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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Iraq is obviously the overwhelming focus of the Bush administration’s policy of attempting to 
transform the Middle East into a zone of liberal democracies. The United States is also trying 
to formulate a second, more gradual track of democracy promotion for the authoritarian and 
semiauthoritarian Arab states that make up the rest of the region. Strengthening civil society is often 
proposed as a key element of a U.S. strategy for this second track of Middle Eastern democracy 
promotion. 

Strengthening civil society has become a standard part of the U.S. democracy-promotion tool 
kit worldwide. The existence of “vibrant” civil societies is considered essential to democracy and 
to democratization. In the Arab world, civil society organizations, particularly nongovernmental 
organizations, have proliferated in the past decade. Civil society enthusiasts have interpreted this 
growth as a sign of Arab citizens’ democratic empowerment. Some U.S. policy makers and other 
observers of Middle Eastern politics further assume that much of civil society is populated by latent 
pro-American forces that could, with outside support, become sources of benign democratic change 
“from below.” For all these reasons, they recommend that the United States and other donors provide 
civil society groups with large amounts of funding, training, and technical assistance.

Despite civil society’s apparent appeal, the United States should proceed cautiously. The reality is 
that Arab civil society on the whole been has not been a force for democratization. Civil society, as 
the zone of voluntary associative life beyond family ties but separate from the state and the market, 
fulfills a variety of functions. Like elsewhere, the zone of civil society in Arab countries can be a 
source of democratic change, but it is not inherently one. The bulk of Arab civil society is made up 
of organizations, associations, and movements that support the status quo, advocate conservative 
reforms, or are simply apolitical. 

Although it is not widely known, the United States has been assisting Arab civil society groups for 
more than a decade, as part of low-level democracy-promotion efforts that began during the George 
H. W. Bush administration. Because the impact of this aid has been disappointing, the experience 
offers valuable lessons for improving future civil society assistance.

Along with other donor countries, the United States should make assistance to civil society a 
component of new efforts to promote democratic change in the Middle East. But it should do so 
with a clear understanding of the nature of civil society in Arab countries, of the most effective 
ways to help civil society organizations to contribute to democratic change, and of the limits of U.S. 
influence in this zone. 
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INTRODUCTION: THE APPEAL OF CIVIL SOCIETY 

ALTHOUGH IRAQ IS CURRENTLY THE OVERWHELMING FOCUS of the Bush administration’s policy 
of attempting to transform the Middle East into a zone of pro-American liberal democracies, 
Washington is formulating a second, longer-term democracy-promotion track for the other 
countries of the region. On November 6, 2003, President George W. Bush delivered a major speech 
announcing this track. He declared that because “sixty years of Western nations excusing and 
accommodating the lack of freedom in the Middle East did nothing to make us safe,” the United 
States had adopted a “new policy, a forward strategy of freedom in the Middle East”—to be pursued 
in countries including those with governments friendly to the United States.1

Bush’s speech broke new ground because it was the first time that a U.S. president had 
publicly criticized some of America’s Arab allies for their authoritarian ways and had mentioned 
democratization so explicitly as a leading objective of U.S. Middle East policy. The real test of a 
genuine shift in U.S. policy, however, will be whether the administration can translate Bush’s lofty 
rhetoric into effective policies to support genuine democratic change.

This is an exceedingly difficult undertaking. For one thing, in sharp contrast to Washington’s 
last high-profile, regionwide democracy-promotion initiative—to consolidate the new democracies 
of Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union after the collapse of state socialist and Communist 
rule there—the United States will pursue this second track of Middle East democracy promotion in 
countries that are not yet undergoing a transition away from authoritarian rule. Despite halting steps 
toward political reform in some Arab countries, no genuine democratization process has unfolded. 
As several decades of experience in global democracy promotion have shown, outside assistance has 
the greatest impact where indigenous momentum for democratic change is evident. 

Other obstacles to robust U.S. engagement with Middle East democracy are the United States’s 
lack of credibility as a promoter of democracy in the region and widespread anti-Americanism. The 
fallout from the attacks of September 11, 2001, resentment over perceived American indifference 
to Palestinian suffering, and the unpopularity of the United States–led occupation of Iraq are 
strengthening these long-running currents in the Arab body politic. Further complicating the picture 
are the United States’s continuing reluctance to antagonize friendly Arab governments by pressing 
them on democracy, and the related concern that calling for rapid political openings will empower 
forces hostile to the United States. The Bush administration’s grand rhetoric on Middle East 
democracy notwithstanding, in practical terms U.S. officials appear hesitant to rock the boat  
in friendly Arab states. 

All these factors have contributed to the idea of making aid for Arab civil society a leading 
element of a new U.S. democracy-promotion strategy for countries beyond Iraq. (Civil society 
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also appeals to many European officials who are beginning to consider developing a more 
vigorous democracy-promotion policy for the Middle East.) Defining civil society and its role as 
a prodemocratic force is a matter of extensive scholarly debate. Reduced to its elemental meaning, 
“civil society” refers to the zone of voluntary associative life beyond family and clan affiliations 
but separate from the state and the market. Nonprofit organizations, religious organizations, labor 
unions, business associations, interest and advocacy groups, societies, clubs, and research institutions, 
as well as more informal political, social, and religious movements, are all part of civil society.2 

Under the right conditions, civil society can contribute to the democratization of authoritarian 
regimes and can help to sustain a democratic system once it is established.3 In the Philippines, 
Eastern European countries, South Africa, Serbia, and most recently Georgia, for example, citizens 
have used civil society organizations to carve out independent political space, to learn about 
democracy, to articulate a democratic alternative to the status quo, to spread this idea within society, 
and to mobilize millions of their fellow citizens against repressive regimes.

In democracies, civil society organizations provide forums for citizens to pursue shared interests—
political, social, or spiritual—freely, collectively, and peacefully. Through involvement in civil society, 
citizens learn about fundamental democratic values of participation and collective action, and they 
disseminate these values within their communities. Civil society movements that represent citizen 
interests can shape both government policy and social attitudes. By constituting a sphere of citizen 
activity beyond the direct control of government, civil society can form a counterweight to state power. 

Because the idea of civil society is closely associated in many Westerners’ minds with “people 
power” movements to push out dictators and with the success of Western democracy, programs 
to “strengthen” civil society have become a standard part of the U.S. and European democracy-
promotion tool kit around the world. Civil society seems particularly appealing as the solution to the 
challenge of promoting democracy in the Arab world. Arab nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) 
have grown in number and prominence in recent years. This proliferation is often interpreted as a 
sign of burgeoning independent civic activity—and perhaps as the source of peaceful democratic 
change, akin to the prodemocracy movements that emerged in Eastern Europe in the 1980s.

