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Nailing the Jelly to the Wall: NGOs, Civil Society and International Development.

Michael Edwards* 
“If my mother doesn’t know what it is, it won’t work” was the reaction of one American academic to the mention of civil society in 1993. Whether the concept passed the test when he got home we don’t know, but civil society is certainly a slippery and contentious subject. It’s a bit like searching for the soap in the bath; as soon as you think you’ve got hold of the thing, it slips out of your hands - like “trying to pin a multi-coloured jelly to a wall” in Alan Fowler’s words. But much of this discomfort is unnecessary. What is important about the civil society debate is not the academic detail of different theories and classifications, but what different institutions and institutional arrangements actually achieve in the field of development, poverty-eradication and human rights. Definitions are not necessarily right or wrong, but more or less useful depending on the purpose of the investigation. What matters is the extent to which any framework is helpful in providing insights which can lead to more effective action.

As Keynes reminds us however, “practical people in authority who think themselves immune from theoretical influences are usually the slaves of some defunct economist!” Policy is often driven by theory, so we do need to understand where people are coming from when they make statements about civil society - what it is, does, and ought to be. Many of these statements are driven by a particular ideology or set of beliefs rather than a rigorous examination of the concept and the evidence available. They lead to a certain set of conclusions about what outsiders should do, and where NGOs fit in with the grand design. However, if we take a more rigorous route through the subject, we end up with a different set of conclusions - much more open-ended, diverse, and creative - and their implications for UK NGOs are actually quite positive, if we put our house in order. Recognising that civil society debates are contested territory shifts attention from ideological agendas to the practical possibilities that exist to pursue our goals more effectively as NGOs in, with and if necessary apart from civil society in different contexts.

In this paper I want to look at four things:

· the origins of the debate and the different viewpoints that exist

· the roles that civil societies do or might play in development

· the position of NGOs, especially those based in the North

· the strengths and weaknesses of DFID’s recent paper on this subject

1. Theoretical perspectives.

Concepts of civil society have a rich history, but it is only in the last ten years that they have moved to the centre of the international stage. There are a number of reasons for this - the fall of Communism and the democratic openings that followed, disenchantment with the economic models of the past, a yearning for togetherness in a world that seems ever-more insecure, and a rapid rise in NGO activity world-wide. The American writer Jeremy Rifkin calls civil society “our last, best hope”; Labour politicians see it as central to a new “project” that will hold society together against the onrush of globalising markets; donor agencies see it as one of the keys to “good governance” and poverty-reducing growth. There is a danger here that civil society will be seen as a new “magic bullet” for the problems of development. Both state planning and free markets are seen to have failed, so something new is required. The missing ingredient is civil society, but what exactly is it? 

At its simplest, civil society is the arena in which people come together to pursue the interests they hold in common - not for profit or political power, but because they care enough about something to take collective action. It is:

· “the space of un-coerced human action” 

· “the vehicle through which people take action as moral beings” 

· “all organisations and associations above the level of the family and below the level of the state” 

No change is sustainable unless it is solidly-rooted in ordinary people’s lives. It is civil society that provides the fabric in which this happens. However, go beyond this simple definition and disagreements soon start to arise. Here there are three main schools of thought, each of which has different implications for policy and practice: Western Liberal theory, Western Marxist theory, and non-Western theories (or theories about non-Western societies) which reject civil society as a “brand name imported from the outside.” At the risk of over-simplification, the major differences between these theories are as follows. They are summarised in Table One.

Where did civil society come from? Western theories see it as the product of the nation state and industrial capitalism; the Liberals claim it arose spontaneously to mediate conflicts between social life and the market economy when the industrial revolution fractured traditional bonds of kin and community; Marxists argue that it was deliberately organised by those who suffered under capitalism as a counterweight to exploitation. Non-Western theories, on the other hand, see civil society at work in all countries and stages of development, but expressed in different ways according to history and context. Since nation states are largely a creation of colonialism and the market economy often has only a fragile hold,  civil societies in the South are bound to differ from those in the North. As globalisation proceeds, the geography of markets changes and state sovereignty is eroded; that has implications for civil societies too, which the Liberal approach largely ignores. 

