was one of the poorest regions of Sudan 

(Pantuliano 2007). This void of attention has been the result of international media and 

humanitarian campaigns targeting Darfur and Southern Sudan and an overextended, 

corrupt, and weak central government that prioritized quelling the Darfur conflict to the 

west, maintaining control over oil wells in the south, and preventing external foreign 

interference. One consequence has been long-term food insecurity in the area. Sara 

Pantuliano, Head of Humanitarian Policy Group at the British Overseas Development 

Institute and a political scientist specializing in conflict and post-conflict displacement 
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and reintegration in Sudan, analyzes the role of the World Food Programme and food aid 

in aggravating food insecurity in the article “From food aid to livelihoods support: 

rethinking the role of WFP in eastern Sudan” (2007). She argues that after more than a 

generation of continuous food aid, rates of malnutrition have not improved, there is still 

extreme economic and social vulnerability, and the destitution in the East necessitates 

food aid to be used in combination with a re-engineering of economic and safety net 

options. “The example of eastern Sudan provides a good illustration of a situation where 

the symptom rather than the cause is blamed for creating ‘dependency’… It is not food 

aid that is creating dependency in eastern Sudan, but the failure of the government, the 

donors and international agencies to promote a sustained and holistic development 

process aimed at supporting livelihoods in the long term” (Pantuliano 2007: S83).   

 The root causes of conflict in eastern Sudan have been the product of fierce 

competition over natural resources, with a primarily rural population vying for water, 

land, and grazing (United Nations Development Fund 2010) exacerbating the extreme 

poverty, food insecurity, and vulnerability of peoples in the region. Historically, regional 

groups practiced mobile pastoralism as a response to unpredictable rainfall pattern, low 

biological soil productivity, and cyclical droughts. Land enclosure and seizure of water 

sources has helped weaken the pastoral system and increase migration, while inadequate 

policies, services, and infrastructure have undermined peoples’ abilities to manage 

livelihoods, leading to sustained social and economic crisis (2007:S78).   

 

 

 



60 

Challenges of Transnational NGO Partnerships 

Zenab was a self-reliant NGO with resources, networks, and alliances already in 

place before it partnered with MADRE, but the association provided it with additional 

legitimacy nationally and internationally. As a regional NGO, the partner organization 

worked with smaller women’s groups and NGOs and on rare occasions through 

governmental channels, such as Sudan’s Department of Agriculture. Zenab also had 

direct connections to the United Nations and its affiliated programs through participation 

in UN forums and committees, including the UN Commission on the Status of Women 

(CSW), UN Commission on Sustainable Development, UN Global Impact, and the 

Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (Zenab: United Nations, 2010). As an American 

NGO that worked for women’s human rights internationally, MADRE had NGO 

consultancy status within the UN Economic and Social Council (UN Economic and 

Social Council 2008) and a direct link to the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues 

through FIMI. 

Many of the local Sudanese NGOs, such as Zenab, were dependent on larger 

international NGOs and aid organizations to supply the capacity, infrastructure, resources 

and support that the Sudanese government was unable or unwilling to administer. It was 

difficult for Zenab to campaign and prosecute violations of women’s rights because 

Sudan was a weak state with convoluted bureaucracy and pervasive government 

corruption and Sudanese culture did not give equal weight to women’s participation in 

the public sphere. The political situation in Sudan had rarely been stable, but the situation 

had intensified since the fundamentalist al-Bashir government transformed into an 

Islamic totalitarian single-party state in 1993, initiating the Second Sudanese Civil War 
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with the Sudan People’s Liberation Army, and signing of the Comprehensive Peace 

Agreement in 2005, which failed to ensure the complicity of numerous other paramilitary 

groups.  

According to Pantuliano (2007), the lack of government stability and response to 

the rapidly growing humanitarian crises have led international organizations to develop 

an autonomous system of communication and distribution outside of government 

channels that increased tensions among the Sudanese government, the United Nations, 

and NGOs, complicating relief efforts (2007:S78).  International NGOs that attempted to 

criticize the Sudanese government were kicked out and numerous local NGOs were shut 

down or co-opted by the government to further its own political interests. Thus, to ensure 

its survival as an NGO operating within Sudan, Zenab was careful in how it responded to 

political issues and critiqued government policies and programs. This made international 

legal and political structures more important as a key leveraging system against 

government repression. MADRE used its transnational networks and knowledge of 

human rights advocacy to promote the work that Zenab was doing in Sudan and to 

buttress the partner’s connection to the United Nations. MADRE assisted with the travel 

expenses of Fatima, the President and founder of Zenab, and other community leaders to 

attend UN functions, wrote on behalf of Zenab to the WFP and FAO, and advocated for 

international legislation that would benefit Sudanese women. MADRE also provided 

financial support and political solidarity for the workshops, trainings, and educational 

outreach that Zenab administered, including human rights trainings on reproductive 

health, HIV/AIDS prevention, peace building, and women’s political participation.  
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Program Area: Economic/Environmental Justice (WHRF) 

Zenab’s work was concentrated mostly in the Eastern States in the North, 

primarily with impoverished communities around its headquarters in Al Gadaref and with 

refugee camps to the West in Darfur. Three states, Red Sea, Kassala, and Gedaref, 

constitute Eastern Sudan. Al Gaderef, the capital of the state of Gedaref, was one of the 

most productive agriculture areas for grain in northeastern Sudan, and Zenab relied 

heavily on the region’s fertile soil to address food insecurity in the Eastern States and in 

Darfur. MADRE and Zenab’s partnership concentrated on Zenab’s work with rural 

women farmers under the Program Area of Economic/Environmental Justice – the right 

to sustainable agrarian livelihoods land tenure, access to seeds and improved 

technologies, food security, and credit. The project of supporting sustainable local 

agriculture through the Women Farmers Union was given the title Women Farmers 

Unite, which shares the acronym WFU that was used interchangeably by MADRE staff 

to describe both the program and the Union. MADRE recognized the scope of Zenab’s 

work, but chose to highlight the accomplishments of the Women Farmers Union in 

cultivating sustainable agriculture as a programmatic focus for their constituents and 

donors. WFU also overlapped into Peace Building and Women’s Health. On MADRE’s 

website, they also outlined three additional issues that Zenab was involved in that 

coincided with MADRE’s programs and strategies: Responding to the Crisis in Darfur 

(Human Rights Advocacy/Meeting Immediate Needs/Human Rights Advocacy), Health 

Education (Women’s Health/Public Education/Human Rights Advocacy), and Educating 

Young Women (Peace Building/Public Education/Human Right Advocacy). I highlight 
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Meeting Immediate Needs and Partnering for Change because these were the strategies I 

had the most exposure to during my internship.  

 

Engaging in Social Change 

Strategy 1: Partnering for Change 

 MADRE outlines four key strategies for change on its website: Meeting 

Immediate Needs, Partnering for Change, Advocating for Human Rights, and Educating 

the Public. Chapters Three and Four examine the different ways in which MADRE 

engages in partner-specific strategies of change. Although MADRE uses all four 

strategies to varying degrees with each affiliated organization, some partners have 

stronger focuses on particular components than others. I chose to highlight two different 

social change strategies for each chapter in order to provide in-depth insight into how 

they worked. They were selected because MADRE highlighted particular components of 

each partner on its website or in campaigns and programs, and these focuses were 

reflected in the work that I was assigned during my internship. Chapter Three provides 

insight into how one particular partnership in Sudan was formed and how MADRE 

collaborated with this partner to create projects and programs that met the immediate 

needs of Zenab’s constituents. Chapter Four details the issues of human rights advocacy 

work in relation to one partner organization in Colombia and how educating the public 

was a component of its advocacy work. 
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Women Farmers Unite 

According to MADRE’s website, “the purpose of the Women Farmers Union is to 

increase crop production while conserving natural resources and empowering women 

farmers to win access to tools, credit, and training opportunities usually reserved for men. 

The women are committed to farming organically and working together to promote 

understanding of good nutrition and environmental preservation in their communities” 

(MADRE: Sudan: Zenab for Women in Development, 2011). The Women Farmers 

Union supported the empowerment of rural women and diminished food insecurity by 

increasing women’s access to better farming technology, improved seeds, and through 

the creation of farmers’ cooperatives and unions. It strove to increase crop yields by 

consolidating resources, knowledge, and organizational strength. It served as a 

knowledge bank for better agricultural practices, for safe pesticide use and environmental 

protection, for nutritional education on local foods produced, and for crop preservation 

and processing. Zenab’s website also mentioned that WFU was created in order to 

increase women’s access to agricultural assistance from Sudan’s Department of 

Agriculture. This often meant involving international institutions, such as the World Food 

Programme and Food and Agriculture Organization, in order to receive the attention of 

national government-sponsored initiatives, which I will discuss later in this chapter in 

regard to the Community Sustainability Initiative. 

The majority of the 2,000 women who associated with WFU were from 60 or so 

villages within close geographical proximity to Al Gedaref.  The Union was formed 

through a series of community-level discussions that Zenab initiated in surrounding 

villages. Zenab invited two to three women from each village to participate in a 
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workshop in Al-Gadaref to discuss the possible creation of a farmer’s union for women 

and paid for two-thirds of the women’s transportation, meals, and other expenditures to 

attend. During the workshop, Zenab disseminated information about the political 

situation in Sudan, provided HIV/AIDS education, and surveyed participants’ agricultural 

capabilities and needs. The survey responses revealed that women lacked access to high 

quality seeds, new technology, and tools. From this base of information, Zenab invited 60 

women from 20 villages to meet and explore the possible benefits of forming a union, 

resulting in the creation of the Women’s Farmer’s Union in 2007. The pilot program 

involved 140 female farmers, who were given seeds and simple tools by Zenab for 

donkey-powered plowing. MADRE had already been working with Zenab for over a year 

when MADRE joined on as a partner for WFU in 2007, providing new seeds and tools 

for the women. Access to new seeds and technology enabled many women to rent land 

for themselves instead of working as laborers. MADRE reported that the project 

successfully provided a more efficient method of plowing that saved women time and 

energy and encouraged them to plant more vegetables. Culturally appropriate labor-

saving technologies could preserve, enhance, or transform women’s workload, with the 

potential to reduce the double (and sometimes triple) burdens on women and improve 

their quality of life (Quisumbing and Pandolfelli 2009). One of the union’s most recent 

projects was the introduction of intermediate technologies2, which would allow gradual 

improvements in crop production without full mechanization.  