At the same time, there is an assumption that the zone of civil society is safely apolitical—that it 
is separate from the political sphere dominated by anti-American sentiment and divisive struggles. 
Perhaps civil society organizations will be more receptive to U.S. support than political forces, and 
such support will not bolster anti-American groups, the thinking goes. Perhaps by aiding civil society 
the United States can build bridges to the “silent majority” of Arab publics, convincing them that the 
United States is on their side. Finally, focusing on NGOs seems like a good way to support a gradual, 
citizen-generated transformation of politics in the region, thus avoiding the risk of calling for the 
immediate democratization of the political sphere, and sparing the United States the discomfort of 
applying heavy pressure on Arab regimes. 

For all these reasons, strengthening civil society is frequently offered as the answer to the 
questions now pervasive in Washington, “How can the Arab world democratize, and what should  
the United States do to help democracy there?”

The United States, along with European countries, should make assistance for civil society groups 
part of any new strategy to encourage democratic change in the Middle East. But these countries 
should do so with some caution, recognizing that civil society is not the magic missing piece of the 
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Arab democracy puzzle. Civil society in the Middle East, like elsewhere, could be a democratizing 
force but is not inherently one. Civil society organizations are not necessarily easier for outsiders 
to assist than other parts of the Arab political landscape. Those devising and implementing new 
initiatives for Middle East democracy promotion must develop a better understanding of the nature 
of Arab civil society, the record of past U.S. assistance to civil society, and the limitations of outside 
assistance—particularly from the United States—in altering deeply rooted political realities.

ARAB CIVIL SOCIETY: THE LAY OF THE LAND

Before considering civil society’s role as a force for Arab democratization, it is important to 
understand its history, its constituent parts, and the forms it takes throughout the region.

Generally speaking, there have been four main phases of civil society development in the Arab 
world. Before the European penetration of the region in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
civil society consisted mainly of community-based self-help groups, guilds, and religiously oriented 
charitable and educational institutions, these last funded by Islamic endowments known as waqfs 
(plural, awqaf). A second phase began during the period of European colonialism. “Modern” forms 
of associative life, such as professional associations, trade unions, secular charities, cultural clubs, and 
Islamist organizations such as the Muslim Brotherhood, emerged across the region. Many of these 
organizations were politically active in a way that earlier forms of civil society had not been, and they 
played an important role in nationalist struggles and in supporting pan-Arab causes. 

After Arab countries gained independence, a restrictive third phase began. New regimes feared 
that pluralistic, independent associative life would undermine national unity—and threaten their own 
attempts to consolidate power. Thus independent civic activity was brought under tight state control 
as civil society organizations were transformed into state-dominated institutions or were repressed. 
Repression was especially harsh in the new Arab socialist republics. (In the case of the Palestinian 
territories, foreign occupation rather than nationalist governments was the source of repression.) 

The fourth phase, which has seen a relative liberalization and diversification of the civil society 
sphere, began in the 1980s and continues to the present day. Several factors have contributed to this 
phase. The spread of Islamist movements has led to a proliferation of religiously affiliated groups 
active in civil society. Many Arab governments began to implement limited economic and political 
liberalization as a way of staying in power.4 They allowed some new NGOs to form, and they 
expanded the operating space for existing groups. International influences also played a role. The rise 
of the global human rights and prodemocracy movements encouraged the formation of Arab human 
rights and democracy organizations. The dramatic increase in foreign aid channeled to NGOs 
encouraged the growth of these and other civil society groups.

In broad terms, Arab civil society today comprises five sectors. First, in most Arab countries,  
the Islamic sector—made up of a wide array of groups, associations, and movements whose common 
objective is upholding and propagating the faith of Islam—is the most active and widespread form 
of associative life. Islamic organizations provide charitable and social services such as medical care, 
education, employment assistance, tutoring, and matchmaking, as well as religious instruction and 
spiritual guidance. Some of these groups have been in existence for many decades; most are newer, 
being part of the Islamic resurgence. 
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Although Islamic organizations share the overarching goal of upholding and spreading the faith of 
Islam, groups in this sector have diverse forms and political orientations. Some Islamic organizations 
are offshoots of (and are funded by) state religious establishments, and they propagate mainstream 
religious doctrine through education and charity work. Other groups aim to operate independently. 
Some, such as ad hoc religious committees that raise funds for Palestinian victims of the Intifada, hope 
that distance from the bureaucracy will enhance their agility and effectiveness. Others include service 
organizations affiliated with political movements, such as the Muslim Brotherhood and Hamas, that 
oppose incumbent regimes. The more independent groups are generally funded through tithes (zakat) 
and other local donations and by foreign individuals, charities, and governments.5 At the far margins of 
the Islamic sector are radical clandestine movements, such as Egyptian Islamic Jihad and al Qaeda, that 
employ terrorism and indoctrination to achieve their vision of a properly “Islamic” society. 

The second sector of Arab civil society consists of nongovernmental service organizations, or what 
are often called service NGOs.6 Typically, service NGOs are nonprofit groups that resemble Western 
nonprofit agencies in some respects. They deliver services such as loans, job training, educational 
assistance, and community development to the public to complement, or in some cases substitute for, 
government services. 

The service-NGO sector has proliferated since the 1980s. Many Arab governments have 
come to accept the value of private initiative playing an expanded role in development. Many 
are also concerned about Islamic opposition movements’ use of charitable organizations to gain 
grassroots support and therefore are eager for service NGOs to become an alternative source of 
services. Western donors are eager to aid private initiative, because it reflects their broader policy of 
supporting market-based economic reforms in the region. Donors often view service NGOs as more 
efficient recipients of their funds than Arab government bureaucracies. 

Though many of the services provided by service NGOs resemble those offered by Islamic 
organizations, they do not share the Islamic sector’s goal of propagating religion and transforming 
society toward greater Islamicization. Service NGOs tend to operate openly and according to 
government regulations.

The third sector includes membership-based professional organizations such as labor unions, 
professional syndicates (bar associations, doctors’ and engineers’ syndicates, and the like), and chambers 
of commerce. Their main purpose is to provide economic and social services for their members. Unions 
and professional syndicates are among the largest civil society organizations in many Arab countries. 

In many countries, professional syndicates are the relatively more politically active organizations 
of civil society, even though they operate under tight government controls. Because of syndicates’ 
long histories in nationalist politics, and the weakness of Arab political parties, regimes are willing 
to allow syndicates to provide a space for controlled political activism. Opposition figures (usually 
Islamists and leftists) compete vigorously for positions on boards of directors. They use these highly 
visible positions to take stands against government policy, implement programs that will gain 
members’ support for their cause, and mobilize public opinion. For instance, Jordanian syndicates 
have been that country’s center of activism against the normalization of relations with Israel. 

The fourth sector is composed of associations whose main purpose is to foster solidarity and 
companionship, and sometimes to provide services, among groups of friends, neighbors, relatives, and 
colleagues. This sector includes mutual aid societies that help migrants to Egypt’s urban areas who hail 
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from particular villages, artists’ and writers’ societies, and youth organizations. In the Gulf countries, the 
sector also includes diwaniyyas, which are regular private gatherings of relatives, friends, and colleagues 
that serve as forums for socializing, conducting business, and discussing politics (within limits). 