What does it look like? Western theories visualise civil society as one of three circles (along with the state and the market), separate from and independent of each-other, though they may overlap in the middle. Each sector has a clear role and competence which doesn’t change over time, or from one society to another: markets produce, states govern, and civil societies do the things that the other two sectors cannot or will not do. “If states and markets worked perfectly”, as an American professor put it, “civil society would disappear.” Non-Western theories emphasise that the borders between sectors are always “fuzzy.” Real life is characterised by connections and overlaps between institutions; roles and responsibilities continually evolve; and hybrid institutions emerge from the resulting mixture (like the Grameen Bank - part NGO, part business). State, civil society and market continually interact with each-other, and that is what produces change. Civil societies contribute something additional; they are not just a consequence of state and market failure.

Who belongs, and who is excluded? Western theories say that only certain associations are part of civil society. They must be formal, democratic, and modern - as opposed to traditional associations based on ethnicity. “Civic” values are therefore inherently altruistic, cutting across sectional interests and always celebrating community as positive. Non-western theories accept that both modern and traditional associations are layered on top of each-other, so kin or clan-based organisations are part of civil society, as are all sorts of other informal groups, spiritual communities, entrepreneurs and traders’ associations, farmers groups, and credit societies. These groups represent a range of values, some of which are both uncivil and anti-social - fundamentalists for example, or organisations which discriminate against women or indigenous people. There are no universal civic values; progressive values do not belong only to civil society; and traditional ties can evolve into “modern” ones over time - ethnic associations, for example, can provide a vehicle for the emergence of allegiances above the level of kin, clan and tribe. Therefore, civil society may be a positive and a negative influence at the same time - like the clans in Somalia which both fuel hostilities and provide mutual support to their members. Western theories see civil society as a thing, whereas non-Western theories see it as an arena in which groups compete for influence.

What is civil society there for? Western theories focus on the role of civil society in securing individual freedom and democracy in the face of incursions by states. They emphasise a narrow range of roles, especially the promotion of “good governance.” Non-Western theories make room for a much wider range of roles including: promoting broader participation in economic and social life as well as politics; organising the co-production and management of goods, services and resources; caring and nurturing for those in need; and preserving culture. Civil society is not always seen in opposition to the state, since states may be needed to guarantee the rights of groups to organise themselves, and the rights of individuals who may be left out of civil society completely.

Do these differences matter? Each of these theories leads us in different directions in terms of policy and practice. Western interpretations focus on “building civil society” as a given, making all societies fit the three-circle model, and all civil societies look like those in the West. Non-Western theories prioritise support for particular organisations within civil society, and the conditions in which civil society can shape itself more or less successfully. Whereas Western theories see civil society as a solution, non-Western theories are more interested in the interlocking power structures among states, markets and civil societies which combine to exclude or oppress particular groups of people.

Although these are significant differences, the different theoretical approaches also converge on a number of important points. I want to mention three:

· however it is defined, civil society is accepted as being increasingly important to global development. As the BOND Working Group puts it, “a strong civil society provides a means by which the interests of citizens are represented in relation to the state and the market.”

· even in the narrow Western Liberal definition, civil societies are seen as incredibly diverse. Warts and all, each definition includes NGOs. The only agency that questions this in principle is DFID.

· different theories converge in emphasising certain values as desirable, either as a natural attribute of civil society or as something to be actively-nurtured: trust, accountability, co-operation, and non-violence. 

It is possible to make a choice between competing theories on the grounds of intellectual conviction and personal belief alone. But if we want to make as much difference as possible to world poverty it is better to start with what we want to achieve, and then answer two subsidiary questions: how does civil society help or hinder in particular contexts, and what does that mean for our own institutional practice? 

