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EXPATRIATES

& LOCALS:
COMMON

PERCEPTIONS
OF FOREIGN

DEVELOP-
MENT «EX-
PERTS»

Lina Abou-Habib

vy

Traboulsi

«... In order for you to influence the
local [Lebanese] scene and impress the
authorities, visits of a British staff mem-
ber will be imperative.» (Personal written
communication, 1996).

In 1996, a Lebanese human rights
activist wrote to me soliciting the sup-
port of the international NGO for which
I worked for the cause of a particularly
vulnerable community of women in Le-
banon. As I was getting further ac-
quainted with the situation and with
those involved, I slowly realised that in
the eyes of the person with whom I was
communicating, I was simply a link, a
trampoline to the «other side,» more
specifically to Europe where my organi-
sation is headquartered. I only needed to
be mobilised for the cause of this com-
munity to the extent that I would be
able and willing to communicate facts
and observations to Europe and thus en-
tice «superiors,» by and large thought to
be Europeans, to come over «and see
the situation for themselves.» As indi-
cated in the quotation above, the visit of
a European was considered far more va-
luable that whatever a «local» frontline
development worker could contribute.
Though apparently innocent and well-in-



tentioned, such an attitude and perception appears to be based on a
number of fundamental assumptions of the beliefs, attitudes, and
ethics of Westerners involved in development.

Firstly, this attitude appears to view a «local» development work-
er to be at best ineffectual, and at worst not very interested, both at
the personal and professional levels, in the plight of oppressed wo-
men. Secondly, the attitude implies that «locals» have by definition a
very insignificant remit and discretion to act and take decisions with-
out the consent and approval of their Western superiors. Thirdly, it
reflects an overall view of the «locals» having far less commitment, or
social and political clout, to be able to influence any local develop-
ment process positively.

Based on personal experiences, and on discussions and interac-
tions with fellow «local» and «expatriate» development workers, this
short paper will try to explore the views and perceptions which have
been developed of what constitutes the «West» and «Westerners»
within the specific world of «development» in Lebanon. Though defin-
ing «development» is surely beyond the scope of this paper, I will
however point out that for our purpose, «development work» and
«development agencies» shall be used to refer to those local or inter-
national humanitarian and non-profit organisations involved in punc-
tual or long-term interventions aiming at relieving suffering and
improving the conditions, well-being, and position of the less-advan-
taged communities.

The paper is therefore set against the «development» scene in Le-
banon from the early eighties to the present day. It is very much in-
spired by the author’s knowledge, experience and value judgement,
and draws very little from empirical research. In fact, empirical stu-
dies on the «culture» and perception of «the West» as mediated by in-
ternational development agencies operating in the «South» (meaning
here the Southern part of the hemisphere) has yet to be developed in
this part of the world, and especially in Lebanon.
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Traboulsi: Expatriates & Locals

It is hoped that throught this contribution, the reader will ques-
tion her/his assumptions of the West even if only by tackling this
questioning through the narrow angle of international development
and development agencies as mediators of «images of foreign culture.»

A Profile of Development Workers & Development Experts

It is common knowledge that during the gory years of the Leba-
nese civil war, the number, presence and activity of foreign aid agen-
cies mushroomed. In general, and notwithstanding certain exceptions,
the senior staff of these organisations were largely Western nationals.
Since then, many international and local agencies imported foreign ex-
pertise in the form of consultants, advisors, and technical experts in
the fields of emergency and relief, health, education, etc. In general,
then, one can speak of a community of expatriates within the develop-
ment scene in Lebanon.

In the mid-eighties, and with the emergence and consequent in-
crease of the «hostage syndrome» whereby numerous expatriates from
the West were taken hostage, the number and presence of Westerners
began to decline steadily. Those who were residents in Lebanon and
held senior management and administrative posts in their respective
countries were gradually replaced by «locals». Furthermore, the reli-
ance on foreign technical expertise also declined with the increased
risk of hostage taking. This pattern was also to be seen within local
academic institutions and even in the corporate world, where the con-
tribution of Western know-how and expertise was substantial.

The changing profile of personnel within international develop-
ment agencies, particularly at the senior level, brought with it a num-
ber of substantive institutional changes, the analysis of which is
beyond the scope of this paper, particularly in the absence of empiri-
cal research on this subject. However, and judging from the percep-
tions expressed both internally within such institutions and externally
by their interlocutors, an overall impression was built on what looked
like a change in the «organisational culture.» I group under «organi-
sational culture» issues such as internal dynamics, decision making
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processes, ways of working («this is the way we do things around
here»), manifestations and expressions of hierarchies, gender relations,
leadership styles, and so on.