The main distinctions between organizations in this fourth sector and service NGOs are in form 
and funding. In contrast to most service NGOs—which are set up much like Western nonprofit 
organizations and are typically closely regulated by a country’s ministry of social affairs or the 
ministry of the interior—groups in the fourth sector are often fluid and informally organized and 
have little interaction with government officials; most are self-funded and few would ever seek 
government or donor funding. Only a very few engage directly in politics, such as when Kuwaiti 
diwaniyyas back candidates in parliamentary elections. The vast majority are distinctly apolitical, 
instead being concerned with culture, social identity, and solidarity.

The fifth sector of Arab civil society is composed of prodemocracy associations. It is the sector that 
most outside democracy promoters and analysts usually think of as making up “Arab civil society.” 
The organizations in this sector seek to promote democratic change by spreading democratic concepts 
among their fellow citizens and by pressing Arab governments to adhere to international democratic 
norms. They carry out democracy-education programs, often targeted at politically marginalized groups 
such as women and youth; they mobilize citizens to vote, run for office, and observe elections; they 
monitor governments’ human rights practices and press for women’s rights; they lobby for changes in 
laws and government practices and fight corruption; and they research political issues. 

Of the five sectors of Arab civil society, the prodemocracy sector is the newest and the most 
fledgling. The region’s first human rights organizations were founded in Tunisia and in the West 
Bank in the late 1970s. Human rights groups were established in Egypt and Morocco in the 1980s. 
By the 1990s, a small community of prodemocracy organizations existed in most parts of the Arab 
world. The expansion of this sector has been fueled by political reforms that loosened some controls 
on associative life, the influence of the international human rights movement on activists in the 
region, and the rise of Western aid for democracy promotion. A very tiny percentage of associative 
life takes place within the fifth sector, because the groups in this zone are significantly smaller in 
number and membership than the associations in the other four sectors. 

The extent and nature of civil society within the Arab world exist along a spectrum. At one end 
of the spectrum are Oman, Libya, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, and the United Arab Emirates—all of 
which prohibit the establishment of independent citizen organizations and allow only state-run citizen 
organizations. In Syria, a handful of independent civic groups have sprung up during the slight thaw 
of the Bashar Al Asad regime, but they have been repressed by the authorities. Any independent civic 
activity in Libya, if it exists, takes place deep underground. In the aforementioned Gulf countries, what 
limited civil society exists revolves around diwaniyyas, semiofficial Islamic charities, and quasi-official 
research institutes. Not only are other forms of associative life essentially illegal, but most people’s lives 
revolve extensively around family and tribal ties. Furthermore, oil and gas wealth has reduced the need 
for service NGOs (and for the foreign aid that has helped them to proliferate). 

At the other end of the spectrum are Kuwait, Bahrain, Tunisia, Egypt, Algeria, Jordan, Yemen, 
Lebanon, Morocco and the Palestinian territories. Kuwait and Bahrain, which in contrast to 
other Gulf states have a history of elected parliaments and opposition politics, have a smattering 
of nongovernmental Islamic societies, professional associations, clubs, and prodemocracy groups. 
Tunisia’s civil society is dominated by a very large service-NGO sector and a few labor unions and 
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professional associations. Its handful of prodemocracy groups suffer continuous state harassment 
and have a precarious legal status. Tunisia’s Islamic sector consists primarily of associations tied to 
the government. This is due to Tunisia’s history of state-enforced secularism, which intensified in 
the late 1980s and 1990s with the government’s attempts to eradicate an incipient Islamic opposition 
movement, Al Nahda, and any other independent Islamic activity. 

Algeria, Egypt, Jordan, and Yemen have some civil society activity across all five sectors. They 
have diverse and active Islamic sectors that include independent, opposition, and government-
connected organizations. Egypt, Jordan, and Yemen, as relatively poor Arab countries that receive 
large amounts of foreign aid, have large service-NGO sectors. Professional associations, mutual aid 
societies and other clubs, and small numbers of prodemocracy groups also exist in these countries 
(Egypt and Yemen, with their large numbers of migrant workers, have many mutual aid societies, as 
does Jordan’s sizable Palestinian community). 

Morocco, Lebanon, and the Palestinian territories are at the farthest end of the civil society 
spectrum, with the most diverse and active civil societies in the region. In Morocco, this is due to 
a long history of political pluralism, along with the late King Hassan II’s early decision to launch 
economic and political liberalization, a process that has not been interrupted by his successor, 
King Mohamed VI.7 In Lebanon and the Palestinian territories, years of war and civil conflict 
have fostered a high degree of political pluralism, which expresses itself through associational life. 
Weakened central authority also necessitated citizens’ self-help and decreased regimes’ ability to fully 
control civil society. (In the Palestinian case, the unusually large amounts of international aid and 
the elite’s high levels of education and their exposure to democratic practices in Israeli politics have 
also helped to foster a civil society that is the largest and most sophisticated in the Arab world.)

CIVIL SOCIETY: THE SOURCE OF DEMOCRATIZATION?

About a decade ago, scholars in the United States who study the Middle East began to devote a great 
deal of attention to civil society’s role as the source of Arab democratization. This academic interest 
has now subsided somewhat, but in the meantime enthusiasm for civil society has spread to the 
mainstream of policy makers, donors, democracy-aid providers, and journalists. These civil society 
enthusiasts interpret the proliferation of civil society organizations across the region as a harbinger of 
democratization “from below.” 

They envision civil society playing a democratizing role in a variety of ways. To some, the very 
proliferation of civil society organizations—no matter what their type, agenda, or influence—builds 
the infrastructure of democracy, because in their view an active associational life is a precursor of 
democracy. The fact that Egypt now has roughly 14,000 registered NGOs, for example, is sometimes 
cited as a sign of the empowerment of that country’s citizens. Others view specific sectors of civil 
society as forces for democratization. Not surprisingly, prodemocracy NGOs are thought to have the 
greatest potential to push governments toward democratization. As one specialist declared:

A new era is emerging in Arab politics today, one in which the state will increasingly be 
forced to retreat before a vibrant civil society. . . . The mushrooming NGO movement is 
pressing governments to be accountable, to adhere to the rule of law, and to abide by broad 
principles of good government.8
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Others locate the seeds of democratic change in the Islamic sector. In their view, the opposition 
and informal organizations in this sector represent a challenge to the moral and political authority 
of incumbent authoritarian regimes; their grassroots support gives them a popular appeal and 
a “vibrancy” that other sectors of civil society lack. Thus they must constitute a prodemocracy 
movement. “Democracy will find civil society allies . . . among Islamists who have spent much of 
the past decade building up the social and charitable institutions that meet all the criteria political 
scientists use to identify civil society,” one expert recently predicted.9 

Still other civil society advocates see great potential in the service-NGO sector, where 
involvement in community development is thought to build skills and foster democratic values 
and attitudes in individuals that will eventually spread to the broader society. “Service NGOs 
have an impact that goes well beyond service delivery,” contended a paper issued by a contractor 
of the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID). “They also enhance the prospects for 
democratization because they foster associational life, empower individuals, and provide them with 
the skills and attitudes” that are useful for democratization.10

Contrary to these optimistic predictions, civil society groups have not made a real dent in the 
Arab world’s surprisingly durable authoritarianism. Many civil society groups manage to survive 
and sometimes even become rather active within the limited space regimes have granted them. But 
they have not been able to expand this space much or to affect the political game more broadly. 
The growth in the number of civil society organization has not led to democratization. In fact, this 
proliferation is better understood as a product of top-down liberalization than as a cause of it. 