 

                                                           
2 “Intermediate technology refers to techniques and institutions providing goods and services that are 
environmentally sustainable and operate on a local level, representing an alternative to prevailing, 
conventional, large-scale technologies” (Intermediate Technology Development Group of North America, 
2011).  
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Strategy 2: Meeting Immediate Needs 

While MADRE engaged all four strategies for change with Zenab, it primarily 

focused on Meeting Immediate Needs, the strategy that would have the biggest direct 

impact and provide long-term solutions for alleviating poverty and food insecurity. In 

Sudan, especially in the heavily agriculturally-focused eastern region where Zenab was 

located, rural women struggled against myriad factors that increased their vulnerability 

and decreased their ability to affect their own destinies. The lack of sustainable 

livelihoods has disproportionately affected women in Sudan, who produce the majority of 

Sudan’s agricultural harvest, encompassing forty-nine percent of farmers in the irrigated 

sector and fifty-seven percent in the rain-fed traditional sector (Food and Agricultural 

Organization of the United Nations 2010).  Women in subsistence agriculture and small-

scale production are responsible for over 75 percent of all agricultural products in Sudan 

(El-Sanousi and Ahmed El-Ahmin 1994).  Rural women have increasingly been 

recognized as “tools for economic development” because they are more susceptible to 

absolute poverty, malnourishment, famine, disease, and death than their male and/or 

urban counterparts (1994).   Rural women are rarely permitted a say in whether or not 

they want to be used as “tools for economic development” or how they should be used.  

Women are more vulnerable to economic marginalization as a result of educational 

gender biases, high illiteracy rates, the discounting of unpaid care work, and women’s 

high rates of participation in the informal economy. The multiple economic activities that 

women often participate in, such as working on family farms or selling wares in local 

markets, are often ignored on census and other types of quantitative data collection and 

the ability of women to participate in the formal economic sector is constrained by 
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educational accessibility. Women have the lowest rate of literacy of any group in Sudan 

(Sudan, UNFPA SUDAN: Background Information 2010) and this disparity reflects 

patriarchal cultural attitudes that prioritize the education of male children over female 

children, particularly by fathers (El-Sanousi and Ahmed El-Ahmin 1994). Women lack 

access to and control of land, water, seeds, fertilizer, natural resources, technology, labor, 

credit, and markets, which further distort women’s ability to increase agricultural yields 

and improve their own socioeconomic positions. Both MADRE and Zenab viewed the 

inability of rural women to participate in development processes as a violation of 

women’s human rights.  

 

The Internship Experience: Global to Local and Back Again 

Collaborative Programming: The Community Sustainability Initiative 

 The process of creating the Community Sustainability Initiative illustrated how 

Western discourses infused local realities and how the experiences of women involved in 

NGOs in developing countries were interpreted and negotiated in global development 

discourses. The Initiative was a proposal I designed with the intention of bridging the gap 

between the needs of Zenab’s constituents and the requirements of international donors. I 

was permitted access to the electronic communication between my supervisor, Carolina, 

the Development Coordinator, and Fatima, the President and Founder of Zenab, 

concerning the project, as well as background documents on Zenab and MADRE’s 

programs and prior research. My supervisor gave me a folder full of material on 

microfinance initiatives, and encouraged me to look at past communications and 
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programs that MADRE had done with Zenab, as well as information on a WFU’s 

previous experience with a microloan program.  

 MADRE spent a considerable amount of time researching backgrounds of 

countries where its partners were located to inform its organizational focus.  Partner 

Profiles on each of its affiliated organizations formed a basic foundation of knowledge 

used by the entire staff. These profiles included a brief biography of partner contact 

persons/coordinators; project summaries of its program(s); a background and description 

of the partner organization, its objectives, and activities; the economic and sociopolitical 

context of the country where it was located; the beneficiaries, or constituents, of the 

partner; outcomes and/or expected results of the project(s); and financial information, 

such as budgets, previous expenditures, and primary sources of funding. MADRE used 

this knowledge to inform grants, fundraising, campaigns, and media outreach. I used 

information from the organization’s Partner Profiles in combination with research on 

Sudan, women’s organizations, and microfinance compiled by myself and prior interns, 

to develop the Community Sustainability Initiative and inform my understanding of how 

MADRE effected social change in Sudan 

 My supervisor was very clear about what Zenab wanted and about Fatima’s prior 

negative experiences with microfinance. Carolina and Fatima had brainstormed 

extensively through e-mail, Skype, and phone about how MADRE could best assist 

Zenab’s commitment to increasing rural women’s access to new technology, improved 

seeds, and land tenure. The goal of the Community Sustainability Initiative was to 

involve around 250 women from six communities near Al-Gedaref. With these goals in 

mind, I designed a proposal based on preexisting social structures of community 
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assemblies, organizing, and solidarity in the region. I wrote up an overview of various 

models of microfinance that other international organizations had created and allotted 

concepts that could be taken from prior initiatives and applied to MADRE’s partner 

organization. Carolina explained that she liked this project because “it has a very specific 

goal and it already has the beneficiaries identified…it’s based on a project that comes 

from the local partner that has already identified what [resources] the women have 

expressed that they need…to improve their lives.”  

The Zenab Community Sustainability Initiative would begin with a communal 

fund of $30,000 in grant money that could be disbursed through microloans to WFU 

participants and repaid at the discretion of Zenab and the participants involved. Loans 

could be taken out according to the needs of individuals, groups, or communities to 

underwrite the expenses needed to rent and prepare the land for agriculture, purchase 

seeds, and rent tools. Zenab would be able to collaborate with local women to create a 

microloan process based on its prior experience with microcredit and preexisting social 

structures of organizing and community assemblies. Fatima would also be able to 

coordinate with WFU leaders from each community to set an interest rate that the 

participants could actually afford to repay. The repayment of these small loans with very 

low interest rates would gradually expand Zenab’s communal fund. Small groups or 

communities that might not be able to afford to pay the microloan interest rates could 

also have the option of repayment through in-kind contributions, such as leading 

organizational workshops, trainings, building community centers, schools, and funding 

educational opportunities.  
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According to communications between MADRE and Zenab, there were close to 

2,000 women registered in WFU and 1,000 women actively involved in the union. Due to 

vast distances between communities and a lack of reliable infrastructure, Fatima 

suggested that a Second Assembly of WFU would be necessary to disseminate 

information about the pilot project and provide a meeting point for discussion and 

decision-making processes about the Community Sustainability Initiative. After talking it 

over with my supervisor, we concluded that it would make sense to encourage two 

leaders from each of the six communities to attend the assembly for moral and logistical 

support and to disseminate project information and discussion in their communities.  

Transnational Fundraising for Partners Abroad 

The other goal of this initiative was local food aid distribution within Sudan. 

MADRE had periodically given Zenab money to purchase seeds for WFU, and this was 

by far its biggest project and Zenab’s most continual immediate need. MADRE gave 

Zenab $15,000 to purchase seeds so it could expand its harvest in July 2010.  Drought 

and the bad market economy increased women’s reliance on Zenab because it was 

sometimes the only organization able to distribute improved seeds when the Sudanese 

government failed to fill this need. Zenab also bought improved seeds from Gedaref with 

monetary assistance from international partners to distribute to other villages associated 

with the WFU. Zenab hoped to receive further assistance from the FAO for agricultural 

extension programs that would increase local women’s awareness of new technology and 

skills. Zenab and MADRE hoped to partner with the World Food Programme (WFP) to 

sell surplus crop yields to the WFP’s Purchase for Progress program, which would 
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redistribute produce from local farmers to refugees in Darfur and other communities in 

need throughout Sudan. 

 I played only a very minor part in the communication process among Zenab, 

MADRE, WFP, and FAO. My supervisor was out of the office for a month, and during 

this time another staff member filled in as my temporary supervisor. We worked together 

to draft emails to contacts at the FAO and WFP from MADRE on behalf of Zenab. These 

emails were drafted with Zenab’s consent to try to get the FAO and WFP to pay attention 

to Zenab, a much smaller grassroots organization, backed by the legitimacy of MADRE, 

a larger American international nongovernmental organization (INGO). Before I drafted 

the emails, I researched prior correspondence among MADRE, Zenab, and the FAO and 

WFP. I also debriefed my temporary supervisor on prior programmatic work between 

Zenab and MADRE because she had taken on some the Development Coordinator’s 

responsibilities, but was not up to date on all of the programs and issues. 

The Community Sustainability Initiative would work in tandem with Purchase for 

Progress by enabling women to have access to credit to rent the land and tools and 

purchase the seeds necessary to expand their harvest. Women involved in the program 

would also be able to sell their individual surpluses in local markets for additional income 

that would benefit themselves, their families, and their communities. By repaying initial 

grant money into a communal fund and repaying interest either in cash or in knowledge-

sharing, the radius of Zenab’s impact could be expanded to incorporate some of the other 

twelve communities involved in WFU. The Women Farmers Union had been able to 

work with the FAO and WFP previously because of the existing structures in place 

through Zenab. They had partnered previously with the Food and Agriculture 
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Organization (FAO) to distribute improved seeds and tools to seven villages, and future 

support from the FAO would be determined by the WFU’s ability to increase its capacity 

and production level. Carolina elaborated why MADRE was such a strong proponent of 

collaborating with the FAO and WFP on this particular project:  

It’s an ongoing program and it’s based on the needs [of the women]. It has the capacity to raise 
[the amount of money loaned] and to be able to produce more food and have a surplus. The FAO 
might be interested in giving more training because now the women have the tools, have the seeds 
they need, and they have traditional knowledge but they need more effective ways, and resources, 
and trainings, and teams, to be able to maximize the production on the ground. 