2. Does civil society really make a difference?
It is impossible to make sense of the civil society debate in isolation from the ends to which civil society is supposed to be a means. Yet the transmission mechanisms between a “strong civil society” and development goals are not well-understood. At the level of national development performance, experience shows that the synergy between a strong state and a strong society is one of the keys to sustained, poverty-reducing growth. This does not mean a strong civil society Western-style, but it does mean a dense network of intermediary associations that act as a counterweight to vested interests, promote institutional accountability among states and markets, channel information to decision-makers on what is happening at the “sharp end”, and negotiate the “contracts” between government and citizens that development requires - I’ll scratch your back by delivering growth, investment and services; you scratch mine by delivering wage restraint or absorbing the costs of welfare. Taiwan had over 8 million members in such intermediary groups by the early 1980s, including trade unions, student associations and local councils. 

At a more detailed level, it is useful to break the developmental roles of civil society into three inter-related areas: economic, political and social.

The economic or productive role of civil society centres on securing livelihoods and providing services where states and markets are weak, and nurturing “social capital” for use in economic settings - the trust and co-operation that makes markets work. The quality of relationships between people has a major influence over economic performance, and those relationships are nurtured above all in civil society. In Brazil for example, the skills and attitudes developed in migrant associations were critical in promoting co-operation between shoe-producers later on. Civil society and market are not divorced from each-other, economic and social impacts are inter-related, and NGOs contribute alongside other civil society groups. A well-digging programme, for example, will have some impact on village organisation through the committee that is formed to manage water resources; that committee will develop capacities that can be used in building a region-wide federation of water users; and that federation might make an important contribution to “good governance” by connecting the grassroots with policy-making at the top. Or take the example of micro-credit, which may have a powerful social and political effect on borrowers. Or women in Sierra Leone who are trading palm oil across faction lines, preserving a basic level of commerce which may be crucial to later peace-building. In Angola, “keeping some services going may be the only way of preserving what is left of the country’s scarce social capital”, and the “holding role” played by NGOs may be crucial in creating more space for people to think, innovate and organise. It is difficult to be civil if you are starving. As globalisation extends its reach into every corner of life, the links between economic, social and political processes become even stronger, opening up a huge agenda for civil societies to engage with trans-national corporations and codes of corporate conduct. 

In their social role, civil societies can be a reservoir of co-operative values, caring, cultural life and intellectual innovation. Neo-Nazi groups in Germany or African associations bent on female genital mutilation show that civil societies harbour other attitudes too, but they rarely dominate. In general, it is civic groups that teach people the skills of citizenship and provide a framework for the expression of what they hold in their hearts. Liberals refer to this as social capital, but “social energy” is probably a better term since it conveys the importance of trust and co-operation in terms other than pure economics. These qualities are nurtured in any civic setting, but choral societies, sports clubs and the like play little part in efforts to reduce global poverty. It is NGOs and community organisations that are at the forefront. Civil societies also help people to feel more secure and valued within the associations they belong to, to find common cause with like-minded individuals, and to help each-other in very practical ways - caring for each-other’s children, or helping out in times of emergency. But exclusion cannot be tackled by civil society alone, because many civic groups are exclusive themselves - like trade unions which may fight for the rights of their members but ignore the interests of the unorganised poor. “Both states and markets are implicated in the process of social exclusion, and the associations of civil society work in interaction with these institutions to attenuate or exacerbate the problem.” Therefore, a “strong civil society” does not guarantee social inclusion. As in the economic sphere, what matters is what each institution does, with whom, and how, not just what it is.

In any case, can social energy be created using outside help in a short space of time, as DFID and other donors claim? This is a contentious subject. Some argue that civil societies evolve in highly-complex and specific ways over centuries; they cannot be engineered from the outside. Those who try will either waste their money on organisations with no future, or corrupt the authenticity of civic action in line with external agendas, risking a backlash against those groups who are seen to be allied with foreign aid. Others cite counter-examples from the Third World to show how both NGOs and other civil society organisations have successfully nurtured social energy within and between groups with no adverse effects. Indeed if this were not possible then most Northern NGOs would have nothing much to do, the agenda of empowerment and capacity-building being central to their activities. And although meddling in other people’s civil societies carries huge risks, there are ways in which they can be managed without giving up completely.