Several factors have contributed to civil society’s weakness as a democratizing force. State 
repression is perhaps the most obvious one. Although Arab regimes may be poor performers in 
many respects, they have been unusually successful in maintaining control and quashing dissent.11 
As was described above, some governments simply outlaw independent civic activity altogether; 
and others permit it but impose severe restrictions. These include allowing registered NGOs, 
professional syndicates, Islamic organizations, and other groups to undertake only “social welfare” or 
“cultural” work and forbidding “political activities.” They regularly intervene in labor and syndicates’ 
activities.12 They require that NGOs’ charters, boards of directors, and meetings be approved by 
government officials, who can send a representative to any activity. All funding must be approved 
by the goverment. Across the region, ministries of the interior investigate NGOs’ staffs and reject 
applications for registration on security grounds.13 In Gaza, for instance, civil society organizations 
seeking to register must submit the life histories of their founding members to the Palestinian 
Ministry of the Interior.14 In Jordan, all NGO volunteers must be vetted by the security services.15 
Many groups prefer to register and submit to these controls because without legal status, they 
are even more vulnerable to the whims of the state.16 Regimes also skillfully use emergency laws, 
harassment by security forces, and arrests to isolate those who cross the line of “unacceptable” civic 
activity and to deter others who are contemplating it. 

Another obvious factor is political culture. The level of independent civic participation across 
the Arab world remains extremely low. Most civil society organizations attract only a very small 
percentage of the population; truly active membership is even less. For example, the membership 
of most unions and professional associations, though numbering in the millions because many 
professions require people to join, is often dormant. Not only have decades of authoritarian rule 
bred widespread political apathy, but throughout the Arab world social, economic, and political life 
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still revolves to a remarkable degree around the bonds of family, clan, or tribe. Thus a critical mass 
of voluntary citizen activity extending beyond these primary relationships—of the sort that would 
begin to shift political weight from the realm of state control to that of society and thus contribute to 
democratization—has yet to develop.

Of course, repression and political apathy are hallmarks of all authoritarian settings. Yet, in 
some such settings, civil society organizations have played a central role in popularizing the idea of 
democratic change and in mobilizing citizens to push for democratization.17 Thus we must locate 
deeper reasons for Arab civil society’s minimal democratizing influence to date. 

As was noted in the introduction, civil society is best understood in neutral terms, as the zone of 
voluntary associative life beyond family and clan ties and separate from the market. The form and 
character of such associative life can differ considerably, depending on the context. In democracies, 
the vast majority of civil society organizations are indeed civil and prodemocratic, influenced by a 
free political atmosphere, the rule of law, and the prevailing social consensus in favor of democratic 
values. But civil society organizations are not inherently counterhegemonic or liberal; particularly 
in authoritarian environments, civil society can be dominated by apolitical, progovernment, or even 
illiberal groups that fulfill roles other than democratization. For civil society to play a democratizing 
role in such settings, a critical mass of organizations and movements must develop three key 
attributes: autonomy from the regime, a prodemocracy agenda, and the ability to build coalitions 
with other sectors of civil society (and other forces, such as political parties) to push for democratic 
change. Civil society in the Arab world has not yet acquired these attributes. 

Sectors of civil society that could ostensibly be a platform for the development of a prodemocracy 
movement are not sufficiently autonomous to do so. The webs of control and co-optation are spun 
in various ways. Labor unions are essentially arms of the state, with their leadership appointed by 
the government. Professional associations sometimes have more independent leaderships, but their 
members, like union members, are largely state employees or depend on government goodwill for their 
economic survival. Chambers of commerce are dominated by businessmen and businesswomen who 
similarly rely on close economic and personal ties to government officials for their business success. 

Many think tanks are not truly independent; they are staffed by private citizens but receive 
all their funding from the government. More nefariously, security services have infiltrated the 
prodemocracy sector, creating “nongovernmental” organizations to duplicate the work of and 
siphon donor funds from genuinely independent groups. Donors have difficulty distinguishing these 
front organizations from the real thing.18 More commonly, regimes have neutralized groups whose 
activities are deemed too sensitive by applying a combination of sticks (the threat of repression) and 
carrots (funding and political protection). (The region is replete with stories of feisty civil society 
activists who quiet down after receiving generous government funding, a sinecure, or other perks.) 

The service-NGO sector, which because of its size is sometimes viewed as a potential counterweight 
to state power, is in fact largely an extension of it. Many service NGOs were established by former 
state employees; current and former officials often serve on the boards of directors. Most registered 
service NGOs receive significant government funding. The Kuwaiti government, for example, gives 
all registered voluntary associations meeting space and annual subsidies.19 Labor unions, chambers 
of commerce, and even professional associations whose leadership opposes some state policies, rely on 
government ties to protect their economic interests. Such intertwining relationships make those civil 
society groups reluctant to take actions that could jeopardize their ties to the officials who facilitate 
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their work. Similarly, there are complex relationships between some parts of the Islamic sector and 
Arab governments. In some cases, regimes have facilitated the creation of certain Islamic groups as a 
counterweight to secular opposition groups. Others are offshoots of the religious establishment and thus 
do not seek Arab governments’ demise.

The fact that a critical mass of civil society organizations has not adopted a clear prodemocracy 
agenda that can mobilize large numbers of citizens is another important characteristic of civil society 
in Arab countries. The informal parts of civil society are generally not politically inclined; and 
their very informality would hinder their ability to organize politically. As for service NGOs, a few 
have conducted advocacy campaigns to improve government policy on issues on which they work 
(such as the environment or rural development). But the majority do not engage in broader political 
activities—especially anything involving direct opposition to incumbent regimes. Beyond the fact 
that most are financially and administratively linked to the state, their fundamental mission is not to 
challenge systems and institutions of politics. Rather, it is to provide the services and socioeconomic 
development necessary to maintain social stability. 

