
CIVIL SOCIETY
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Academics and
activists meet over

debated terrain

DebaleS about the mean
ing snd role 01 civil soci
ely continue to preoccupy
Intellectuals lind activ ists
alike. At a workshop Ileld
in Senegal recently deba
tes gave way to a general
recogniti on 01 the urgent
need to protect and deve
lop civ il society in Africa
as a maan s 01 encour
8glng th e eenunent'e
fledgeling democrac ies.
SHELAG H GASTROW 01
Idasa's Alrlea Programme
was there.

A
M EETI !\G place for
African intelle<:tual, and
gra..ruolS acti,;,lS and a

pbC<' to match academic lhrory
with ",alily and practice on the
ground was the vision behind a
worksh op on d emocracy and
civil society, held in s..negal in
March.

The function of the w{lTkshop,
organised by the Goree IJI>liiu te.
was to conlri bule towards
democral isat ion in Africa by
helping to strengthen the analyti·
cal. theore t ica l a nd practical
capacili... of civil society.

The workshop brought toge·
ther prominenl th"",;,;l, nn civil
soc iety, such as Prof Naomi
Chazan 01 the Truman Institute
in Israel and Dr Larry Diamond
of the Hoover Institution,
Stanford. a nd pro·democracy
>clivi,ts from va rious African
coun tri es including To~ o .

Zimbabwe, Senegal, Ken ya, Ivory Coo"l, Soulh Africa, Morocco,
Nigeria, Elhiopia, Camen>on and Egyp!.

Compa risons we... made with dewlopmenls in the Philippin...
and China, as well as betwe<'n rura l an d urba n conditions by
Ethiopian po litical ""onom;,t Prof FanlU Cheru and Dr Mohamm<'d
Hallani of the Institule of Development 5ludi... at the Univ<'TSity 0/
Dar e. Salaam

Other partici pant, included the gowrnance ro-<Irdinato, of the
Ford Founda tion, Dr Kwesi Aidoo from Ghana; the co-ordinalor "I
the African l.l'adership Forum/Global Coalition for Africa's Sludy
on Transitions. Prof lloubabcar Baary. and representatives from insti
lutions like Unesco as well as o.ka, intellectuals.

Debate focused on the defini tion of civil sociely. with differenl
scbools of thought "n,,·rging. The conC<'p! was pushed to ilS limit by
the contributio ns from 'civil soc iety practione,,' _ or gr."rooK
octivc' ls - who w"'" k>ss roncern<'d with definitions and more con
cerned with the job that had to be do"" and lhe need to find ways to
do it

As t h~ drbale on definitions
and 5I'manlia; developed. how
ever, mu tual respect grew
between the thooretidans and
the .ctiv;sts and the combina
tion of theory and practiee
resulted in a d yna mic wor k
sh"p_ The activists relalN their
hands-<>n ••perionce of o,&>nl-
sat ions fullctioning in civil soci
ely. while .t the same time
acknowle<lg..d the importance
0/ .nalysis to develop a perspe.:-
live of how and where they
were oporating in society.

The nntion of civil society is
att racting world -wide aHention
and theories currently bein g
""pounded are divcrs<' and ron
fusing. Th"", is some COTlSffiSUS

on a shift in the iden tific.J tion of
the d riv ing force for change
from primarily the labour mov...
ment to broader sections of soci·
ety, but beyond that the work·
shop reached no final
conclusions and new conerpts
w...... proposed and developed.

Larry Dia mond and Naomi
Cha.a n pu t forwa rd fa irly
reSlricted dellnitions 01 civil
society, based largely on which
organisa tions form part of civil
soc iety. Dia mo nd defined civil
,ociety 'as tba t realm of orga·
niscJ social life tha t i, voluntary.
,e1f·genera ting. (la rgely) S<'lf.
supporting and aUlonomous
from the state'. It Is d istinct from
broader society in that i t
involves dtizens acling co llec
tively in a public 'phere to
exp""" the ir interest, and ideas.
achieve m utual goals. ma ke
demand, on the ,ta te and hold

slilteofficial, accountable. Volun tary collecti"",action within tJu.> pub
lic sph"", laks place in socia-political and ideological as well as 0'C(l

nomic markt'lS; civil society th us impli... notions of partiality, plural
Ism and competition. Organisations that_k to monopolise a sph ere
0/ collective Hfe or to totally envelop the lives of their members are
therefore not part 0/ civil society.

Civil society also e,c1ud ... acti,ili... of parochial groups that_k
to win a formal pia", in the slate or 10 displace tJu.> state. Actors in
civil society rerognioe the prindple 0/ sta te authority and the rule of
law and need the prt'>lectlon of these to prosper and be secure. Civil
society lherefore not only contains slate pow..,- but legitimist'S sta te
authority when tha t authority is bilscJ on the rule of law.

Prof cnazan proposed a provocalive definition lhatlead to heated
but constructive debate. She proposed that 'civil society includes
lh_ instilutions and individuals that are simulta n<'Ollsly ind epen·
dent from the state wh ilsl also reinforcing state legitimacy'.
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She suggested that . distir.ction be d ra ....n
bctw""n the sidle and the "'Sime. Civil soci
ety orgoni..tions muld sim uhanNusly roIl

front. parl;cular (unde mocratic) regime
occupying the slale, while reinforcing the
l"llitimacy of the slate as an institution,

Dia mond', definition w.. ch. lIeng"" by
Mahmoud Mamdani 01 the Cent", lor Basi<

R...."'h in Uganda who warned that the
exclusion of ",rtain _tors from the dffini
tion could ","ult in their marginali>;aboo. He
emphasised tne incom plete natu"" 0/ lhe
roocept of ovil society and point e<! out tha t
all uncr itk al application of it to Africa could
lead to the exclusion of large and importa nt
segmffits 0/ socil'lies, such as the p"""'ntry.