This situation gave rise to numerous interpretations which very
much depended on local perceptions of what foreign/ Western person-
nel brought in from their «own cultures» to the local setting. For ex-
ample, where foreign/Western personnel were perceived to be easy-
going and friendly, their local substitutes were judged to be too strict
and hierarchical. In addition, this process also resulted in the creation
of two pools of what I will arbitrarily call «winners» and «losers» de-
pending on their relative location vis-a-vis Western development work-
ers and their «local» successors.

Perceptions of the impact of the forced absence and withdrawal
of Western development and relief experts and personnel thus varied
according to these two rough (and consequently untested) categories.
For winners, «foreign experts» were considered to be «intrusive», less
versed in «local customs, traditions, and culture», and had little ability
to understand and address local needs. For «losers» on the other
hand, who viewed the past as the «good old days» the expatriates
were often referred to with nostalgia. These were the days when man-
agement and decision making were smoother, impartial, and perceived
to be far more «professional.»

In both cases, the perception of Westerners very much reflected a
view of Western «culture» as being different, alien to, and incompati-
ble with, local «culture». This incompatibility was often amplified by
the inability of Westerners to understand and appreciate local dy-
namics, politics and sensitivities.

However, and in both cases, perceptions of Westerners in this spe-
cific context and situation appear to be categorical and generalised.
All Westerners were either wise and honest, or, on the other hand, na-
ive and too liberal. With this in mind, it would have been interesting
to probe in further depth the images and information which shaped
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such perceptions. In fact, these perceptions can be characterised by
either a fear and apprehension of the Other and what that Other re-
presents as a sum total of what constitutes his or her culture, or, on
the opposite extreme, an illjustified beatification of the Other who ap-
pears to be more privileged, at least materially, than us, and from
whose privileges we might ultimately benefit. Though these percep-
tions of development workers from the West are by and large contra-
dictory, their common denominator is that they are all based on
ignorance and on a poor perception and understanding of Western
culture and the way it is transmitted and mediated by individuals.

At this point, and despite the use of the term «culture» all too of-
ten as a reference and linchpin, defining what constitutes «culture» is
a far more complex matter. Again, probing individuals within what
we loosely refer to as the «development circle or scene», we can see
that to some extent the term «culture» is often used as a «portman-
teau» to include relatively objective characteristics, such as ways of
thinking, feeling, behaving, and relating to others. It seems that in
general, «culture» whether local or Western, is perceived to be homo-
geneous, rigid, and little prone to change and transformation.

Stereotypes of Western Development Experts:

The stereotypes I shall describe here are drawn from personal ex-
perience and encounters with individuals in the development field.
They are by no means comprehensive or judgmental. At the same
time, they are not insignificant, as they partially represent and influ-
ence local interactions and interface with international development
agencies, and inevitably have an impact at the concrete levels of pro-
gramme planning and execution, and thus on the lives of local women
and men. Yet again, what is striking in these stereotypes is the extent
to which they are contradictory and categorical, leaving little room
for nuances or questions. The extent of the rigidity of these stereo-
types is in itself an indication of our own mindsets, and is unfortu-
nately reminiscent of equally offensive gender and racist stereotypes,
whether they reflect positive or negative attitudes vis-a-vis the other.
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«They are foreigners and cannot understand our culture.»

Many of us have often encountered this stereotype, especially if
our chief area of work and of personal interest and commitment cen-
ters around gender and development. Hostility vis-a-vis development
initiatives aiming at challenging unequal gender relations has often
been explained by the fact that this concept is a «Western» import,
and the Western expert is in fact the importing vehicle whose chief
aim is to destroy local family values by bringing an «inauthentic» and
foreign culture. Explaining just exactly what is «authentic» and what
1s not is indeed a mind boggling exercise. It remains true, however,
that those who cling so strongly to a perception of the Western expert
as one who is keen on destroying local and authentic family values by
liberating local women, often forget that many aspects of Western cul-
ture (especially at various organisational levels) are largely partriarchal
and unconducive to equal and fair gender relations. In fact, many of
us have often complained that behind the excuse of being liberal and
respectful of local cultures, customs, and traditions, some Western
agencies have indeed failed to position gender equality at the heart of
the development process and as a condition sine qua non for support.

«They are overpaid Western consultants.»

Indeed, there are numerous cases of Western consultants being
paid exorbitant fees regardless of the importance of their task or the
quality of their output. However, the issue at stake appears to be in
this case the perceived discrepancy in valuing the work and input of
Western development consultants in comparison to their local peers.
Professional competiton - and, dare I note? envy - seems to be at the
root of such very common statements. Indeed, the rather high interna-
tional market rates paid to Western consultants (especially when com-
pared to the avarage earning of local development personnel) seem to
have propelled sky high the status of Westerners engaged in this lucra-
tive activity. The overwhelming stereotype of Western development ex-
perts being overpaid is propably coupled with and exacerbated by the
belated realisation that the prohibitive cost of forgein expertise and
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consultants is often part and parcel of aid packages to Lebanon.