Indeed, when Arab leaders boast of their countries’ burgeoning civil societies, as they often do, 
they are referring to service NGOs and similar organizations that are carrying out their own national 
development agenda. Thus regimes view these groups as “partners,” not adversaries. As Egyptian 
president Hosni Mubarak explained in a November 2003 speech, “In recognition by the society of 
the fact that national development requires conscious participation by all members, there emerged a 
new concept of voluntary work. The number of civil society organizations rose to more than 14,000, 
operating in a variety of development spheres . . . . They perform their role as an active partner to the 
sustainable development process.”20 

Even those service NGOs that do not buy into the official development agenda are usually reluctant 
to jeopardize their work by running afoul of the authorities. As a staff member of an Egyptian 
development organization explained, “We don’t like the government, but to be able to do our vital 
work, we cannot get anywhere close to politics.”21 Similarly, the priorities of most unions, professional 
organizations, and mutual aid societies lie in serving their members, not in democratic activism. (This 
is the case even for Palestinian civil society, the region’s most active. Since the outbreak of the Intifada 
in September 2000, most Palestinian groups have focused on delivering services to a population under 
siege and on struggling against the Israeli occupation.) Certainly, there are informal, grassroots groups 
that resist state power, but their very informality makes it hard for them to galvanize broader support. 
This is in contrast to service NGOs and community groups in South Africa, the Philippines, and many 
Latin American countries that had a double agenda of development and democratic political change 
and could mobilize their communities toward both ends. 

Nor does the Islamic sector constitute a prodemocracy force. Religious forces’ adoption of a vigorous 
prodemocracy agenda is often a critical element in civil society’s ability to push for democratization, as 
has been demonstrated by the role of the Catholic Church in Latin America and in Eastern European 
democratization and of Christian organizations in South Korean democratization. In contrast, the 
Arab world’s Islamic organizations are by and large at most ambivalent toward democracy.22 In some 
Arab countries, a handful of liberal Islamists seek to demonstrate that democratic concepts are fully 
compatible with the tenets of Islam. But they are weak and lack popular following.23 Those parts of 
the Islamic sector that are politically relevant, such as the Muslim Brotherhood, have not pushed for 
democracy in a comprehensive fashion. Some emphasize themes of justice, participation, and reform. 
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But they hold vague or negative positions on other aspects of democracy, such as the rotation of power 
and minorities’ and women’s rights. Other Islamic groups avoid political issues altogether, preferring to 
transform society through social and spiritual change. 

The sector of civil society that does have a clear democratic agenda—the prodemocracy 
sector—has very limited influence. There are high-caliber groups that bravely push the political 
envelope and sustain repeated harassment. But even the most impressive prodemocracy groups have 
trouble attracting more than a tiny number of supporters. Most prodemocracy groups that have tried 
to lobby government officials for policy change have done so using their personal connections to 
those officials, not by mobilizing popular support for their cause. 

Repression is undoubtedly one reason for their ineffectiveness; precarious funding and weak 
management also play a role. But there are more fundamental reasons. In sharp contrast to Islamic 
organizations, which use religious channels to mobilize support, prodemocracy groups lack a popular 
network and tools, such as a sympathetic media, to spread a prodemocracy message. They have to 
fight the stigma that democracy and human rights are foreign—particularly Western—concepts. 
Exacerbating this challenge, prodemocracy NGOs are overwhelmingly the province of the secular, 
liberal elite. Their discourse (highly abstract) and activities (mainly workshops and reports) often 
seem alien to the real-life concerns of Arabs. 

Finally, as is clear from the preceding analysis, civil society across the Arab world is deeply 
fragmented. The different sectors of civil society sometimes work side by side but can rarely coalesce 
in a sustained fashion. This hinders the ability of civil society to unite groups of citizens around 
common goals in a way that might generate pressure on regimes. Contrast this, for example, with the 
sustained civic action that brought together South Korean students, workers, Christian activists, and 
intellectuals to push for democracy in the years leading up to that country’s transition. 

In part, this polarization is due to regimes’ skill in manipulating and dividing civil society. But it 
also reflects a deeper reality: There is today no unifying vision for social and political transformation 
among key civil society actors in Arab countries. In countries with deep social divisions, such as 
Lebanon, civil society is organized overwhelmingly along confessional lines, with groups serving 
primarily as patronage vehicles to protect community interests.24 More often, the major divide falls 
between the two sectors of civil society most relevant for democratization, the Islamic sector (because 
of its grassroots support) and the prodemocracy sector. A deep polarization exists between those who 
want to use civil society organizations as the leading vehicle to Islamicize society and those who 
believe that (liberal) civil society is the only bulwark against such a transformation. 

The experience of civil society in Algeria and Tunisia provides a vivid example of this 
phenomenon. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, many prodemocracy groups in these two countries 
initially sided with Islamic opposition groups to press for liberalization. A few years later, when the 
Algerian and Tunisian regimes felt threatened and undertook blanket repression against Islamists 
and other independent political forces, these same groups lent their support to the regimes. They 
feared the Islamists’ illiberal agenda more than they feared a rollback of their civil liberties and the 
regimes’ continuation in power. Lise Garon terms these tacit bargains “dangerous alliances” and 
identifies them as a key factor in stalled political liberalization in the Arab world.25 

These characteristics of civil society are not necessarily permanent. Various developments could 
lead civil society groups to become more autonomous, more prodemocratic, and more coherent. 
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Economic growth could provide independent resources for some organizations currently tied to 
regimes; conversely, severe economic decline could spark discontent. 

The rise of truly charismatic leaders in the prodemocracy sector, their access to new avenues for 
mobilization (such as new media), or a sudden deterioration of human rights conditions (if such 
groups were widely seen as defenders of ordinary citizens’ rights) could enhance the local prestige 
and appeal of this sector. A changing relationship between Islamist and liberal political forces (for 
example, the emergence of a liberal Islamist trend, or the Islamicization of the prodemocracy sector) 
could increase the prospect of coalitions across sectors. 

Equally as important is what occurs in the broader national arena. When civil society 
organizations have played a vigorous role in democratic political change, they have gained real 
influence only after higher-order developments have reshaped the environment in their favor. For 
example, the economic failure in Eastern Europe delegitimized regimes and enhanced the stature of 
civil society actors after years of being marginal actors, enabling them to popularize their ideas and 
mobilize wide support at last. Similarly, the massive economic collapse in Indonesia unleashed mass 
discontent and made President Suharto suddenly vulnerable. This transformed the environment to 
allow civil society groups and opposition parties to mobilize citizens in an unprecedented fashion. 

In the Arab world, similar changes could include an economic breakdown, or success followed by 
decline; the rise of new regime elites sympathetic to democratic reform; a breakdown in the security 
structure; and political liberalization that allows more competitive elections, elected institutions with 
power to challenge the executive branch, or the lifting of restrictions on the media.

AID FOR CIVIL SOCIETY: A DISAPPOINTING RECORD

American democracy promoters, along with their European counterparts, tend to have an 
understanding of civil society that is simultaneously too broad and too narrow. On the one hand, 
they frequently vest unrealistic hopes in civil society as a democratic and democratizing force. 
They envision that, bolstered by outside assistance, virtuous civil societies of democratic-minded, 
nonpartisan, peaceful citizens will erode authoritarian regimes. They often also expect these civil 
society groups to operate as they are thought to in the United States or Europe—that is, to act as a 
counterweight to state power and to “check” or otherwise influence government behavior—and they 
provide assistance to help them do so.