After much official communication among MADRE, Zenab, WFP, and FAO, and 

personal communication between the Director of Zenab and Program Director of 

MADRE, Zenab was finally able to secure a meeting with the WFP. The WFP agreed to 

work with Zenab through its Purchase for Progress program and, according the Program 

Director, supported WFU’s initiatives through verbal affirmations in the meeting that 

were not necessarily captured in written documents.  At the time of my research, the FAO 

had been difficult to keep in contact with and secure support for WFU; the Director of 

Zenab had found empathy from an FAO Representative at the national level in Sudan, but 

had not had as much luck with its representative at the regional level.  

In the end, Fatima compromised some of her Muslim cultural values and 

negotiated with donors to use a more mainstream microfinance model that charged low 

interest on loans. Carolina explained that the decision was not predominately driven by 

donor-interests and the model was not the most profitable or business-oriented approach 

that could have been taken. Zenab’s founder had some agency in determining how the 

money would be used, how much interest should be charged, how much donor 

development discourse the organization was willing to receive, and how to interpret those 

interests to her constituents.  Despite my best efforts to design a proposal that I felt 



73 

reflected partner interests, the final decision regarding whether the initiative would be 

implemented and how microloans would be distributed and repaid was ultimately 

Zenab’s. I am uncertain how ideas or information from my proposal were used, if at all. 

One aspect that Carolina broached later that I did not consider in my proposal was how 

religion might affect perceptions of loans and interest. I thought that by incorporating 

community models of organizing and decision-making I was being both realistic and 

culturally respectful. Apparently, my upbringing in a Christian, capitalist, profit-driven 

American culture had influenced my unquestioned acceptance of loans and credit in 

general. I had not connected Zenab’s decision to take out a loan with the fact that 

Northern Sudan has a Muslim majority. Carolina explained: 

[The] Arabic world [has] a different take on what it means to have access to money…It’s really a 
cultural position of …[where] you get the loan, and what are the terms and conditions of that loan, 
how do you see the person that is giving you the loan. What are…the conditions or obligations of 
how you are going to return the money? So we haven’t necessarily explored that but I think…we 
have to do it…because I think it will strengthen the program. 
 

Considering cultural values and how they influence partners’ perceptions of funding and 

development discourses was a direction that Carolina expressed interest in pursuing in the 

future. Carolina did tell me that Zenab had decided to charge low-interest on the 

microloans: 

We decided to go with the low-interest and explain [to the women that]…we have to have some 
interest because the funder was also interested in having that model…And Fatima is okay [with 
that]…she realized that [because this is a pilot project] we have to make it fit in this big model of 
microfinance, and she also specified that the good thing about this is that it puts the money where 
the people need  it the most. 

According to Thayer, “Women’s movements in the global periphery resisted or 

adapted the discourses and resources sent by Northern feminists and development 

agencies, while professionalized urban feminist institutions transmitted and interpreted 

these resources to grassroots working-class women” through a shared feminist political 
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space occupied by second-wave feminist theorists and activists, development agencies, 

NGOs, and grassroots membership organizations (2010:16). They were united by 

“struggles against different forms of women’s subordination; shared skills, knowledge, 

and pedagogies; and channeled funds and political opportunities to one another” (16). 

Zenab’s processes of collaboration, negotiation, and compromise illustrated this 

resistance and adaption of American feminist discourses and resources from MADRE 

and donor organizations through a common framework of women’s human rights. 

  

Feminist Goals through Personal Connections 

Although Zenab did not explicitly identify as feminist, it used the identity of 

women as a catalyst for challenging the inferior socioeconomic and political status of 

marginalized peoples in Sudan as a way to network with other similarly aligned 

individuals and groups. “Regardless of their goals, organizations that use gender to 

mobilize women are likely to bring their constituents into more explicitly political 

activities, empower women to challenge limitations on their roles and lives, and create 

networks among women that enhance their ability to recognize existing gender relations 

as oppressive and in need of change” (Ferree and Trip 2006:7). Since feminism lacks a 

universally recognized definition, relationships to the term are localized according to 

historical and cultural understandings of what it means to be a feminist. Sudanese women 

have been active agents of social transformation and resistance against patriarchal 

oppression, and Zenab’s creation was a product of this history.  

The founder of Zenab, Fatima, was a community leader, activist, and Ph.D. 

candidate who held a masters degree in plant physiology. According to the Zenab for 
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Women in Development website, Fatima was a dynamic individual and the oldest 

daughter of a mother who had been an activist in the community before her. She created 

Zenab for Women in Development in 2000 to promote peacebuilding, women’s rights, 

women’s reproductive health, and girls’ education, and was named an Ambassador of 

Peace for her contributions. Fatima actively sought out MADRE as a partner to help 

strengthen the capacity of Zenab and the Women Farmers Union. In the words of Lena, 

MADRE’s Media Coordinator: “Fatima was the one who a few years ago [said] ‘I am 

creating a union of women farmers in Sudan…I want partners, I want people who are in 

line with this and want to support it.’”  Both the founder and her mother were well known 

in the community, and their interpersonal connections contributed to women’s 

willingness to participate in the formation of the Women Farmers Union. Zenab was 

named in honor of Fatima’s mother, who viewed education as the basic pillar of women’s 

empowerment and rights and was the first woman to be educated in Al Gedaref state in 

the 1930s. She was nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize in 2005 for her commitment to 

improving gender equality in schools and girls’ access to basic and higher education. 

During her 47 year career as a teacher, she opened and maintained numerous schools 

specifically for girls in eastern Sudan, actions that directly challenged patriarchal cultural 

values by prioritizing the education of females. The feminist goals of the original Zenab 

reverberated through the stories and experiences of women involved in WFU, many of 

whom were illiterate and relied heavily on oral communication to relay information. 

Some chose to use the earnings supplemented by their involvement in the union to fund 

the education of their daughters or themselves and to build and maintain local schools.  
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Zenab claimed that WFU was the first union of women’s farmers in Sudan, a 

proclamation made more impressive by the fact that women in Eastern Sudan had few 

land ownership rights and were frequently prohibited from organizing into bargaining 

collectives and unions (MADRE 2010). However, WFU was not the first Sudanese 

women’s union, but emerged from a culturally and historically specific context of 

women’s political participation, involvement in organizations, and resistance to 

subordination. Sudan is a patriarchal society with a historically gendered division of labor 

that relied heavily on women for domestic care and agriculture. The first women’s 

organization in Sudan that sought to raise the national and cultural standard of Sudanese 

women was the Sudanese Women’s Union (SWU). In 1952, a group of middle-class 

Sudanese women led the struggle for women’s social, economic, and political rights, and 

by 1965 women had gained the right to vote. The goals of the SWU reflected larger post-

colonial struggles for stabilization and democracy and religious tensions within Sudan. 

The Sudanese Women’s Union was re-established in 1971 during a time of relative peace 

for Sudan after 17 years of civil war, and the organization was able to establish branches 

throughout the country and incorporate rural women leaders.  

Women’s ability to participate politically has varied with governmental regime 

changes and has been drastically limited by fundamentalist Sharia law.  The 1989 coup 

led by Omar al-Bashir marked an era of increased Islamicization, the imposition of Sharia 

law in 1991, and the limitation of women’s political participation through religious 

channels such as the government-sponsored Women’s Union or General Union for 

Sudanese Women (El-Sanousi and Ahmed El-Ahmin 1994).  Since then, women have 

made some strides in gaining parliamentary representation through nonpartisan political 
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caucuses, such as the Sudanese Women Parliamentarian’s Caucus, to bring women’s 

political and social issues before the parliament. Policy issues have focused on women’s 

political participation, the displacement of women, and the role of rural women as a tool 

for economic development (1994).  Wealthy, urban, socially elite Sudanese women have 

constituted the small minority that has played a major role in the women’s movement, 

while the voices of poor, urban women who have suffered the most from conflict and 

famine have been the most underrepresented and marginalized.  

The partnership between MADRE and Zenab strove to bring the voices of the 

most marginalized – rural women in eastern Sudan – to the table by focusing on the 

Program Area of Environmental/Economic Justice and using strategies of Meeting 

Immediate Needs and Partnering for Change. MADRE’s approach was guided by 

Zenab’s desire to acquire improved seeds and technologies that would increase the 

capacity of the Women Farmers Union.  The INGO acted as an intermediary between 

international and national institutions and local women’s groups involved in the 

Women’s Farmer’s Union through Zenab to connect them with larger international 

organizations, such as the World Food Programme and the Food and Agriculture 

Organization. By partnering with MADRE, Zenab gained legitimacy locally, regionally, 

and nationally and was able to further some of its goals. In return, MADRE authenticated 

and legitimized its own organizational goals by providing rights, results, and resources 

worldwide to a marginalized local constituency of women in Eastern Sudan. The 

historical context of women’s organizations in Sudan and feminist goals of Zenab 

provided insight into how local women’s visions for change overlapped with a women’s 

human rights framework, enabling MADRE’s strategy of partnering for change to be 
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effective. The example of the Community Sustainability Initiative reflected how 

culturally-specific values were negotiated and compromised through transnational 

networks, illustrating points of tension in transnational networking and in MADRE’s 

social change model. The next chapter will describe how MADRE uses another Program 

Area and two different strategies for change and discuss how feminist values can be 

transmitted through transnational advocacy networks. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

CASE STUDY 2: COLOMBIA: TALLER DE VIDA 

 

Taller de Vida, Spanish for “Workshop of Life,” is a Colombia-based 

nongovernmental organization that develops programs, resources, and psychosocial 

(psychologically and socially rehabilitative) projects for children, youth, women, 

families, and communities affected by sociopolitical violence. MADRE worked with 

Taller de Vida to develop alternatives to armed conflict and violence through the arts and 

advocated on behalf of child soldiers internationally.   This case study sheds lights on 

how MADRE used transnational networks to engage with its constituency within the 

United States to promote social change abroad. The core of my knowledge of MADRE’s 

work with Taller de Vida came from my translation of a report entitled “Update to the 

Colombian Context” (Actualización del Contexto Colombiano) from Spanish to English. 