Although these economic and social roles are crucial for development, it is civil societies’ role in the political agenda of “good governance” that excites the donor imagination most of all. Especially where formal citizenship rights are not well-entrenched, it is civic groups that provide the channels through which poor people can make their voices heard in government decision-making. This is an area where development NGOs already have huge experience - in supporting the policy research and advocacy capacity of a broad range of civil society groups, helping them to federate and come together to increase their influence, and targeting special help to those who tend to be excluded from both the informal and formal political process. The political role of civil society grows in importance as governance is decentralised and opened up to non-state groups. Sustainable change has to be rooted in ordinary people’s lives, and that means governance not by governments alone, but by cross-society fora which bring civic groups and business into the process of debating alternatives and securing agreements that will hold. This is the agenda that is sweeping across Latin American municipalities, but it also shows itself in local Agenda 21 planning, post-conflict reconstruction (like the Boroma peace conference organised by clan associations in Somalia), attempts by civil society groups to hold international institutions accountable for what they deliver, and share in the design of their lending programmes. In these areas it is the form of pluralism that matters, not just the degree: “harambee” groups in Kenya, for example, are plentiful, but they tend to be divorced both from each-other and from higher levels of the political system. Focusing only on the number of civic organisations does little to nurture the overlapping memberships that can act as a break on sectional interests in civil societies that are weak.
General lessons of experience.
Even from this superficial review it is clear that the transmission mechanisms between civil society and broader development goals are extremely complex (and not well-understood), but some general conclusions do emerge:

First of all, there is no sense that civil society, state and market are sealed categories; nor that only some types of association qualify for civil society membership. Economic, social and political impacts are all inter-related, and so are NGOs and other civil society groups. In reality it is impossible to separate material assistance from its non-material effects, or practice from policy, or service-provision from influence. 

Second, there are few reliable generalisations about the organisational characteristics required in civil society: many membership associations are not very civil, while many non-membership bodies play a central civic role - media groups or think-tanks for example. Few  intermediary NGOs are “voluntary”, but many encourage voluntarism through the volunteers that support their work and the values they enshrine in their practice. Certain things may be desirable in a “good” civil society organisation (like independence from government or corporate finance, or clear downward accountability procedures), but they are expressed differently according to culture and context. How formal does accountability have to be in order to qualify? How voluntary is voluntary? Who decides the acceptable level of internal democracy? The nature of charity law in the UK accentuates this problem because it poses an artificial separation between NGOs and other civil society groups with a more “political” mandate.

Therefore, and third, what matters for development is what each set of institutions achieves, and achieves together with the others. In that respect it is vital that enough momentum remains outside the control of state and business to defend social interests and civic values, even if all three are inextricably woven together. But the end result of these interactions is a society that is just and civil, not just a civil society i.e. institutions across the board that are civil in what they do - respectful of human rights, non-discriminatory and openly-accountable - whether they are involved in managing the environment, caring for those who are alone, or making decisions about economic policy. 

Where does this leave NGOs, especially those based in the North?

3. NGOs and civil society - a glass half-full?

The fact that real civil societies are complex and that a huge range of roles are open to NGOs doesn’t mean that “anything goes.” Some civil society institutions are demonstrably better-suited to particular roles: NGOs are basically service-providers, even if the range of services they offer is very wide and other things - like advocacy - are built on around the outside; the task of formal representation is best left to other civil society institutions who have the governance and accountability mechanisms to do it legitimately. And the challenge of being “civil in all that we do” still demands that NGOs put their own house in order. So what is it that Northern NGOs are already doing in relation to civil society? What do we need to do more of? And what changes should we make in our own organisations to do it more effectively? These questions lie at the heart of the DFID paper.