On the other hand, donors conceive of civil society quite narrowly, as comprising the 
organizations—nonprofit organizations and public interest groups—that seem to resemble those 
with which they are most familiar in their own countries and whose leaders speak English and are 
comfortable in international circles. Donors often downplay or ignore religious organizations, social 
movements, and other unfamiliar, non-NGO forms of associative life. They also fail to take into 
account the relationship of the different parts of civil society to citizens, governments, and one another. 

This double-edged tendency has existed in American democracy-promotion efforts in the Arab 
world as well, even though until recently the United States paid scant attention to the question of 
democracy there. In the early 1990s, near the end of the George H. W. Bush administration, the 
United States launched small-scale programs to aid democracy in the Middle East, adding to this 
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assistance occasional rhetorical support for political reform at the diplomatic level. This approach 
continued during the administration of Bill Clinton, which increased democracy aid to the region 
largely to avoid being seen as excluding the Middle East from its global democracy-promotion 
agenda. “Aiding civil society” was the leading element of U.S. efforts. The majority of democracy 
aid for the Middle East from 1991 through 2001—about $150 million—went to projects classified 
as “civil society strengthening.”26 At the same time, these projects were targeted almost exclusively 
toward service NGOs and prodemocracy NGOs.27 

Projects to assist service NGOs received the lion’s share of the funding. These projects were large-
budget, multiyear efforts that involved many dozens of service NGOs. In Egypt, USAID funded two 
consecutive projects to strengthen civil society, which respectively cost $27 million and $40 million.  
In the West Bank and Gaza—where the United States had funded some Palestinian NGOs during  
the Israeli occupation—after the Palestinian Authority was created in 1994, the United States  
expanded this aid and categorized much of it as civil society strengthening. In 2000, USAID launched 
a $32 million project to support Palestinian NGOs (mostly service NGOs). In Lebanon, USAID spent 
several million dollars to assist community-based service NGOs during the 1990s.

Promoting democracy was not the only rationale for these projects. In Egypt, the United States 
believed that giving private groups an expanded role in development would advance its larger policy 
goal of economic liberalization. In the West Bank and Gaza, the United States hoped to generate 
popular support for the Oslo peace process by helping Palestinian NGOs improve living conditions 
under self-rule. (In addition, NGOs were a key instrument for channeling aid, because Congress 
had imposed a ban on direct U.S. funding of the Palestinian Authority.) In Lebanon, the United 
States wanted to help local communities rebuild in the aftermath of civil war. Because government 
agencies were very weak, community-based organizations and NGOs were better aid partners. 
During the Clinton administration, political Islam became a factor, though not one that was openly 
acknowledged. Some U.S. officials saw service NGOs as a potential counterweight to the Islamic 
charities and other groups that were a major source of grassroots support for Islamist opposition 
movements, and these officials wanted to direct resources to such groups for this reason.

Service NGOs also fit well into the vision for Middle Eastern democracy that prevailed among 
U.S. officials in the 1990s, vague as it was. According to this vision, democratic change should 
occur incrementally, with a minimum of conflict that might threaten the stability of incumbent 
regimes friendly to Washington. The critical element in this very gradual democratization would 
not be the election of new leaderships, or even a reduction in authoritarian regimes’ powers or 
further liberalization of the political sphere. Rather, it would be the reform of existing government 
institutions to make them work more efficiently and thus more “democratically,” along with citizens’ 
habituation to democratic values and practices. State and society should be prepared for a future 
democratic transition before any Arab leadership should be required to submit itself to the will of 
the people or significantly expand political space. Such preparation was considered essential for Arab 
countries with little or no experience with democracy. 

Service NGOs would expose Arabs to a form of microdemocracy, the thinking went, by habituating 
them to the concepts of civic participation and decision making through taking part in nonthreatening 
local issues (while avoiding core issues of civil and political rights). This would build an understanding 
of and enthusiasm for democracy from the ground up, preparing citizens to make responsible decisions 
when, at some point in the future, they were given a larger role in influencing national policies.28 
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Service NGOs were also appealing because they were non-Islamist, and at the same time 
nonpolitical.29 Thus they were less likely to pose a threat to regimes (or to U.S. interests in the 
region) in the way that other sectors of civil society might if they were empowered. If service NGOs 
demonstrated to governments that they were professional, nonpartisan organizations that had the 
community’s best interests at heart, it was thought, governments would be more likely to see them 
as constructive forces, rather than as sources of opposition needing to be repressed. This realization 
would compel officials to grant more space to those sectors of civil society that acted responsibly  
(that is, that did not challenge the state’s legitimacy).30 This would somehow spur a broader dynamic 
in which governments would allow greater citizen input into decision making, leading, in some 
fashion, to democracy.31 (Of course, putting the onus on civil society to generate change would also 
lessen the need to press friendly governments on political reform.)

Assistance programs sought to build service NGOs’ capacity as vehicles for citizen participation and 
as partners with governments.32 USAID provided technical assistance in accounting, staff development, 
management, fund raising, and program planning, as well as training in so-called democracy skills 
(the ability to encourage participation, network, aggregate citizen demands, and exercise oversight of 
government agencies).33 In the late 1990s, USAID began to emphasize advocacy training for service 
NGOs. Advocacy was defined as a participatory but nonpolitical activity. As a report on assistance to 
Egyptian civil society explained, “Advocacy is defined as an action, rooted in a broad-based community 
need or interest, taken by NGOs to represent themselves and their constituency to public officials or the 
public in general. In the Egyptian case, this is exclusive of religious and political interests”34 (emphasis added).

Prodemocracy groups were also included in the democratization vision, though they figured 
in it somewhat less prominently. The United States saw them, like service NGOs, as vehicles for 
microparticipation and as incubators of democratic values within society. Instead of being potential 
partners of governments, however, prodemocracy groups were considered enclaves of reform and 
benign opposition. Most U.S. aid to prodemocracy groups was in the form of small, short-term 
grants. (For many years, such grants came directly from American embassies in the region in a very 
decentralized fashion. With the establishment in 1997 of the Department of State’s Middle East 
Democracy Fund, a regional small grants fund was created and additional funding was provided to 
USAID to assist prodemocracy groups.) Funding supported financial management and institutional 
development and projects in civic education, election observation, voter education, human rights 
monitoring, anticorruption efforts, and women’s empowerment. As with service NGOs, in the late 
1990s the United States put a special emphasis on advocacy training.35 

Funding for prodemocracy organizations was much less than that channeled to service NGOs. 
Prodemocracy groups are fewer in number and smaller in size than most service NGOs, making 
large amounts of funding difficult to absorb. Also, some groups were excluded (or excluded 
themselves) from assistance because they were outspoken critics of Arab regimes close to the United 
States and of U.S. policies in the Middle East. 