«They are in fact spies disguised as development experts»

Many of us have often failed to understand the motivation behind
a Westerner’s interest in understanding and often supporting the var-
ious social causes of local communities. Expressions of solidarity
across continental barriers seem to be difficult to understand, thus
making the «plot theory» a most attractive, though poorly substan-
tiated, explanation. When a Western expert is involved in some form
of assessment or evaluation, which requires the gathering of appropri-
ate data, this is bound to be explained as serving the subversive purpose
of some obscure and evil power. Being associated with a Western
agency, involved albeit to a limited degree, I have often been asked
about «the real (and therefore unrevealed) purpose» for such interest
in supporting desk and empirical research.

«They are putting their nose where it does not belong.»

It is indeed challenging, especially in the absence of research, to
justify this perception of Western experts getting involved in matters
which do not concern them. I cite here a vivid example of a local re-
searcher who upon looking at a recent publication on Arab women
written by mostly Western women academics, retorted with great an-
ger: «When will these Westerners stop writing about us!» It is difficult
to understand here why and how «exclusivity», professional interest,
and development and academic involvement are determined, and by
whom.

I would like to add here that this particular attitude is especially
encountered in situations where foreign/Western experts are involved
in development initiatives aiming at changing existing gender roles
and relations. Where such an essential bastion of patriarchy and
power distribution is challenged, the issue of incompatible cultures
and defence of local virtue and morality seems to emerge. Oddly en-
ough, even local development workers face a similar attitude when
working for gender equality. Mukhopadhyay (1995) reports on how
local women activists in India are criticised for being «Westernised»
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and for daring to «violate local traditions.» In such a case, and re-
gardless of nationality, the intruder is any person who disagrees with,
or seeks to change, the relations of power and gender as embodied in
a given «local culture.»

Compared to the above rather negative and often offensive stereo-
types and perceptions, we tend to find other extremist viewpoints
which, on the contrary, place Western experts on a pedestal and en-
dow them with ultimate wisdom, knowledge, impartiality and matur-
ity. Without going into as much detail as above, I shall refer here to
commonly encountered situations where foreign/ Western experts are
thought to know more about everything. Thus, their judgement, opi-
nions and recommendations are executed meticulously. In other equal-
ly common cases, they inspire a certain «blind trust», as, unlike their
local counterparts, they are thought to be free of any personal or poli-
tical motive, or of any other allegiance than that to the task at hand.

These two very rough categories of positive stereoptycal percep-
tions are equally unconducive to constructive dialogue, exchange of
ideas, and fruitful and objective interaction with the Other. In real
life, this means that ideas, suggestions, or instructions are accepted
from Western experts without questioning and discussion, as they are
perceived to come from a higher intellectual authority than that en-
joyed by local workers.

We certainly have a long way to go before we actually come to
challenge our perceptions of Western experts in development, and be-
fore we develop as a result a fairer and more objective view of them,
as well as a mechanism for egalitarian communication and interaction.

Concluding Notes:

In challenging patterns of racism and prejudice often prevailing
amongst certain categories of «Westerners,» many have often cau-
tioned against «<homogeneous» and blanket images and stereotypes.
We have often rejected concepts embodied in such all-inclusive termi-
nology as «the Arabsy, «the Arab woman», «Muslims», etc. Those of
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us who share feminists ideals and commitments have challenged the
all too common usage of «a woman» (in singular form) to describe all
women of the world or even all women in a given context. We have
strongly argued for the more truthful usage of «women» to indicate
the valid and rich differences which exist between women, and to ac-
knowledge and celebrate diversity amongst women.

Yet, we seem to have developed similar blanket statements, con-
cepts and perceptions about «Europeans», «Americans», and «Wes-
terners» often ignoring the extent to which the West is indeed «multi-
cultural» and diverse, and therefore provides a multitude of complex
and often conflicting trends of thoughts, attitudes and behaviour. In
fact, our perception of «Westerners» being big, blond, blue-eyed, edu-
cated, Christian, mild-mannered, straight, middle class males, can
hardly describe the reality of the streets of London, Amsterdam or
New York!

I would like to point out that in studying images and perceptions
of Westerners, one should be aware of the fact that the «development
scene» as such is peculiar to itself. Many of the patterns and stereo-
types described above may not be as applicable, or as of the same im-
portance, to the «corporate world» which today is attracting an
increasing number of Western residents or visitors to Lebanon. We
certainly seem to be less apprehensive or suspicious of Western busi-
ness people than we are of Western development experts. Could it be
that the motivation for increasing material profit and expanding mar-
kets is considered more legitimate and acceptable than improving the
welfare and well-being of the poor, or of empowering women?
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