The document was original research done by Taller de Vida on the causes of child soldier 

recruitment to determine more effective strategies of prevention and rehabilitation. I 

contextualize Taller de Vida’s organizational interests within its location in Colombia 

and MADRE’s programmatic focus on peacebuilding as a way to incorporate partner 

interests into a women’s human rights framework. I reflect on how my internship 

experience influenced my understanding of how MADRE was able to act as a conduit for 

social transformation from local to global through collaborative programming and 

fundraising efforts. The organization engaged in social change through a variety of 

overlapping strategies, but concentrated on public education and human rights advocacy 
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in Colombia in its partnership with Taller de Vida. Finally, I explore how MADRE 

embodied transnational feminist goals by utilizing transnational networks of women to 

engage in human rights advocacy work.  

Taller de Vida 

 Taller de Vida utilizes social networks of children, youth, activists, artist 

collectives, educators, professionals, and community leaders to protect and promote 

human rights in Colombia. It was only one of two partner organizations that MADRE 

worked with in Colombia. The other organization, LIMPAL (La Liga Internacional de 

Mujeres por la Paz y la Libertad), is a chapter organization of the Women’s International 

League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF) in Colombia that strives to end causes of war 

and create a culture of peace through the formation, promotion, and defense of Women’s 

Human Rights by advocating for female ex-combatants (LIMPAL Colombia 2010). I 

chose to focus on MADRE’s partnership with Taller de Vida because it was the 

organization I was the most directly connected to during my internship. Taller de Vida 

emerged in 1992 as an NGO striving to increase public awareness of the affects of 

violence on women displaced by armed conflict in Colombia. More specifically, it 

provides resources to assist with displaced women’s emotional recovery.  The 

organization’s principal concerns are ensuring human dignity, self-determination, good 

citizenship, empowerment, respecting ethnic and cultural plurality, promoting sustainable 

local-to-global actions towards peace, and being conscientious of the impact of theories 

and institutions on the people with whom they worked.  
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Partner Context: Colombia 

In Colombia, decades of armed conflict, political corruption, and economic 

instability have disrupted the lives of all citizens. The Coalition of Child Soldiers reports 

that civilians “were victims of extrajudicial executions, enforced disappearance, death 

threats, anti-personnel mines, indiscriminate attacks and forcible displacement in large 

numbers” (Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers 2004). The conflict has most 

deeply affected the populations located at the margins of Colombian society: women, 

children, Afro-Colombians, and Indigenous Peoples. These categories often overlap, as 

the most impoverished groups are often displaced and recruited by paramilitary groups.  

Many individuals join armed groups as a way to claim agency over their own lives and 

because there seem to be few viable alternatives. 

Indigenous Peoples and Afro-Colombians have their rights continuously violated 

in Colombia, as power struggles between armed groups produced not only massive 

amounts of violence, but also force the migration and displacement of entire 

communities. Indigenous Peoples have collective land rights under Colombia’s 

Constitution, but have been the populations most forcibly displaced and denied these land 

rights as a result of the conflict. The National Indigenous Organization of Colombia 

(ONIC) has reported that Indigenous groups demand to be treated as neutral in the war. 

Luis Evelis Andrade, leader of the ONIC, stated in a response to the Inter Press Service 

(IPS) News Agency that "we have asked that our native languages [embodied in our 

children, women, and men] not be used to intensify the war in this country" (Vieira 

2009). The IPS also reported that the Constitutional Court of Colombia stated that 34 of 

the country’s 102 indigenous groups are facing a humanitarian emergency and the armed 
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conflict has affected Indigenous Peoples so deeply that they are at risk of cultural or 

physical extermination (Vieira 2009). 

According to the World Food Program, “Colombia has the highest internally 

displaced population in the western hemisphere and the second-largest displaced 

population in the world after the Sudan, with estimates placing the numbers between 1.8 

million and 3.7 million over the last 20 years. On a smaller scale, rural populations are 

also escaping the violence by crossing into Ecuador, Venezuela and Panama” (2008). 

Taller de Vida’s report illuminates that numerous factors contribute to the poor quality of 

life for displaced persons, including external and interfamilial violence, the stigmatization 

and stereotyping of marginalized peoples, increased dependency on resources obtained 

by illegal means, high rates of hunger and malnutrition among children and youth, 

inadequate social facilities, overcrowding, and a weak and/or corrupt state presence. 

Displaced women face further marginalization, with high rates of unemployment, food 

insecurity, and lack of access to housing, health care, and education. Indigenous and 

Afro-Colombian women have lost access to cultural and ethnic networks that had 

previously provided safety nets against racism, social exclusion, and extreme poverty.  

Taller de Vida’s report revealed that children were the largest percentage of the 

population affected by violence, mostly due to armed conflict. The partner stated that 

every day child soldiers were exposed to violations of their rights, such as torture, abuse, 

sexual exploitation, prolonged detention, and separation from their families.  They were 

denied their right to education and were exposed to health problems, mistreatment, drug 

addiction, and alcoholism. According to Kimberly Theidon a medical anthropologist at 

Harvard University focusing on Latin America, all of the armed groups in Colombia have 



83 

committed human rights violations against children and utilized child soldiers to further 

their own political interests (2009:6). High rates of childhood-recruitment in armed 

conflict have been due in large part to Colombia’s forty year history of violent internal 

strife and persistent poverty.  

Colombia’s civil war is the lengthiest armed conflict in the western hemisphere. What began forty-
two years ago as a war waged by Marxist revolutionaries against an exclusive political system has 
devolved into a bloody struggle over resources: military, paramilitary, guerillas, domestic elites, 
and multinational actors vie for control of this resource-rich country. In the struggle, all groups 
have committed serious human rights violations; the vast majority of the war casualties are 
unarmed civilians, and the escalating violence and fear for one’s life have prompted massive 
internal and cross-border displacement (Theidon 2009:6).  

The three main paramilitary groups have been the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de 

Colombia (FARC), the Ejército de Liberación Nacional (ELN), and the Auto-Defensas 

Unidas de Colombia (AUC). All paramilitary groups have obtained financial backing 

through illegal activities such as kidnapping, extortion, drug-trafficking, and drug trade 

protection, in addition to paramilitary use to protect the interests of regional elites and 

suppress social protests (Theidon 2009:7-8). According to Taller de Vida’s report, the 

implementation of paramilitary demobilization processes, “Democratic Security,” in 2003 

worsened the effects of the armed conflict without actually undermining any of the power 

of paramilitary groups and escalated levels of violence in Colombia. The U.S.-based 

Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers (2009), has noted that the 2005 Justice and 

Peace Law in Colombia provided the legal framework for the demobilization of 

paramilitary groups. However, the legislation focused on demobilizing the AUC and 

resulted in the merging of AUC with criminal organizations and groups not directly 

involved. 

Based on statistics from human rights organizations, Taller de Vida indicated that 

the crisis had not disappeared. The assassination of journalists rose to 49 in 2008, ten 
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more than in 2007. Various media sources have accused the government-backed military 

of systematic human rights violations through the use of torture, unnecessary detainment, 

forced disappearances, and extrajudicial executions, reporting 1,666 cases of execution of 

unarmed civilians between 18 and 50 years old (Taller de Vida 2007). Insecurity issues 

have been magnified by a lack of basic infrastructure and public transportation in many 

rural areas and lesser urban areas; frequently, the paramilitary groups provide better 

security and stability than state-sponsored police forces. The demobilization of the AUC 

increased rates of childhood recruitment. Taller de Vida’s report discussed how children 

felt it was much more attractive to use force than peace to resolve their problems, and 

that this was the same logic they applied to becoming involved in illegal activities. The 

armed groups provide a feeling of power and authority that offers back-up support for its 

members, illuminate the organizational limits of the law, and provide a strong social 

network when other familial and social networks begin to weaken. 

According to the Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers, “children formed a 

high proportion of the victims, in part because fighting forces at times operated in and 

near schools and other places where children were likely to gather” (Coalition to Stop the 

Use of Child Soldiers 2004). Such places formed a rich breeding ground for child soldier 

recruitment and it was especially common in the rural and marginalized urban areas. One 

statistic in the report estimated that twenty percent of paramilitary strength was from 

minors under the age of 18, who were being used like “cannon fodder and forced to 

commit atrocious murder.” According to one study on child soldier recruitment on the 

website of the Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers “[s]ome enlist as a means of 

survival in war-torn regions after family, social and economic structures collapse or after 
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seeing family members tortured or killed by government forces or armed groups. Others 

join up because of poverty and lack of work or educational opportunities (2007).  Many 

girls have reported enlisting to escape domestic servitude, violence and sexual abuse.”  

Female youth have been the population most susceptible to recruitment, 

abduction, sexual violence and abuse, and inadequate rehabilitation programs. Yvonne E. 

Keairns, a researcher at the Quaker United Nations Office, led an in-depth, interview-

based study of 22 former female child soldiers from Angola, Colombia, the Philippines, 

and Sri Lanka, and concluded that the reasons girls became soldiers in Colombia 

depended on both personal circumstances and local environment (2003). In Colombia, 

these were often determined to be extreme poverty, especially in rural areas, and lack of 

familial stability.  Through a related study on girl child soldiers done by the Quaker 

United Nations Office, Rachel Brett found that girls volunteer for many of the same 

reasons boys do, but factors of domestic exploitation or abuse, the ability to protect 

themselves, and the desire to prove their own equality with boys were stronger factors 

among girls recruited than boys (2002). Identification with an armed group sometimes 

replaced family bonds and could break cultural socialization in ways that increased 

gender equality, but many female combatants found that the egalitarian ideals of many 

armed groups did not play out in real life. There were often gendered divisions of labor in 

the camps that expected girls/women to cook and clean and sometimes provide sexual 

services for the men, although this was by no means true of all women’s experiences. 