Although the impact of these programs was quite limited, the assistance they provided was clearly 
valuable in certain respects. U.S. assistance supported the vital work performed by many service 
NGOs. Support for beleaguered prodemocracy groups across the region helped to keep these groups 
alive and to maintain a political space, albeit a small one, for their work. With U.S. aid, some groups 
improved their professional capacities, and they conducted programs that helped to break down 
taboos on sensitive issues such as corruption and women’s rights. 
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Where civil society assistance fell short was in contributing to a process of democratization. 
The tens of millions of dollars in aid did not generate popular demand for democracy, alter Arab 
governments’ intolerance of independent citizen activism, or spur a broader dynamic of political 
change. Though it is certainly unrealistic to expect external assistance programs to decisively affect 
the political direction of any Arab society, U.S. civil society aid can nevertheless be seen as flawed in 
two fundamental respects.

First was the manner in which civil society assistance was implemented. Programs involving 
service NGOs tended to be overly bureaucratic and micromanaged. U.S. contractors served as 
“pass-through agencies” for USAID funds, assembling large staffs to disperse grants to NGOs 
and to provide technical assistance. The rationale for this top-heavy arrangement was that outside 
contractors were needed because USAID was too understaffed to oversee what sometimes amounted 
to tens of millions of dollars in NGO grants. The result, however, was to create a bureaucratic 
superstructure that was reminiscent of some of the restrictions Arab governments place on NGOs. 
To be considered for funding, NGOs had to submit detailed proposals; once approved, they had to 
undergo various training programs and meet strict accounting and reporting requirements. Although 
the need for the accountability of funds is understandable, such requirements were beyond the 
capacity of most groups.

Aid for prodemocracy groups often suffered from the opposite problem: too much informality. This 
assistance was typically for short-term, one-off projects, with little follow-up. Across the board, the 
evaluation of civil society projects was superficial, rarely getting past the question of how many activities 
were completed to probe the deeper issue of whether the assistance contributed to political change. 

Many civil society assistance programs were also overly instrumental. That is, the United States 
often looked upon NGOs as instruments to advance its own agenda. The result was that too often 
civil society assistance was designed around an American agenda of what issues NGOs should focus 
on and how. Financially strapped NGOs usually try to be responsive to such donor agendas in the 
hope of receiving funding, even when the recommended activities do not have much local resonance. 
This phenomenon is evident in the large numbers of Arab NGOs working on the environment and 
on women’s issues, recent donor favorites, as well as in the launching of advocacy campaigns by 
service NGOs that have never before undertaken such activities. The line between donors’ useful 
suggestion of new ideas and the imposition of an external agenda is a fine one. When the latter takes 
over, the result is programs that undermine the concept of civil society as a sphere where indigenous 
citizen groups pursue causes and activities of their own choosing. 

The second and larger problem was the fact that civil society aid was based on a flawed vision 
of civil society, its weaknesses, and its role in democratization. The U.S. conception of civil society 
equated the sectors it considered politically acceptable—service NGOs and certain prodemocracy 
groups—with civil society writ large. This had the effect of targeting assistance to the groups with 
the least political influence or the shallowest roots in the community and thus placing unrealistic 
expectations on them. In adopting such a narrow definition of civil society, assistance providers 
lacked a full understanding of how these groups fit into the broader sphere of civil society and why 
some citizens were more drawn to other forms of associative life. Narrowly targeted aid also missed 
the opportunity to help groups develop links to and build coalitions across sectors. 

Assistance providers also misdiagnosed the reasons for civil society organizations’ weaknesses as 
agents of democratic change. Too often, NGOs’ lack of political influence was attributed mainly to 



MIDDLE EASTERN DEMOCRACY

18

their lack of professionalism—often meaning the ways in which they differed from Western NGOs. 
Many NGOs do suffer from poor financial management and undemocratic internal practices, and 
many influential American NGOs are well managed. But there is no proven direct link between 
stellar accounting procedures and staff management and influence as an agent of democratic 
change in an authoritarian setting. More often, civil society groups derive political influence from 
charismatic leadership, activities and messages that appeal to a broad audience, deep community 
support, and the ability to mobilize diverse followers around their cause. As was explained above, 
service NGOs were unlikely to become the vanguard of democratic change or lead governments to 
relax political controls on civil society, regardless of these groups’ professionalism; prodemocracy 
groups struggled with the problem of isolation as much as they faced management challenges. 

Nor did assistance adequately address the problem of many civil society groups’ lack of autonomy. 
At the diplomatic level, the United States largely ignored or downplayed the restrictive legal 
frameworks and other repressive measures that profoundly shaped the environment for civil society. 
Out of a similar desire not to ruffle diplomatic feathers, U.S. officials sometimes allowed Arab 
governments to decide which NGOs should receive funding and what activities they could pursue. 
Such close interaction enabled government agencies to further penetrate and control civil society.36 

Finally, expectations about how democratization would occur were unrealistic. Projects that 
encouraged closer NGO–government interaction and cooperation had no demonstrable effect on 
improving the environment for civil society. With regard to advocacy programs, encouraging NGOs 
with dubious popular support to press government officials for policy changes raises the question 
of on whose behalf they are advocating. This approach bypasses the role of political parties in 
representing constituency interests to government, a key element of a democratic process. Moreover, 
encouraging advocacy on issues that excluded “religious and political” interests had the effect of 
encouraging a buzz of activity around marginal issues while core issues of power, contestation, and 
identity were supposed to remain taboo. Real advocacy must at some point touch on these issues, 
sensitive as they are. 

The hope that microparticipation in civil society groups would generate broader democratic 
reform was similarly unrealistic. Democratization requires, among other things, an opening at 
the higher level of political institutions, contestation for national office, and expanded political 
liberties. These changes cannot be brought about by small numbers of citizens working to improve 
neighborhood garbage collection. Participation in ground-level community activities is valuable 
for many reasons, but such participation gains political meaning only when it leads to genuine 
empowerment. 

CONCLUSION: THE NEW PUSH

As the U.S. administration looks for ways to translate President Bush’s vision of the second track of 
Middle East democratization into on-the-ground policies and aid programs, civil society is likely to 
receive ample attention. 

Already, “civil society strengthening” is a visible component of the Middle East Partnership 
Initiative (MEPI), the State Department’s new, several-hundred-million-dollar effort to promote 
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reform in the Arab world beyond Iraq. In his December 2002 speech launching the initiative, 
Secretary of State Colin L. Powell declared that the United States would seek partnerships with 
“community leaders to close the freedom gap with projects to strengthen civil society” and would 
strengthen “the civic institutions that protect individual rights and provide opportunities for 
participation.” MEPI’s political reform “pillar,” one of four categories under which the initiative’s 
programs are organized, has “strengthening civil society” as one of its leading objectives. To date, 
MEPI has funded several civil society programs, and new programs are in the pipeline. Outside the 
MEPI framework, USAID’s large, multiyear NGO assistance programs in Egypt and in the West 
Bank and Gaza are still under way. 

