[image: image1.png]the acfive
learning centre




 Notes 1. Civil Society

A desirable goal

Over the last ten or fifteen years a healthy civil society has established itself as a desirable development goal. Networks of human relationships formed around faith, affinity, a worldview or self-help, form the core of what we usually mean by civil society. The world over, western aid has assisted a massive growth of improving organisations; developing a voice for the poor, dispensing micro-credit, defending the rights of women and engineering peace and reconciliation in post war situations adding a new layer, in many poor countries, to existing affinities and loyalties. The World Bank says that when it uses the term civil society it refers to the wide array of non-governmental and not-for-profit organizations that have a presence in public life, expressing their interests based on ethical, cultural, political, scientific, religious or philanthropic considerations. A Civil Society Organisation (CSO) could be one of a wide array: a community group, a non-governmental organisation (NGOs), a labor union, an indigenous group, a charitable or faith-based organisation, a professional association or foundation. We live in an age which is so concerned with encouraging the voluntary or non-governmental sector that large sums are spent globally to encourage new developments. Whilst community organisation can be no bad thing, I want to begin by considering why the building of the non-governmental or voluntary sector is currently given such importance in development circles. 

One reason for development interest is that religious networks, community and work groups are important in moulding behaviour and views, perhaps even more important than the laws and obligations put in place by government. Development practitioners take an interest in civil organisation is because they have the capacity to educate and inform, and also to channel views and opinions. Donors are interested in growing community groups precisely because they can educate, motivate and mediate between people. Development ideas channelled through the networks of the voluntary sector can be an efficient way to persuade communities to farm more efficiently, adopt different behaviours to combat the spread of aids or cut down the incidence of malaria. 

The World Bank definition focuses on the expression of interests and a presence in public life. As a member of a group, individuals strengthen their presence in public life; they are able to express their ideas, a belief, a particular view. The organisations of civil society may not be directly involved in politics but they can play a role in the formation of public opinion and debate on the street. For this reason donors are interested in the ability of organisations to strengthen the public voice of the marginalised or defend the rights of minorities. 

In the later part of the 20th century the soviet system collapsed under pressure from popular movements for economic as well as social freedom and the people of Africa also challenged authoritarian, unjust and corrupt governments. As authorities crumbled under pressure from sections of the public the phrase civil society was used to define the popular, organised networks where oppositional opinions and movements took shape. The phrase civil society has since then become associated with the pursuit of rights and freedoms and the ability of popular movements to oppose authoritarian governments. For this reason donors are also interested in the ability of civil organisations to defend rights. In response governments take an interest in regulating the activities of civil groups and keep a watchful eye on certain kinds of external funding. In such circumstances the regulation of non-governmental organisations can become a political tool.   

A theory of checks and balances

Development textbooks usually outline the role of civil society by recourse to a theory of checks and balances. Theory supposes that in each society we find sets of independent organisations or institutions, with different spheres of influence. Principally these are the organisations of the state, the private profit making sector or market and civil society, the not for profit or non-governmental sector. These are often represented as three equal and slightly overlapping circles. According to this view of the world, state authority is checked and prevented from gaining overwhelming power by both the market and the non-governmental sector, the market, likewise is regulated by government and the civil organisations which also hold it in check. Civil organisations both work with and also curtail the activities of both state and market in certain contexts. However, as we have noted, civil organisations gain significant funds from governments. Few organisations in the development sphere could survive for long without international donors. This situation leads to debate about whether the non-governmental sector is independent enough and whether in the context of countries like Bangladesh, where NGOs are a major contractor providing public services they represent the people.

In most of the world, the Catholic Church, the mosque, the ethnic clan or kinship group are much more important to the formation social order, than non-governmental organisations (NGOs). Ethnic or religious organisations have the weight and power of numbers on their side when it comes to limiting government. More often however, we find government, the market and civil society are closely entwined, rather than separate entities. The Christian religion is hugely influential in party politics in Europe and America, Islam plays a similar role elsewhere. Ethnic and kinship groups form the base of party politics in Africa. 

It should also be remembered that in many of the poorest communities of the world neither market nor government play any significant role in daily life. We should therefore bear in mind that the three sectors mentioned above may help with analysis in some situations but we should not overlook the fact that this kind of liberal theory may have little relevance. This is especially true in poor nation states where the market barely penetrates and associational life may be based on clans, warlords or religion.

Likewise we should not overstate the role of officially funded development activity. Donor generated organisation is somewhat superficial. In most of the world, the church, the mosque, the ethnic clan or kinship group are much more important to public debate and social behaviour than official registered non-governmental organisations (NGOs). In addition the public has a range of sources on which to draw in forming it’s views, most important of these is daily experience. In modern times the world market is a powerful driver of social change. Information networks, markets in goods, fashions and entertainment now have a global reach. Exposure to a range of divergent views through global channels is a powerful influence, at least for some sections of the population. Access to new information and life experiences may be enlightening, modernising, liberating but possibly also corrupting and certainly challenging to existing values and mores. This global challenge to ethnic and religious views drives conservative organisation. What some may value as liberating others may deplore as corrupting.

Groups within one country develop and change at different speeds and may react in opposing ways. People organise themselves with a great variety of motives to embrace dissent and change as well as to preserve of existing habits and authority. The problem in many parts of the world is how to manage this plurality of voices. Civil society may be a misnomer, in the face of a fractious web of the hostile, competing groups evident in some countries. How to preserve freedoms whilst maintaining security is a topical modern debate. 