Like all such questions, this one can be approached in a spirit of optimism (a glass half-full) or pessimism (half-empty, as DFID seem to view it), since it is obvious that NGOs have both achievements and failings to record in each of their contributions. At the outset, it is important to distinguish between “building civil society” and strengthening particular organisations within it. Both areas are important, and UK NGOs are already active in each one. Extending the arena of civil society as a whole includes support for federations and coalition-building, cross-society dialogues and civic participation in development planning, and helping to create an “enabling environment” for all civic action (a supportive legal and regulatory framework, for example, or the right fiscal regime to encourage philanthropy). The second category includes everything described as “capacity building” among individual civil society organisations, selected on the grounds that they will pursue interests that are deemed especially important (we don’t set out to strengthen fundamentalist associations even if they do form part of civil society). There are few rigorous evaluations of capacity-building (a difficult area in which to measure impact), and opinions differ as to how successful external agencies have been - though not just NGOs. But there are signs that some capacities are being emphasised to the detriment of others - project planning procedures, for example, rather than financial self-sufficiency or research and media skills; internal organisational issues rather than external linkages; domestic networks rather than trans-national alliances. Equally problematic is the danger that favouring some groups at the expense of others will distort the nature of civil society and undermine genuine local processes. DFID blames NGOs  for this in its paper, but in reality it is a systemic problem of international assistance.

UK NGOs have also been active in developing alliances between civil society groups in different countries as part of international campaigns over debt, land-mines, child labour, and trade. These alliances raise major questions of legitimacy (who speaks for whom?), accountability (who enjoys the benefits and suffers the costs of what the alliance achieves?), structure (especially governance), and strategy (how to achieve more, quicker), but their reality cannot be questioned. The era of global civil society may be in its infancy, but it has begun. Linked to these alliances is the issue of constituency-building in the UK. This is the area where UK NGOs can identify themselves as part of their own civil society most confidently, though they have yet to reach out very far to other non-development groups. But this is changing: Homeless International is a good example of how a development NGO can facilitate both a domestic constituency for change (via UK housing associations) and the global linkages that allow that constituency to connect and work together with similar shelter-related groups elsewhere. It matters little that recent examples (like the human chain against debt in Birmingham) have been organised by other civic groups as well as NGOs - that merely reinforces the point that UK civil society is a very broad church in which each organisation adds something of value. NGOs are already woven into the fabric of UK civil society, even if some of the threads are missing.

In all these areas, UK NGOs are already doing much. The issue is how to do more of it, or do it more effectively, and in that respect there are a number of key issues which NGOs and DFID need to grapple with in a spirit of mutual learning. They include:

· How to avoid the potentially-distorting effects of foreign intervention into civil societies that are weak (i.e. how to support the conditions in which civil society has more chance to develop itself, rather than attempting to shape it from the outside)? 

· How to promote the financial independence of civil society organisations rather than injecting short-term resources into NGOs which rise or fall according to the supply of foreign aid? 

· How to provide a wider portfolio of capacity-building options and ensure that “customers” have the resources to choose the ones they want?

· How to make a quantum leap in building a constituency for international co-operation in the UK?

· Joint action research on: the conditions which determine whether civil society is genuinely inclusive; how outsiders can support civil society groups that promote supra-sectional interests without depriving people of the benefits that derive from membership of a special interest group; testing the impact of different strategies on civil society as a whole; and (most controversial of all) the links between service-provision and civil society.

Finding answers to these questions – and demonstrating that we as UK NGOs deserve our place in civil society because we add value to the efforts of others - is the only route to a secure future. In all that we do, we need to resist being driven by the ideological agendas of others, and instead, follow the following sequence of questions:

· what do we want to achieve, with and for whom, and how?

· how do civil society organisations advance these goals and strategies, individually and together? 

· how can we minimise any distorting effects of our support on these organisations and their inter-relationships?

· do we have the wherewithal to do these things effectively? 

· do we have a strategy to manage the changes we need to make inside our own institutions? 

4. DFID’s paper on “Strengthening Support for Civil Society.”

This paper provides an excellent opportunity to engage with government on issues which would be crucial for UK NGOs regardless of the current review: broadening the range of engagements to include other civic groups as well as NGOs, working together in partnerships defined by reciprocal rights and responsibilities, and embarking on a renewed effort at capacity and constituency-building. However, there are a number of areas that need to be challenged or clarified.