In his January 2004 State of the Union address, President Bush proposed that Congress  
double the National Endowment for Democracy’s (NED’s) budget, to support new initiatives in  
the Middle East. Although NED operates independently of the U.S. government, this proposed  
new funding suggests the administration’s interest in civil society because NED focuses heavily on 
aiding NGOs.

Civil society aid can be a valuable component of U.S. democracy promotion in the Middle East. 
But in this new phase, efforts to assist civil society should be free of three myths that have hampered 
previous efforts in this domain, and they should avoid the shortcomings of earlier programs. 

Letting Go of Myths

The first myth is that democratization in authoritarian countries can occur without real politics 
and without conflict. The United States often seems to embrace a vision of civil society drawn from 
the “people power” model—citizens embracing democratic values and banding together to fight 
authoritarian rule. But at the same time, the United States is attracted to the idea of supporting civil 
society in the Middle East because it seems safely nonpolitical. The United States continues to be 
extremely apprehensive about real citizen mobilization in the Arab world and does not want civil 
society to play a mobilizing role. But in cases of democratic transitions where citizen movements 
emerged as an important democratic force, the decisive stages of such activism usually came not 
with microparticipation through NGOs but with mass politics of a conflictive nature, such as 
mobilization, protests, and demonstrations. Such politics are often accompanied by extensive 
unrest and violence (for example, many hundreds of Indonesians were killed in the 1998 protests 
that pushed Suharto from power). This is not to suggest that the United States should encourage 
unrest and violence, obviously, but rather to point out that fundamental political change is always 
destabilizing to a certain extent. 

The second myth is that civil society activism can alone create a democratic opening. In every 
case where citizen activism emerged as an important force in political change, it could only do  
so after broader social, economic, or political changes created new conditions that enabled this  
to happen. 

The third myth is that civil society consists of latent democratic forces simply awaiting activation 
by Western donors. As was discussed above, in the Middle East different parts of civil society play 
different roles, and only some sectors have the potential or inclination to push for democratic change. 
It is unlikely that donor assistance can change this. 
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The Way Forward

New efforts to aid civil society in Arab countries should:

• Focus on assisting civil society organizations that could play a role in political change. 
Assistance to service NGOs should be shifted to the category of economic development. 
These groups are not catalysts for political reform or democratization, but they deserve 
support because of their important role in development. 

• Avoid perpetuating the narrow focus on the “usual suspects.” U.S. officials and 
democracy-promotion organizations should make contact with as many parts of civil society 
as possible. This includes a broader range of prodemocracy groups, professional associations 
that are potentially important players in political liberalization, Islamic organizations, and 
informal civil society organizations. Such organizations may shun U.S. support or, in the case 
of informal groups, be ill equipped to absorb it. But opening channels of communication 
to new sectors of civil society will help the United States better understand the entire civil 
society sphere and improve assistance to those sectors with which it can cooperate.

• Think more strategically about civil society assistance. Donors should develop programs 
that address the deeper reasons for civil society organizations’ weakness as agents of democratic 
change and provide assistance that addresses the issue of repressive legal frameworks. They 
should help prodemocracy NGOs make their discourse and activities resonate more at the 
grassroots level and help them reach new audiences (perhaps through new media). Donors 
also should support opportunities for cross-sector collaboration, making the encouragement of 
civil society autonomy a priority by avoiding programs that allow Arab governments to control 
civil society funding or activities or that otherwise perpetuate control of civil society. If Arab 
governments insist on such control as a condition of assistance, donors should postpone the 
program until the controls are lifted. Finally, donors should help NGOs develop strategies for 
raising community funds, to decrease reliance on government subsidies.

• Think more broadly about assisting civil society. In many Arab countries, the legalization 
of new political parties, the holding of more competitive elections, or a lifting of press 
restrictions can stimulate political openings of which civil society organizations can take 
advantage, and which expand opportunities for civil society to engage with political society. 
Donors should therefore combine direct assistance to civil society groups with indirect 
activities such as political-party development and encouraging more competitive elections and 
greater media freedom. 

• Avoid cookie-cutter programs. The nature of civil society differs significantly in Kuwait and 
Morocco, Jordan and the Palestinian territories, Egypt and Tunisia; aid programs should not 
look exactly the same in each.

• Involve civil society organizations more extensively in needs assessments, program design, 
and evaluation. In addition, donors should shift away from programs that focus inordinately 
on training NGOs to receive and manage donor funds for donor-conceived activities. 

• Reinforce themes of civil society assistance at the diplomatic level. Donors should raise 
the issues of overly restrictive NGO laws, the harassment of human rights groups, and other 
factors in the repression of civil society activity with Arab governments on a regular basis.
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The Real Challenge

Aiding civil society abroad is more difficult than it might seem. This is not only because civil society 
is likely to play a more modest role in democratization than is often expected. Improving assistance 
in the ways described above will require policy makers and aid providers to display a level of patience, 
flexibility, and knowledge of local history, language, and culture that is typically lacking in U.S. 
democracy assistance, especially when the pressure is on to demonstrate quick results to Congress. 
Furthermore, despite the hubris that permeates the current American discourse about “transforming” 
the Middle East, the most important factors affecting civil society’s democratizing potential in Arab 
countries (or in any country, for that matter) are beyond outsiders’ direct influence. U.S. assistance  
at best can play a modest positive role.

Effective civil society assistance requires a sense of genuine partnership and a vision for change 
that is shared by donors and civil society organizations. In this regard, the Middle East poses a 
profound challenge in that civil society assistance cannot be separated from the broader context of U.S. 
relations with the Arab world. Such relations, though never close, have only grown more volatile since 
Washington launched the new policy of promoting democracy in the region. Widespread opposition to 
U.S. policy in Iraq and the Palestinian territories may be fostering a solidarity previously lacking among 
polarized sectors of civil society. It remains to be seen whether this will spill over into the realm of 
domestic politics and lead to the forging of new coalitions for democratic change.

In the meantime, the anti-American tone of Arab political discourse, along with security 
concerns across the region, make it difficult for U.S. officials to reach out to new parts of civil society. 
This tension is also leading civil society groups—especially those with the most credibility—to steer 
clear of U.S. assistance for fear that accepting it will taint them irrecoverably. Exacerbating this 
situation are U.S. counterterrorism measures, which require extensive vetting of  
all NGOs that are potential recipients of U.S. funding.37 

Thus until U.S.–Arab relations improve, U.S. attempts to reach out meaningfully to Arab civil 
society are likely to be complicated by the realities of regional politics as much as by the challenges  
of democracy promotion.
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NOTES

1  “Remarks by the President at the 20th Anniversary of the National Endowment for Democracy,” speech delivered  
on November 6, 2003; www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2003/11/20031106-3.html.

2  Political parties are not part of civil society. Parties’ main objective is to capture and exercise political power through 
elected public office. Although some civil society groups may seek to influence the political process, gaining public office  
is not their objective. The media are also a sphere separate from civil society. The media’s market-based character and role 
as a vehicle for public communication differ from civil society’s voluntary character and role as a vehicle for citizen  
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