Taller de Vida found that children were conscripted in various ways in addition to 

toting guns and fighting. They often provided “personal support,” which could entail 

cooking or “ranchería,” buying supplies, intelligence work, messengers, sex work for the 
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bosses of the groups, managing the recruitment of other youth, the manufacture of 

landmines, and taking care of people who had been kidnapped.  The use of children as 

soldiers and the exposure of civilian children to armed conflict has a deep and devastating 

effect on their lives. Colombian legislation ignored the fact that children were carrying 

out adult combatant responsibilities in paramilitary groups. The government failed to 

recognize and reinforce the rights of child soldiers, the deep and devastating effect of this 

experience on their futures, or to include them in rehabilitation and reintegration 

programs. 

Program Area: Peacebuilding (WHRF) 

MADRE’s adapted the women’s human rights framework by focusing on 

peacebuilding, which reflected Taller de Vida’s mission of advocating for the rights and 

needs of children, Indigenous Peoples, Afro-Colombians, internally displaced persons 

(IDPs), and ex-combatants in Colombia. Taller de Vida’s approach to working with 

former child soldiers, displaced persons, and marginalized communities encompassed a 

sustainable and holistic community approach. As an institution, it attempted to address 

not just basic physical needs, but the emotional needs of all persons affected by armed 

conflict in Colombia. Artistic outreach programs provided new skills and livelihoods for 

displaced women, children, and families as well as a form of therapeutic release. These 

programs helped to organize personal and collective experiences, build community, and 

strengthen social networks within poor, marginalized, and mostly urban areas in 

Colombia. Networks and resources such as these provided a space where displaced 

peoples could make sense of a social fabric shredded by political violence and with 

options for the future that might never have seemed possible before. Taller de Vida’s 
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interests also overlapped into economic/environmental justice and women’s health, but 

its focus on community-based healing and conflict prevention in relation to sustained 

internal violence aligned it more closely with peacebuilding than the other areas. 

 

Engaging in Social Change 

Strategy 1: Public Education 

MADRE helped fund artistic and educational projects for former child soldiers 

that focused on art and community as alternative visions for peace and made it possible 

for children to break the cycle of violence in which they were entrapped. Taller de Vida’s 

psychosocial prevention projects incorporated various elements of artistic expression, 

such as dance, theater, capoeira, photography, and film, into the “Artistic School for the 

Formation and Promotion of Human Rights,” formed in 2004.  Much of the group’s work 

was geared towards women, youth, and children’s rights, social development, and 

rehabilitation, but they also constructed projects for displaced urban Afro-Colombian 

youth that targeted racial discrimination in addition to emotional recovery and armed 

force recruitment prevention strategies. Youth produced videos, including This war is not 

ours and we are not losing it, and created political theater groups that received 

international recognition, such as the Theater Collective of Taller de Vida. This group 

performed original plays in Colombia, Canada, and throughout Europe. Taller de Vida 

youth collaborated with other young people involved in peace organizing to create an 

audiovisual project entitled “The Displaced School” (“La escuela desplazada”) that 

provided a methodological toolbox by and for displaced children and youth. Another 

project, the “Artist School for the Reconstruction of Dreams,” focused on using 
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psychosocial therapy in combination with artistic development to prevent recruitment by 

paramilitary groups.  

One of MADRE’s core programmatic focuses for Taller de Vida was a 

multimedia production and videography training program for Indigenous and Afro-

Colombian youth affected by war. I chose to focus on this project because I was assigned 

the task of writing a blog post on the social art documentaries that Miguel, an 

independent radio and video producer based in Los Angeles, was producing with 

MADRE’s partners in Peru and Colombia. MADRE connected Taller de Vida and 

another of its partner organizations in Peru with Miguel, who was also a native Spanish 

speaker. MADRE helped pay for his travel expenses, but he essentially volunteered his 

time and skills to teach youth from Taller de Vida how to use professional digital 

cameras and video editing systems. He initially worked with MADRE’s partner in Peru in 

2004 to create a radio documentary on the role of memory in the 2004 presidential 

elections. Two years later, Miguel volunteered to teach youth in Taller de Vida how to 

use professional digital cameras and video editing systems and returned in 2009 to 

conduct a series of workshops to teach students about multimedia production and 

journalism. The videos produced from this last workshop ended up being published on 

the Youth Radio/Youth Media International website. The outcome of their collaboration 

was evident to me through the professional quality of videos online and the photography 

taken by Taller de Vida youth exhibited during The Colombia Event, described later in 

this chapter. Some of the money raised from this fundraiser was intended to help pay for 

Miguel’s travel expenses to conduct a fourth training and begin a project of cross-cultural 
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collaboration between Colombian youth and Peruvian elders affected by sociopolitical 

violence. 

In documenting the experiences of Colombian youth affected by armed conflict, it 

became apparent to Miguel that what seemed like very dramatic experiences to the 

outside observer were the norm for these youth. In an interview with MADRE staff, he 

discussed how important it was to capture the memories of participants in ways that they 

wanted them to be presented, not in the ways that he or any other outside observer 

preferred. During this interview he also explained, “if you are a sensitive observer, you 

realize that the stories that the subjects of your studies want to tell are not necessarily the 

ones you find most interesting.” Many of the youth had entered the FARC paramilitary 

group when they were between the ages of 12 and 15. In their research on former child 

soldiers and the process of reintegration, Roger Duthie and Irma Specht conclude that 

transitional justice has the potential to reinforce the reintegration of children by fostering 

trust but may also hinder progress by fostering stigmatization and fear (2009:218). In 

interviews with girl ex-combatants, they discovered that some of them were afraid to 

reveal their past involvement with armed groups because of fear of repercussions, such as 

social stigmatization and marginalization. Duthie and Specht emphasized that child-

specific reintegration must include rehabilitation of the entire community to be 

sustainable, as both the children and the communities could be considered victims. Taller 

de Vida’s programs focused on holistic community healing and artistic collaboration, but 

youth immersed in the programs were cautious about revealing their identity as ex-

combatants, mostly to ensure the safety of their own lives as abduction and recruitment 

remained real threats.  
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A few of the first videos that the former child soldiers produced had some 

connection to their past, but the majority of the youth did not want to discuss their 

experiences and instead portrayed an acquaintance or another aspect of themselves. 

Video topics included following a Colombian folk music group, hip hop culture in the 

outskirts of Bogota, the re-feminization of female ex-combatants, circus artists who 

perform for cars stopped at red lights, theater groups and the role of women in Colombian 

society, and the psychosocial consequences of life after combat. The program was 

designed to be self-sustaining so that youth could continue to develop their own projects 

after Miguel left and pass along their skills to other young people. As a result of this 

program, young people from the partner organization were able to develop videography 

skills, express themselves artistically, and publish their work on a prominent media 

website.  

Strategy 2: Human Rights Advocacy 

MADRE targeted national and international legal standards by employing a 

strategy of human rights advocacy. This strategy relied heavily on exposure and shaming 

techniques, which are the core strategies for enforcing human rights law, reinforced by 

the media campaigns and the public outreach of NGOs such as MADRE and human 

rights monitoring agencies. These were strategies common to most transnational actors, 

especially NGOs, and were both strengths and weaknesses of MADRE’s work. 

According to Merry et al, “These organizations provide information and publicize 

violations, help victims of human rights violations complain to human rights bodies, and 
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provide information to UN special rapporteurs3 and representatives. It is the moral 

appeals and outrage of NGOs that persuade the public to attend to these violations and to 

support the human rights framework” (2010). Rita, the Human Rights Director, described 

MADRE’s strategy for human rights advocacy as being able “to provide expertise and 

guidance to partner organizations” and to use “public pressure and shame in order to 

make things happen.” Lena described MADRE’s approach to exposure and shaming in 

this way:  

Here’s an issue [where the] Colombian conflict has been going on for a decade, so we’ll say 
nobody is covering this as an ongoing and terrible issue. Then we’ll put the extra effort into 
saying, “You should be.” We’ll put out an opinion piece. We’ll put out a press release. We’ll have 
an event and do all these things to just put it back into the public conversation, to put it back into 
the forefront of people’s minds that some issues are ongoing even though in the news people 
aren’t talking about it. 
 
As a transnational actor rather than an institution, MADRE lacked the ability to 

exert direct pressure on international legal standards that affected women. This meant the 

success of MADRE’s campaigns was dependent upon public outreach and the initiative 

of staff to seek out and convince U.N. and E.U. delegates. This strategy relied upon the 

cosmopolitan legal knowledge of Rita, the Human Rights Advocacy Director, to 

challenge patriarchal structures of oppression embedded in human rights law. This legal 

framework of human rights consists of multilateral conventions or treaties that bind the 

nations that ratify them. Regional human rights bodies such as the Inter-American 

Commission for Human Rights, the European Court of Human Rights, or the 

International Criminal Court hear complaint cases and render decisions. Lawyers 

document and present complaints and cases to the international bodies. Human rights 

values become codified in multilateral conventions through governmental ratification and 

                                                           
3
 “Rapporteur - An expert entrusted by the UN with a special human rights mandate, acting in his or her 

personal capacity” (University of Minnesota Human Rights Center: Study Guide: The Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples: 2003). 
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recourse to law, frequently as a result of public insistence on increased moral 

accountability. The conventions are then monitored by committees through periodic 

reports from rapporteurs to ensure that countries are adhering to their agreements.  Rita 

described it this way: “In Colombia recommendations and concluding observations that 

come out of the Human Rights Committee under Colombian domestic law [are] binding, 

so what can happen is lawyers can bring cases, litigate, and advocates can use it as an 

advocacy tool, and organizers can use it for public education awareness to make these 

recommendations implemented under Colombian law, because it’s been written into their 

Constitution that treaties are binding domestically.”  Enforcement depends on the 

pressures of nation-states as well as the reports of treaty bodies. The public sphere, 

internationally and nationally, has to be strong and invested enough in human rights 

values to shame governments and international bodies into complying with human rights 

legislation and prosecuting violations.   

In July 2010, the Human Rights Committee met to review Colombia’s human 

rights record, and women’s human rights advocates had the opportunity to participate. 