First, it is clear from the empirical evidence that the Western Liberal view of civil society as an inherently-altruistic sphere of action separate from state and market is untenable, both in Third-World countries and increasingly as a global reality too. Yet the DFID paper seems hesitant to accept this, often falling into stereotypes about civil society as a “thing” to be used to “deliver government objectives” - a strange thing to say if the defining characteristic of civil society is supposed to be its independence from economic and political interests. Instrumentalising civil society erodes its potential to be a motor for change, since - as the prisoners of someone else’s agenda - civic groups are less likely to take risks, innovate, and challenge. If the test of a healthy civil society lay in its ability to deliver government objectives it would not be a civil society at all - merely a collection of Quangos  and parastatals.

Second, there are no universal answers to any of the questions posed in the paper - “it all depends.” The questions are exploratory, yet the paper’s tone is quite prescriptive, and that is a serious problem since the paper lacks a rigorous diagnosis of the problems civil society is intended to cure. Take away the ideology and the over-generalisations, however, and what is left is a huge array of possibilities for UK NGOs, driven by objectives and results rather than which institutional box they are supposed to inhabit. The way ahead lies in working together to explore the key questions in a way that “defines the rights and responsibilities of both parties”, as DFID puts it. If this is seen as a journey to be undertaken in a spirit of open interchange, rather than a predetermined destination in which NGOs have no creative role to play, then it can be a tremendous opportunity for change. We must accept our share of the responsibility in making this approach work by putting our own house in order, so that we demonstrate our civic credentials in all that we do.

*****

Further Reading.

For anyone who has time and inclination to go further into these debates, I recommend the following five references on civil society (chosen because they are short, accessible to non-academics, and acknowledge the complexities of the debate), in addition to the BOND Civil Society Working Group Working Paper of November 1997:

J.Pearce, “Civil Society: Trick or Treat?”, The Month, March 1997.

A.Whaites, “Let’s Get Civil Society Straight: NGOs and Political Theory”, 

Development in Practice Vol. 6(3), 1996.

A.Fowler, “Strengthening Civil Society in Transition Economies”, in A.Clayton

 (ed.), NGOs, Civil Society and the State,. Oxford: Intrac, 1996.

G.White, “Civil Society, Social Exclusion and Poverty-Alleviation”, in C.Gore 

and J.Figueiredo (eds.), Social Exclusion and Anti-Poverty Policy: a

Debate, Geneva: ILO/UNDP, 1997.

L.Renshaw, “Strengthening Civil Society: the role of NGOs”, Development, 

Vol. 4, 1994.

There are two more books which are of interest to those who want to go further into detail of non-western approaches:

J.  Hall (ed.), Civil Society: Theory, History, Comparison. Cambridge: Polity

 Press, 1995.

C.Hann and E. Dunn, Civil Society: Challenging Western Models. London: 

Routledge, 1996.
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Table One: Theories of Civil Society and Where They Lead Us.


Western Theories


Non-Western Theories

Origins
Universal: a stage in the history of the nation state and industrial capitalism
Contingent: present in all societies at all stages of development, but expressed in different forms

Structure
Three circles of state, market and civil society; separate but overlapping 
State, market and civil society all have fuzzy borders; emphasis on inter-connections and evolving hybrids

Membership
Only formal, democratic associations qualify, cutting across sectional (traditional) interests. Civil society is a “thing”
Traditional associations are members alongside “modern” ones; associations are “uncivil” as well as civil. Civil society is an “arena”

Position of NGOs
May be included, if they satisfy the membership criteria given above
Always included, even where they are not membership associations

Roles
Securing individual freedom and democracy in the face of incursions by states. The end result is “a civil society”
Promoting broader participation in all aspects of life, economic and social as well as in politics. The end result is “a society that is civil”

Policy Implications
All societies made to fit the three-circle model, and all civil societies should look like those in the West. Civil society is a solution to development problems.
Focus on building the conditions in which civil societies can shape themselves more successfully; support particular associations within civil society. Development means tackling the inter-locking structures of social, economic and political power that keep people poor.

Donor Attitudes
Instrumentalist: civil society delivers donor/government objectives towards a predetermined destination


Open-ended partnership: civil society delivers its own objectives in a journey alongside other institutions
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