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Introduction

Michael Schulz

Civil society in the Middle East has mostly been discussed in relation to 
democratisation within the states in the region. It is important to do so, 
since civil society’s space of manoeuvre and capacity is largely restricted 
by the state. This is not to say that civil society cannot exist within 
authoritarian structures, but its capacity to influence and change will 
most likely be harmed (cf Sariologhalam 1997). 

The Middle East is usually seen as a region where democratisation has 
not occurred. However, democratisation has been on the agenda since the 
1990s, and civil society has often been seen as the forerunner of Middle 
East democracy. The empirical question that needs to be answered is 
what role civil society is playing in the Middle East democratisation. 

It has been shown that at national levels, civil society has played an 
immensely important role for democratisation from below. For instance 
in the Palestinian case, it is claimed that a strong and viable civil society 
has been one of the few institutions that has functioned during the Israeli 
occupation, and continued to play a scrutinising role vis-à-vis the previous 
Arafat-led Palestinian Authority that was established in 1993/94. Likewise, 
civil society in for instance Egypt, Algeria, and Morocco, has pushed for 
human rights issues vis-à-vis the state. Gradual changes have been carried 
out in states such as Jordan and Egypt, in which semi-open elections could 
take place after pressure from, among others, civil society organisations, On 
other occasions, state elites have made reforms and opened up to democratic 
practise as a reaction to civil society actors’ requests. 

Networking and cooperation growing

The increased awareness within the relatively small civil society in 
countries of the Middle East region has contributed to regional network-
ing, fostering new cooperation, and creating a more vivid debate around 
democratic issues. Globalisation itself also increases the awareness and 
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networking between external actors and the Middle East. This strengthens 
the chances to establish and consolidate a vivid and democratic regional 
debate, across the states. Hence, we need to understand more about the 
strength of civil society in the region.

The exceptional Middle East

Although a definite late-comer, the Middle East has entered the debate 
on global democratisation. Many have argued (from different positions) 
that the Middle East is an exception to the trend, in the sense that 
traditional kingdoms or security (mukhabarat) dominated regimes still 
cling to power, and the strongest force of opposition (ie Islamism) does 
not have democracy on its agenda. In one of the most oft-quoted works 
(Diamond et al 1989) on what Huntington (1991) coined as the “third 
wave of democratization,” it is argued that the Arab states can be label-
led as semi-democratic states due to their lack of previous democratic 
experience. 

 Middle East alleged ‘exceptionalism’ is ‘explained’ by a variety of 
variables, depending on the author. Orientalists still point to the broad 
and oversimplified categories of ‘culture’ and Islam (eg Kedourie 1992). 
Others hold that nation-building projects have failed and that loyalties 
are mainly sub-national and horizontal, hindering a national democracy 
to take root; the state as such is imposed by external actors and is thus 
floating, void of meaningful relations to its citizens (Alavi 1979). The 
existence of  “rentier economies” (Luciani 1990; Brynen 1992) and 
the weak taxation system are given as other factors, as is the fluid class 
structure and the interdependence between the enlarged intermediate 
strata in the form of state bureaucracy and the regimes (Ayubi 1995). 
Lastly, conflicts and wars are said to have paved the way for militarised 
states to legitimise themselves through ‘missions’, such as the struggles 
against imperialism, for Arab unity, and for the liberation of Palestine, 
rather than through rule by the people. Authors with an historical and 
structural approach explain, instead, the lack of democracy by focussing 
on the processes and patterns of state formation since independence as 
well as on the role of classes. 
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From the outset then, the Middle East does not seem to have many 
prerequisites for a true democratisation process. 

Civil society on the agenda

Before the 1990s, the state was seen as the key actor for political change; 
but, analysts claimed, one also needed to understand the elites within 
the Middle Eastern state in order to identify potentials of change. In the 
1990s, however, civil society came up on the agenda in the Middle East 
as well. As for the potentials of democratisation, one could see statements 
like “[n]o doubt, the defining flavour of the 1990s is participation” 
(Norton 1995, p 5). 

Others emphasised the developmental capacity of civil society, not 
least the ‘Islamic’ sector of it, claiming that they were providing help to 
the poorest and the ones most in need. However, more recent research 
has critically said that civil society still is no more than a marginal part 
of Middle Eastern societies. The Islamic civil society, often criticised for 
not even constituting one, has been seen rather as a breeding sector for 
Islamic radicalism and jihadists. 

Regional integration

The role of a Middle Eastern civil society has rarely been researched from 
a regional perspective, merely due to the fact that most analysts fail to see 
the potential of regional integration in this region. However, new regio-
nalism theory has occasionally been applied to the Middle East context, 
despite the fact that the region’s integration usually has been described 
as a slow process, or even a non-integrating one. 

Civil society has been involved in these discussions, but few analysts 
have tried to understand the role of civil society in regional governance, 
and even less so when applied to the Middle East. This is surprising. 
Civil society not only acts within in each country in the region; it has 
also increasingly developed transnational networks, thereby constituting a 
forerunner in regionalisation and democratisation in the regional context.
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Trust in civil society as an actor 

It is often assumed, from a liberal point of view, that civil society refers 
to values such as civility (implying tolerance), pluralism, “a cast of mind, 
a willingness to live and let live”(Norton 1995, p 12). This, however, is 
a romanticised and idyllic perception. Civil society might also include 
prejudice and hatred; therefore, this session sees it not as inherently 
societally benign, despite the fact that Middle East citizens often trust 
civil society more than government structures. 

Rothstein (2001; 2000) points to the importance of the socialisation 
process, ie the formation of our perceptions and norms in relation to 
societal institutions that begins already when we are children. Based on 
our parents’ stories and our social environment, we internalise percep-
tions and collective memories of whom to trust and whom not to. In the 
Middle East, one would expect that because of historical authoritarian 
government structures, citizens have no experience of civil society – and 
in particular of its informal forms – other than that it is more trustworthy 
than official authorities. This is so, even though civil society certainly does 
not always make up a counterforce to government structures (Cohen and 
Arato 1997; Ibrahim 1995; Moussali 1995; Norton 1995).

At the same time, Islamic as well as secular civil society organisations 
have played important roles as actors bringing issues linked to demo-
cratisation and the social service sectors of societies in the region into the 
public debate. 

It is indeed, then, for researchers to treat the judgment of the actions 
of civil society actors as an empirical question.
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