It bt-<.me cl... , that while il is wI. lively
easy to defi,.. the .tate, with ii ' ronstitulton,
insti lul ions, bill of rig hts. elc and 10
determi ne its , haraele. (dem ocratic o r
und.mocratic), ci,'j] soc:i<'ly is mo", fl. , ib l. ,

informal. unstable and diffu... (or may no!
exist at ali),

At th. sa me ti me, various processes
cl.arly tak. place in civil society, such a,
mobili"'t ion , protes t, engagement, negotia
t io n, communication, opposition, part n.r·
sh ip, division, educalion, m ltm., dev.lop·
ment, movement, co·opera tion, advocacy,
!'eSea",h and religion

Although activists tended to put forward
an organi-..tiona l definition of dvil society, it
became d ear in debate that th.y perceived it
more as a terra in of struggl.and an und.r·
standing btpn to develop, picked up by the

Workshop I"rlinl"n" with ,IU' J""'m
of Gor« Island "nd villoge heruJ, &eIlr Dill ,

acad.mics, o f a mo re inclusive concepttlla t
recognised that civil soci<'ly wa, not al way,
democra tic and tha t orga nisations could . , iSl
within it which could be anti.,Jemocratic.

In this ""pt'<t civil society could be seen
a, the terra in in which prople stri ve to pr0

tect and rep resent th"; r inte""ts, whelh..,- or
not this is democra tic.

Participants also consid.red the groWing
dependency of civ il society organisations on
foreign donors and govern me nt' and the
need for ",l/. ",lia n<:e w he re possibl.; the
",la tionship between civil society insti tu 
tions and the stat. or regime, and how that
affects democracy; accountability, ethics and
corruption in both civil society and thestat.;
the nee d to draw Sou th Africa in to the
debate about civ il society on the continent
and, arising out of th. above, the need loT
great ... pan·African networking among ciVil
society organisations,

G""-' WUI.ffi:>HN, "'"_

The netw ork ing which h.. already be..'n
done on the contin.nt by Id asa wa ,

<:emented by ...in fo r<:ing exi sting contacli
and d . v eloping new acquain tanct"S. Gi"en
th. marginalisation o f Africa. and how this
will affect South Africa, it is crucial tha t t!w
ne twork d. velops ...U-",lianc. among civil

50cicty organisations in Africa,
A boo klet to be ",leased fro m the work·

shop w ill fono the basis for a training pro
gramme lor civil society pTactilioners. T!w
first training workship w ill be held in June
w!wn the tra ining modules will be designed,

The workshop on civil society and democ·
racy wa, part of a th.......part seri..., exploring
civil society, the economy and the sta te and
th"; . ",lationship to democracy and d ......lop
m.nt in Africa. Th. econo my wo.kshop,
e n li t led Democrac y, D.v.lopm.nt and
Gnlwth in Africa, will be h~ld from May 24
26 on Gork: 1,land

NGOs get tentative thumbs-up
f rom Pall" to

between government and the NGO s«t(lt.
Anoth.r option was 10' the NGO sector to
o'!lani... it... lf into a collective voice in gov ·
ernment dev.lopm.nt planning,

The new buzz word in Sou th African
NGO" noted t ~e visi tors. w as 'capacity
build ing' . Th.y said it was also a favouri te
among fund.rs because t ra in ing cours...,
w..... 'nea tly packaged' activities which w.",
easily qua nti fiable and whkh donors felt
comfortable funding

Howev"" th. groupasked wh<'lh'" capac
ity building was only a matt~r of provid ing
m"re skilled person n.llor NGOs or whcth.r
it was p ri marily a qu estio n 01 vision . For
.xample, an orga nisa tion could ha ve e.cel
l.nt ad ministra ti v. capaCit y but lack t h.

"

ca pacity to .nvisag.th. n.c.ssary steps to
become a play..,- in the national dev.lopm.nt

.~.

A further q ues tion was whether capacity
build ing "'f"'red only to NGOs OTw!wt her it
extended to the commu niti..., within wh ich
!\GOs worked , Th. d.l'gat.s not.d tha t
'community mobilisation and rouca tion 
so-<aUed civil awa"""", - around dev.lop
m.n l .... med to be an equally im po rtant
ingredient,

'Perhaps th. mo", fun da m.ntal question
is w hether Soulh African NGOs still have
the time to dev.lop the n"""",, ry capacily or
wheth", th.y may be sid<'lrackcd by an "'...,..
hasly gov.rnment and th. do mineering
et ~os of internalionalaid ag.ncies:

Yet another consideration was wh.th.r
current NGO leaders would be absorbed into

the civ il ,ervice with theadv.nt of a new
d. moc. atic government, w hich was not ne<'
essarily seen as problematic by the visit"",

They "'pealedly "'marked o n the numbe<
of 'incredibly impressive' women who w....
playing key roles w ith in NGOs yet who se~

dom headed the "'!Ianisations. The group
noted tha t private US fou nd ations cou ld be
influ.ntial in this regard by looking beyond
first-ti", NGO Iead."hip in o rd'" to adva"'"
new leaders and , particularly, women,

Traditionally 'indig.nous philanthropy'
has co me fmm a ha ndfu l of major Sou th
African corporations. But, the report noteS,

'd""pit. the pockets of . 'traordinary wealth
in South Africa, the", is no established tradi·
tion "f ind ividua l philanthro py, pri ncipall y
becau... the So ut h AfTican ta , cod..., ha...

n....'''' fa''OUred this type of acti vity',