MADRE collaborated with a coalition of women’s human rights organizations to relay 

the concerns of women and marginalized groups to the Colombian government through a 

shadow report to the UN Human Rights Committee in order to hold the government 

accountable to its international human rights treaty obligations. Colombia must regularly 

defend its record as a member state of the Human Rights Committee, which is the treaty 

body for the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) that monitors 

whether its members are fulfilling their obligations. The ICCPR, which ensured first 

generation human rights values, was adopted during a UN General Assembly in 1966 
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along with the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights 

(ICESCR) that addressed second generation human rights values. However, the first 

generation rights of the ICCPR were represented in the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights (1948) and it had its own treaty-body committee that operated as a monitoring and 

enforcement mechanism. The ICCPR was not represented in the Declaration and had no 

similar treaty body or monitoring and enforcement mechanisms until 17 years later when 

the United Nations drafted the Optional Protocol to the ICESCR, which was finally 

adopted in 2008. However, as of 2010 only two of the thirty-three states who signed had 

ratified it, resulting in the ICESCR having diminished international importance for 

reinforcing second generation human rights. This meant that the ICCPR was the treaty 

body that could most heavily influence Colombia’s national human rights policies and 

thus have the most direct impact for MADRE’s partners on the ground. The Colombian 

judicial system cared about the international community’s opinion of the country and the 

government wanted to hold onto the power and benefits associated with being a member 

state of the United Nations. These concerns permitted a limited amount of leverage for 

NGOs and political actors in Colombia working against internal human rights violations, 

but did not guarantee such policies would be implemented or enforced even if they were 

legally ratified.  

The shadow report documented the persistent threat of forced displacement and 

sexual violence against women, children, and populations of Indigenous Peoples and 

Afro-Colombians, condemned violations of women’s reproductive rights, and decried the 

threats to lives of women human rights defenders by the Colombian government and 

other armed actors. It called for the Colombian government to restore lands to 
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communities and respect the collective land ownership of Afro-Colombians and 

Indigenous Peoples. The government, the report proclaimed, must protect women’s right 

to safe and legal abortions. It held the state responsible for prosecuting perpetrators of 

sexual violence and for funding special support services for survivors. Human rights 

defenders, the report stated, must be given physical protection and permitted a safe space 

to speak out against abuses in the public sphere, while perpetrators of violence against 

human rights defenders must be held responsible for their actions. Finally, it demanded 

that the government actually enforce pre-existing laws that prohibit child soldiers and 

address risk factors that make children vulnerable to recruitment (MADRE: Using 

International Law to Affect Change 2010).   

Adrian, the Executive Director, explained that MADRE believed it was crucial for 

someone to represent the concerns of women whenever possible: “We think it is very 

important to be at the table when policy decisions of any sort are discussed, whether it’s 

where to build a road, or how to build a hospital, where to put a playground, or whether 

there should be a military training center.” None of its partner organizations were able to 

send representatives to speak at the UN out of fear for their lives and their families. 

MADRE, however, sent its Human Rights Advocacy Director to advocate on behalf of its 

partners at the hearing and was the only organization that briefed the UN Human Rights 

Committee on violations of women’s and children’s rights in Colombia. The concerns of 

women and marginalized groups that MADRE addressed in the shadow report were 

included in the observations of the Human Rights Committee presented to the Colombian 

state; the Committee made a series of recommendations urging the government to take 

action to stop the continuation of serious human rights violations persisting in Colombia. 
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MADRE’s partner organizations reported that they appreciated the language used in the 

observations and that the Committee’s recommendations would be useful for the work 

being done on the ground. MADRE’s partner organizations also received positive 

coverage in the Spanish-language media through online videos, radio, blogs, and articles 

from Women’s Link Worldwide, Wradio.com, Notimundo2.blogspot.com, and Caracol 

Radio News. 

 

The Internship Experience: Local to Global and Back Again 

Collaborative Programming: Translating into MADRE’s Work 

During my internship, I was allotted the task of writing English summaries of 

discoveries and conclusions from Taller de Vida’s report. These were originally to be 

used for gathering background information about child soldier recruitment for MADRE’s 

shadow report, but did not end up being used due to time constraints and lack of 

communication between staff. My focus in summarizing the report was to provide a 

context for the organizational goals and motivations of Taller de Vida. Some of the 

information from my research did end up in Taller de Vida’s Partner Profile, on 

MADRE’s website, and in some of its media outreach literature. I am sure that some of 

the statistics and details of armed conflict occurring in the regions in which Taller de 

Vida worked were also useful for grant-writing and donor targeting. 

Due to MADRE’s roots in Spanish-speaking Central and Latin America, the 

organization was in constant need of Spanish-to-English and English-to-Spanish 

translations for intra-organizational communications, relevant news articles and public 

education pieces, and bilingual research. At the time of my internship, my supervisor was 
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the only native Spanish-speaker and only three or four of the other staff members spoke 

Spanish semi-fluently. Meanwhile, six out of twelve of the partner organizations used 

Spanish as their primary language of communication. This number did not include a 

program based in Bolivia that was not officially a partner organization, plus an 

international bilingual partner, the Foro Internacional de Mujeres Indígenas (FIMI), also 

known as the International Indigenous Women’s Forum (IIWF), based in Nicaragua and 

partially in MADRE’s New York office.  Communication, collaboration, and advocacy 

work were further complicated by the fact that Spanish was the second or third language 

for some of the partner organizations. As a result, MADRE needed more Spanish-

speaking office staff and interns to handle the high volume of Spanish language-based 

communication.  

During my internship, five of the twelve interns, including myself, were semi-

fluent to fluent Spanish speakers. I was located somewhere in the middle of that spectrum 

and was much more confident in my reading and writing abilities than in speaking. In 

reflecting upon the process of translating documents, I found it quite challenging, tedious, 

time-consuming, and sometimes rewarding. I often questioned my grammar, word 

choice, and interpretation of texts, and I frequently consulted several more advanced 

Spanish-speaking interns. My supervisor, a native-Spanish speaker, knew I was not fluent 

and always reviewed and corrected my translations. Although it would have been faster 

and a more efficient use of her time and mine to have a fluent Spanish speaker translate 

documents, I think she was probably used to having interns with varying language 

capabilities because of the sheer volume of material requiring bilingual proficiency and 

the high rate of turnover among staff members and interns.  By the end of my internship, 
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I had translated and summarized two 30-page documents in Spanish into about 20 pages 

in English, one from Taller de Vida in Colombia and another on an Indigenous Radio 

program from MADRE’s partner program in Peru. I also finished a Spanish-to-English 

translation of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples for FIMI to present to the United Nations 

and composed several letters of solidarity in Spanish to individuals and partners that 

MADRE wanted to acknowledge.  My Spanish writing skills improved immensely and I 

felt that I had been able to contribute to MADRE’s work in Central and Latin America.  

Local Fundraising for Partners Abroad 

MADRE launched a public education and fundraising campaign on behalf of 

child soldiers entitled, “Born Into War: Child Soldiers in Colombia.” This included a 

presentation, a silent auction, and an exhibit of photos taken by youth in Taller de Vida. 

Monthly newsletters, the MADRE website and MyMADRE blog, Facebook, Twitter, 

press releases, and other forms of social media were all outlets MADRE used to increase 

public awareness. Most of MADRE’s media outlets were directed towards donors or 

constituents, but the press releases were often used in online or print news sources. Social 

media sites – the blog, Facebook, and Twitter – were geared towards a more general, 

techno-savvy, and (MADRE staff hoped) younger audience. MADRE used all of these 

sources to educate the public on pressing issues that directly affected its partner 

organizations. Madison explained the intersection between the website and finding ways 

to increase monetary contributions:  

Fundraising plays a BIG role in the way that [we] publicize work on the website…I mean, 
whenever we think we’ll make money we definitely put [that] forward in direct mail. There are 
some programs… that we definitely want to raise money for…We just can’t because it doesn’t 
appeal to donors. Things like child soldiers, violence against women, clean water, food security, 
emergencies, humanitarian aid; those are key topics that appeal to people. We don’t let that drive it 
totally, but it’s definitely a factor in what products we decide to put forward. 
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To appeal to its constituents and donors, MADRE posted multiple news articles 

and media publications on its website, sent letters to the editor, and distributed online and 

print newsletters to its membership base as part of MADRE’s child soldiers campaign. 

The organization produced talking points that highlighted the organization’s issue stances 

and points of view concerning how U.S. foreign policy negatively affected the situation 

of child soldiers in Colombia. Janet, the Communications Director, harshly critiqued the 

Obama Administration in a letter to the editor of the Washington Post for granting a 

waiver that permitted U.S. aid to continue to Colombia and three other countries using 

child soldiers (Sheridan 2010). The organization also used the MADRE News section of 

its website to update constituents on key international news and UN reports that affected 

partner organizations. It also displayed several of the photos taken by former child 

soldiers in a rotating photo display on the main page and incorporated personal stories 

and quotes from the children into online and print publications. These individual 

narratives were intended to pull on the heartstrings and purses of MADRE’s constituents, 

while simultaneously educating the public and encouraging them to apply pressure 

through online petitions and action alerts targeting legislative and political channels, such 

as Congress or the Obama Administration.  

The Colombia Event was MADRE’s first local fundraiser in New York and a 

massive undertaking. I observed the planning process firsthand through MADRE staff 

meetings, conversations with staff and interns, and participation in planning and setting 

up the gathering. Madison, the Development Assistant, and Marie, the Helping Hands 

Coordinator, planned the majority of the event, and relied heavily on intern assistance. I 

had never observed or participated in the planning process of such a large-scale event 
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coordinated by an NGO. The staff estimated that if they sent out 1,000 invitations, 100 

guests might attend. MADRE distributed invitations to donors who had given $50 or 

more in the past two years and who were also within a 50-mile radius of the event. 

MADRE had to rent the event space, print the invites, and pay for other essentials that 

donations did not cover. The organization also decided to hold a silent auction at The 

Colombia Event.  