Enlightenment theory

The eighteenth century philosophers of the enlightenment were familiar with this fracturing of the social order and the problems created by hostile and competing groups. They used the term civil society in quite a different way to our modern meaning. They were concerned with the search for a set of institutions which would allow people to live freely without authoritarian interference, yet preserve security by resolving disputes without recourse to violence.  Civil referred to the quality of civility, the acceptance of an emerging range of political views and social attitudes, the ability of a society to remain cohesive whilst tolerating difference. 

The founding fathers of the United States of America (USA) believed they had founded the civil society when they developed a system of government where all would have their say and differences of opinion would be resolved through rational debate and compromise. Their system owed much to the theory of sectors and checks and balances referred to earlier. This ideal was never quite realised in practice because it did not take into account the existing and future inequalities of voice, the deeply entrenched racial and sexual discrimination which existed from the beginning and the later powerful commercial interests which would come to dominate the main means of national communication, the media. 

The search for civility in public life remains with us and the resolution of powerful interests is as difficult as ever, particularly in societies where the tolerance of difference is limited and rational debate curtailed. The enlightenment philosophers were particularly concerned with the role of religion in public debate. They noted that organised belief systems are difficult to harmonise because they represent a set of non-negotiable ideas. In countries dominated by religion, space for associational life and organisation does not always encourage problem solving through rational argument and goodwill. The enlightenment philosophers argued that a civil society is achieved through listening to a range of views and subjecting them to rational debate. The resolution of difference cannot thrive when popular organisation rests on infallible, partisan, intolerant or irrational foundations. A veneer of internationally generated civil organisations proposing civil ideals will struggle to make any headway in societies where partisan religious or ethnic groups have a strong grip on associational life.
Social Capital

The sudden arrival of market competition and global influence can give rise to real and imagined fears of social breakdown. People generally feel secure when they live in an atmosphere of trust and goodwill and are familiar with the expectations of those around them. Sudden changes in habits or behaviour make people insecure. In market societies, such as the United States of America, which are mobile and competitive, associational life is a valued source of cohesion. Robert Putnam the American sociologist refers to the stock of civic associations which knit American society together and give rise to common community expectations as social capital. He argues that a depletion of associations, a loss of civic connections, leads directly to insecurity and withdrawal. High crime rates, political corruption and poorly functioning public services result because nobody cares enough to fix societies problems. Putnam emphasises the civic and associational meanings of the term civil society and places great store by civil organisations as a source of trust and care for others. This view of healthy communities knitted together by a stock of associations is an influential one in development circles. Although their has been sparse consideration given to the possibility of social breakdown by the international financial institutions advocating greater international penetration of global market forces and economic restructuring. In Putnam’s view social decay must be countered by the development of a stock of no-governmental groups. He suggests that societies can engineer their own revival by finding new ways for people to connect with each other.

Sceptics have questioned this connection between associational life and the good society. They ask whether social capital builds a good society or a good society stores up benign social capital. It is certainly true that in areas of conflict such as Northern Ireland, religious belief, community expectations and family mores are strong but have all conspired to build an enduring and dominant stock of associations, most of which contributed in one way or another to the hatred and violence experienced in that corner of the world over for more than twenty five years.

Societies in conflict are highly organised but organisation revolves around difference.

Changing ideas in poverty reduction

Faced with the problem of uneven world development donors and the international financial institutions have turned to each of the three spheres, government, market and civil society, in turn, for a solution to the problems of poverty and conflict. International development funding for the nation state was favoured during the 1950s – 70s. A rolling back of the state to make room for market solutions and community self help was the prevailing orthodoxy in 1980s and 90s. Now the state is once more the favoured agent of poverty reduction along side an expanded and re-vitalised market, acting together in a planned poverty reduction strategy (PRS). Sections of civil society are now donor funded to advocate on behalf of a range of marginalised groups such as the poor, the disabled, ethnic minorities, women and children but also to press for reform of the institutions of government by opening public space and attempting to curb corruption. 

These are tall orders for the layer of organisations now funded by international agencies from aid budgets. Associational life in the countries of sub Saharan Africa, Asia or the Middle East is enduringly different from the norms of long established democracies.  We should therefore be cautious when using western theories of civil society in such contexts. We cannot ignore them because they inform the funding strategies for projects and programmes without which the sector would not survive.
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Some useful further reading

The World Bank definition of civil society is taken from their 2005 paper ‘Issues and options for improving engagement between the World Bank and civil society’. This and other useful material about civil society can be found on their website. web.worldbank.org
NGOs, States and Donors, Too close for comfort? By David Hume and Michael Edwards published in association with Save the Children, 1997 is an interesting  collection of essays on the effects of funding and the role of an independent voluntary sector.  

Michael Edwards has also written NGO Rights and Responsibilities, A New Deal for Global Governance, published by NCVO the voice of the voluntary sector in UK in 2000.

www.globalpolicy.org is a useful website containing discussion of NGOs from around the world, a defence of funding as a mechanism for independent NGOS, a case study of recent curbs on NGOs in Ethiopia and much more 
www.infed.org/biblio/social_capital. Is a useful place to find various definitions of social capital, the history of the idea and the role.

There is a huge body of material on he web about the enlightenment philosophers. A google search will bring forward a range of notes from American Colleges which are a good starting point. 
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