Social networking among MADRE employees and interns played a major role in 

acquiring food and beverage donations from local businesses, increasing event 

attendance, and securing monetary contributions for Taller de Vida. With the exception 

of one employee who was out of town, the entire staff of MADRE attended the event. All 

of the interns helped gather donations and set up the affair. We spent the entire 

Wednesday workday of the fundraiser picking up donated items, running errands, and 

several hours after work setting up for the exhibition. When guests arrived they were 

greeted by interns sitting behind tables filled with partner merchandise for sale, sign-up 

sheets for silent auction bids, and brochures that explained MADRE’s mission, partners, 

and programs. As people walked around the room, they examined photos taken by 

Colombian ex-child soldiers and drawings by Ugandan children of war. The images hung 

at eye level, matted, framed, and numbered for the Silent Auction. Refreshments were 

served by interns and volunteers standing behind two folding tables at opposite ends of 

the room, one for wine, soda, and water, and another filled with sliced bread, bread 

crisps, dipping sauces, fruit, cheese, chocolate, and other donated food items. A stage 

with a large drop down screen was located at the back of the room. The Communications 

Director opened the program at 7:30pm, introducing a woman who had worked with 



100 

Ugandan children, Rita, the Human Rights Advocacy Director, a Colombian lawyer 

MADRE had worked with on the Shadow Report, and Adrian, the Executive Director. 

Each spoke a bit about her experiences and MADRE’s impact on the lives of child 

soldiers. Then we watched a video presentation put together by Rita about the 

experiences of the former child soldiers from Colombia, with subtitles in English and 

Spanish. The video was careful not to show the faces of the children speaking to protect 

their identities. The program concluded and Janet encouraged people to place silent 

auction bids. The staff extended the Silent Auction for an additional hour because some 

of the photographs still lacked bidders. During this final hour, interns, volunteers, and 

staff members broke down the refreshment tables and cleaned up the room as much as 

possible. By the end of the night, MADRE had raised more than $1,000 in cash alone. 

Madison calculated the next day that after expenses, they had raised about $750 to go 

towards Taller de Vida’s work. Although this seemed like a relatively small sum for the 

amount of work diverted to the fundraiser, ticket reservations to attend had vacillated 

right up until the doors opened, so most of the staff was uncertain if MADRE would be 

able break even.  

Networking Transnational Feminist Values 

The priorities of the public sphere and of human rights values have historically 

been determined by men in power, further complicating MADRE’s ambitions to 

challenge gendered inequalities in human rights law. Joyce Gelb, an American political 

science and women’s studies scholar, has studied the simultaneous emergence of 

transnational feminist activism and supranational political systems in Japan, the U.S., and 

Britain. In “Feminism, NGO’s, and the Impact of the New Transnationalisms” (2002), 
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she discusses how transnational interactions can put external pressure on nations to 

adhere to gender equity policies. Gender equity feminists invoke European and 

international legal standards to publically shame and expose oppressive national policies 

and practices “threatening potentially higher costs and liabilities through expanded 

litigation, public embarrassment and/or loss of face” (2002: 3). She claims that this 

external transnational pressure “may also strengthen internal political actors advocating 

the enactment of national policies that implement those norms. Nations that feel 

compelled, either through treaties, participation in international conferences or other 

transnational interactions, to seek acceptance in or to join a larger global community will 

tend to ‘race toward the top’ in enacting policies that conform to emerging norms of 

gender equality” (2002:1).This was the legal mechanism through which MADRE was 

able to apply strategies of shame and exposure through the shadow report and child 

soldier campaign in Colombia. 

 Gelb identifies three different types of institutions with varying levels of impact 

that feminists have used to advocate for international gender equity and to pressure nation 

states to adopt them. MADRE engaged the most with the first two institutional levels 

outlined by Gelb, and to a limited degree with the last and most direct level. The first and 

most indirect level of authority and influence is the creation of international forums and 

venues, such as world women’s conferences. MADRE was able to play a crucial role in 

translating women’s rights issues in Colombia into the international sphere because it 

used transnational women’s networks and the experiences of its partner organization to 

produce the shadow report. Janet explained that these networks and collaborations were a 



102 

natural extension of MADRE’s broad goals and the way it used a women’s human rights 

framework: 

 I think that we have an increasingly important role to play as an organization that straddles a 
couple of different big social movements because we are very much a part of the global women’s 
movement but we are [also] part of the international human rights movement, the environmental 
justice movement…All too often…people are working on their [specific] issue and they…are not 
making points of connections to other places. So the work is very truncated and ultimately 
undermined. And one of the things that we are in a strong position to do is to bridge those kinds of 
gaps. 
 

MADRE supported transnational women’s networks by sending leaders in partner 

organizations or its staff members to represent women’s rights at national and global 

conferences, venues, and forums. 

At the second level, institutional attempts to “capture” the machinery of the 

United Nations to sponsor gender equity norms and to produce “binding” treaties 

(2002:2) carried slightly more direct authority and a bigger potential impact. As a larger 

transnational NGO, MADRE had the legal expertise to navigate grassroots partner 

organizations through complex and convoluted international legal processes while 

simultaneously supporting local training so that partners could cultivate their own 

knowledge of cosmopolitan legal knowledge at the grassroots level. The Colombia 

shadow report that the group produced was perhaps the most relevant example of this.  

At the third and most direct institutional level, transnational actors persuaded 

transnational institutions with more political power over nation states, such as the EU or 

European Court of Justice, to promote gender equity (2002:2). While MADRE did not 

have direct power to influence the political and economic decisions of the EU, it was able 

to work with FIMI and partner organizations and apply public pressure through its 

constituents for the ratification and enforcement of documents, including the Optional 

Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the Involvement of Children in 
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Armed Conflict (2000) and the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (2007). 

Rita emphasized the importance of MADRE having the capacity, in this case her 

expertise as a staff member, to conduct public education and follow-up by applying 

pressure to ensure that governments adhere to international agreements. The organization 

used arguments of public moral accountability to sway its constituents toward signing 

petitions that condemned oppressive national policies and to demand action from 

transnational institutions such as the EU. This was exemplified through its solidarity and 

petitions directed at transnational actors on behalf of women’s human rights defenders 

Lubna Ahmed Al Hussein, a journalist and political activist arrested for wearing pants 

that supposedly caused “public uneasiness” under Sharia Law in Sudan (Bloy 2009; 

Associated Press 2009), and Aida Quilque, an Indigenous leader whose life was 

threatened and husband was murdered because of her political outspokenness in 

Colombia (Cauca Regional Indigenous Council 2008; Ahni 2009). 

Thus, MADRE was able to engage in social change with Taller de Vida because 

of its broad organizational goals, ability to adapt a women’s human rights framework to 

fit partner needs, and use of transnational networks to challenge patriarchal structures of 

oppression.  The organization provided solidarity and financial assistance for sustainable 

forms of peacebuilding through Taller de Vida’s community-based art therapy projects. 

Although local fundraising initiatives were new to MADRE, the Colombia Event 

provided a conduit for MADRE to increase national public awareness of the rights of 

child soldiers, acted as a launching pad for MADRE to increase its local membership 

base, and slightly increased funding for Taller de Vida.  
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CONCLUSION 

MADRE’s approach to social change exemplified the ways in which a Western 

NGO could support pre-existing movements and facilitate local women’s ability to 

engage with international issues that affect them on local, regional, and national levels.  

One crucial question I was concerned with in my research was the divide between 

feminism and women’s human rights. MADRE argued that any issue that affected human 

beings also affected women, and this formed the core of its logic for using a woman-

centric framework. While women’s rights were MADRE’s primary target, the 

organization did not exclusively focus on women. It also acknowledged the importance 

of recognizing intersecting identities and of communal and collective rights. The 

organization diverged from more mainstream human rights organizations by advocating 

on behalf of people who were socially marginalized due to ethnicity, sexual orientation, 

and/or occupation.  I sought to understand why an organization that targeted sexist and 

oppressive national and international legal and social standards, and supported grassroots 

groups struggling to improve the quality of all peoples’ lives, did not consider itself 

feminist. Feminism as a political identity and as a goal can be adopted by individuals 

regardless of gender because sexism negatively affects people of all genders. 

Women’s human rights and transnational networks that advocate feminist goals 

are both “toolkits” or “blueprints” that can be used for improving the quality of women’s 

lives. Transnational feminist movement is a way of moving beyond a single issue or 

identity focal point to promote women’s agency through global alliances. This type of 

feminism envisions a foundation of grassroots activism connected to larger institutions 

that enabled individuals and small groups to affect large-scale social change through 

transnational networks of solidarity and action.  In this way, the relationships between 
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individuals and small groups could transform both their local communities and global 

perceptions of women. I contend that since the majority of staff identified as feminists 

and connected feminism to women’s human rights, feminist goals were reverberated 

through the organization and across transnational networks. MADRE’s partners were 

selected based on MADRE’s goals of targeting U.S. foreign policy and with the 

understanding that both parties shared a similar vision of a world in which all people, not 

just women, had access to individual and collective human rights. Feminist goals were 

thus transmitted from local to global and global to local through transnational networks 

of women’s organizations that upheld this common vision. 

Women’s human rights, as rights claimed against the state and society by women, 

provide a concrete focus and framework for MADRE’s approach to social change, and 

were a natural extension of its origins as a friendship organization between women. In 

considering this framework, it is important to note that who is recognized as human and 

what rights humans should receive is not universal, but culturally specific. Thus as a 

framework, human rights are only as effective as how they choose to represent which 

rights are being violated. A women’s human rights framework was constrained both by 

culturally specific understandings of women and human rights and its focus on first and 

second generation rights of women, which omitted discussions of gender variance and 

communal and collective rights. However, this framework was more useful for promoting 

large-scale social transformation than transnational feminism because feminism lacked a 

universal definition and positive recognition across cultures. In addition, MADRE 

already had a political identity as a progressive women’s human rights organization, and 

tacking on another political identity as a feminist organization presented the possibility of 
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marginalizing their membership base and partner and program constituents, and further 

limiting resources and funding. Theoretical discourses carry lived realities, especially in 

places such as Sudan and Colombia, where radical change and outspoken political dissent 

could produce violent repercussions. Both concepts are constrained by pre-existing 

ideological norms of what appropriate social transformation and development should 

entail. 

Transnational or non-governmental “helping” institutions, such as humanitarian 

aid, emergency relief, and human rights organizations, are often presumed by the public 

to be neutral, safe, and outside the sway of government influence and, therefore, better 

able to represent and respond to the needs of underserved peoples as “citizens of the 

world.” Anthropology provides crucial insight into the ways development discourses 

have permeated through the seams of even the institutions that challenge and actively try 

to prevent the negative effects of neoliberalism and development models. NGOs, as 

transnational institutions situated between ideologies of nationhood and the international, 

and the citizens who live within such imagined communities, can only function within the 

frameworks that brought them into existence. The discipline of anthropology reveals that 

such institutions are products of their environment and cannot escape the ethnocentric 

notions embedded in their places of origin. This process of “studying up” (Nader 1969) 

exposes values that seem so implicit in the organizational structure that they appear 

invisible. 

Sylvia Chant, a Professor of Development Geography at the University of 

London, and Matthew C. Gutmann, a Professor of Anthropology at Brown University 

questioned the omission of men from Gender and Development (GAD) policies and other 
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gender mainstreaming approaches. “It has become increasingly clear that a ‘women-only’ 

approach to gender planning is insufficient to overturn the patriarchal structures 

embedded in development institutions, and to redress gender imbalances at the grassroots 

in any fundamental way” (2005:17). MADRE’s approach to social change was located 

primarily within the gender binary. It emphasized the positive effects of its programs and 

campaigns on women and girls to place it within a women’s human rights framework, 

acknowledging intersectionality when the identity of woman overlapped with ethnicity, 

race, class, and occasionally sexual orientation. MADRE believed that supporting even 

minor improvements in women’s lives would have the most direct impact because 

women historically have shouldered the burden of caring for family and community. 

However, targeting women as the sole focus of social transformation does not hold men 

accountable for familial and social change and may actually double, triple, or even 

quadruple women’s workload as they are expected to work one or two jobs, take care of 

children, ill or elderly family members, attend to household needs, and be engaged in 

their communities (2005:244). It would be beneficial for further research to study how 

men and communities in different cultural contexts were affected by a women’s human 

rights framework and how it was translated by MADRE’s partners. 

When NGOs such as MADRE work outside the frameworks within which they 

are expected to operate, their authenticity and legitimacy are often questioned by the 

larger powers, such as the UN and national governments. This has the potential to limit or 

collapse their sources of funding, goals, and advocacy work. The case study of Sudan 

revealed some of the problems that MADRE, as a small, informal NGO, struggles with to 

secure funding. MADRE’s adherence to retrieving qualitative data, such as partner 
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success stories and pictures, over quantitative data complicated the jobs of its 

Development staff members and it more difficult for the organization to work with large 

contributors and foundations. The organization’s decision to transform from a “friendship 

organization” into a publically recognized NGO provided it with the legitimacy and 

authenticity to enter into the network of the nonprofit world and enabled the organization 

to better assist people and partners on the ground.  As a “real” NGO, it could acquire 

monetary donations and grants from individuals and other organizations that supported its 

work, which was to translate the interests of its partners in a way that its U.S. constituents 

could identify with. MADRE’s use of familial language, referring to partners as “sisters,” 

was meant to imply the non-hierarchical and personal relationships between the 

organization and its affiliates. However, as an NGO based in the United States that 

provided funding and legal and material resources to partners, the relationship between 

MADRE and its affiliates was reciprocal but not egalitarian.  

The stories from partner organizations of women’s lived experiences legitimate 

and authenticate MADRE’s position as a women’s human rights NGO. Such 

organizations also have to balance between using stories of their constituents lived 

experiences, a key resource that partner constituents possess and NGOs need to 

legitimate and authenticate their work, and accurately representing the interests of the 

people whose lives they claim to advocate for, while also providing adequate monetary 

and material assistance to meet the needs of their beneficiaries. In both case studies in 

Sudan and Colombia, MADRE was conscious of how it was representing partners to 

constituents and funders in media campaigns and funding initiatives. The staff tried to 

ensure that all quotes, photos, and stories accurately reflected the specific voices of its 
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beneficiaries while simultaneously being vague enough to protect the identities and lives 

of participants. Born into War, the exhibit of photographs taken by former child soldiers 

in Colombia, illustrated how MADRE used the experiences of its partners to raise local 

and national awareness of the human affects of U.S. foreign policy. The Community 

Sustainability Initiative in Sudan highlighted how partners sometimes had to compromise 

and negotiate cultural values in order to fit into Western development discourses for 

funding.  These case studies illustrated the difficulties of balancing multiple interests and 

how resources that are not necessarily material goods may be valued in development. 

In “Beyond Development” (2005) Katy Gardner and David Lewis propose that it 

is the responsibility of anthropology to produce ideas on how to change development and 

support alternatives to it. They  believe that anthropology has much to contribute to the 

reimagining of development through its potential to reveal the social and economic 

complexity of life beyond what it appears. When reflecting upon MADRE’s work and my 

research interests, I considered the critiques of Gardener and Lewis, and strove to expose 

the limitations of development work: ‘its ethnocentric assumptions, its expression of the 

imbalance of power, its self-delusion, its economic biases” (2005: 358), and to be 

constructively critical and provide alternatives for future work. When I began my 

research, I thought I would be less likely to make ethnocentric assumptions about an 

organization located within the United States whose values I aligned with because we 

shared the same culture. In retrospect, I believe this was true to a certain degree, but 

because it was so easy to integrate myself as a participant within MADRE and observe its 

internal workings, I often found myself assimilating to the organization’s perspective 

rather than remaining externally critical. 
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 My understanding of MADRE’s approach to social change was based almost 

entirely on my experience as an intern conducting ethnographic research inside of 

MADRE’s office over a two-month period.  In order to understand how a women’s 

human rights framework and feminist goals were transmitted across a transnational 

network of partnerships, it would have been useful to visit at least one of MADRE’s 

partner organizations. This would have enabled me to study how some of the values of 

Western NGOs, feminisms, and development discourses are interpreted, resisted, and 

negotiated by grassroots women’s groups in developing nations.  

In reflecting upon my ethnographic method, I believe that if I had been able to 

interview the board members and the staff for consistent amounts of time, perhaps 20 

minutes each once a month, it would have added breadth and a congruency to my thesis 

in regards to how I represented staff perspectives and understood internal office 

dynamics. The staff who seemed to have the deepest grasp on MADRE’s methodology 

had either been there for at least three years, had worked for the organization in capacities 

outside of their current position, or had numerous responsibilities that overlapped with 

other employees. I found some of the interns’ interviews extremely insightful and 

valuable for my research purposes, but if I were to conduct future research, think it would 

have been more helpful to choose a few of the interns to interview and ask the rest to fill 

out a questionnaire or write down their thoughts. Most of them were only at the 

organization a few weeks to a few months, and thus had partial understandings of 

MADRE’s approach to social change and how their tasks fit within MADRE’s 

framework.  
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The informal structure of MADRE was a result of its roots as a friendship 

organization that focused on interpersonal relationships, enabling deep friendship and 

solidarity between MADRE staff and leaders of partner organizations. The NGO’s key 

strengths were its focus on supporting microprojects that were partner-driven, locally-

based, and culturally specific and providing international legal expertise for human rights 

advocacy initiatives. Its major weaknesses were internal - limited organizational capacity 

that was exacerbated by a hierarchical staff structure and a high rate of employee 

turnover. These weaknesses were in many ways mutually reinforcing, as MADRE, like 

many other small, grassroots-based NGOs, struggled with capacity issues of overworked 

personnel and dependency on interns, finite office space, and multiple funding 

constraints. In my thesis, I chose to concentrate on the structure, program areas, and 

strategies of MADRE’s model because I believed it could have positive implications for 

how non-profits conduct transnational social change. As a result, there is not an extensive 

discussion of interpersonal relations among staff inside of MADRE. This is definitely an 

area I would have expanded upon if I had more time to conduct research. I believe that 

well-developed relationships between employees and interns are critical to MADRE’s 

ability to function more efficiently as an organization, and thus its competence to 

influence social transformation on a global scale. In the future, I think MADRE would 

benefit from a more frequent presence of upper-level staff, which would allow the 

organization to be more conscious of how the workload is distributed among staff 

members and internal interactions among staff and among interns. Providing payment or 

a larger stipend for critically needed long-term intern positions, such as Human Rights 

Advocacy and Programming, and for intern or volunteer skills, such as linguistic 



112 

competency and translation, would also help MADRE attract the personnel needed to 

realize its goals. 

Overall, I believe that MADRE’s model provides an admirable example of how 

NGOs can serve as channels for effective, progressive, long-term global social change: 

by supporting preexisting small-scale local initiatives and by refusing to measure 

peoples’ quality of life in quantitative statistics or through narrow categorizations. 

MADRE listened to the voices and demanded rights on behalf of locally-based women’s 

groups, while also trying to ensure that their voices were heard by the governments in 

their countries of origin as well as by international bodies such as the United Nations. 

One of MADRE’s core tenants was that the people in its partner organizations had the 

knowledge and capability to improve their own lives, but lacked the resources and rights 

to do so. It highlights the fact that people have the knowledge, they just need the tools, 

but not necessarily the same tools. The case studies of Zenab and Taller de Vida 

illustrated how MADRE acted as an intermediary between discourses of development 

and women’s human rights. By providing partner-specific resources and improving 

women’s rights, MADRE was able to produce results on a very small-scale that 

genuinely improved the quality of women’s lives when magnified on a global scale. This 

is part of an approach that strives to create sustainable social change by focusing on the 

needs of the most marginalized groups and communities, not just women. 

 Effective approaches to social change must treat not just the symptoms, but begin 

to shake the structures that oppress women and other marginalized groups. Although 

MADRE adheres to a women’s human rights framework and highlights a gendered 

perspective, its actions reflect a more inclusive and feminist vision for the future that 
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prioritizes the needs of all peoples. While such a goal seems like an idealistic dream at 

best, impossibility at worst, MADRE’s strategies have been able to improve the lives of 

people within its partner organizations through concrete, if minute, actions, inch-by-inch, 

worldwide. 
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