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Civil society in the making:  

Can NGOs contribute to  

development and democracy?

Lina Suleiman

This paper examines the assumed role of civil society in the new policy 
agenda of ‘good governance’ promoted by bilateral and multilateral 
agencies. According to donors, civil society – often represented by non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) – can play a substantial role in the 
enhancement of development and the promotion of democracy. Through 
governance arrangements that are characterised by a limited role of the 
state and a flexible combination of governmental, private and civil actors, 
NGOs are predicted as missionaries to advance stagnated development 
and to consolidate youthful democracies (Van Rooy 1998). 

In the development field, civil society organisations (CSOs) are 
expected to reach the poor, improve equity, compensate for waning state 
services and help generate economic growth (Edwards and Hulme 1996; 
Van Rooy 1998). In the field of democracy, civil society allegedly fosters 
democratic values through the involvement of CSOs in micro-reform 
policies. The claim here is that the policy dialogue that integrates actors 
from NGOs, competitive business and local government can delineate 
solutions for public services provision, and enhance an effective partner-
ship and pluralistic decision-making that is conceived of as a precondition 
of democratic structure (Brinkerhoff 2003).

This paper bases its arguments primarily on a review of literature, 
and uses theories in relation to the role of civil society in development 
and democracy. It draws upon the theory of social origin of non-profit 
organisations, the theory of social capital and the theory of two publics in 
Africa – how the colonial background in Africa created two publics, the 
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civic public and the primordial public – to raise concerns regarding the 
current policy trends of governance. 

Social origin theory

Developed by Salamon and Anheier (1998), the social origin theory 
describes the development patterns of non-profit organisations in devel-
oped countries, based on different theoretical assumptions regarding 
development processes in a society. Public institutional choices are 
profoundly controlled by patterns that evolve historically.  Accordingly, 
the social origin theory identifies four types of ‘non-profit’ development 
routes according to context: the liberal or ‘capitalist’ regime (such as the 
United States), the social democratic regime (such as is found in the 
Nordic countries), the corporatist regime (such as Germany), and the 
statist regime (such as Japan). 

Relevance of theory and policy implications in the strengthening  

of civil society

The social origin theory stresses the organic ties of non-profit organisa-
tions to their wider society and political system. Non-profit organisations 
are seen as an integral part of a social system; their role in governance 
processes is a by-product of a complex set of historical social forces. The 
policy implication of this theory does not appear to support the argu-
ments assuming that donor-funded NGOs play a substantial role in the 
development processes, when NGOs are formed in response to external 
demand rather than by local institutional dynamics. 

According to this theory, grass-root civil groups have stronger organic 
ties to their wider institutional settings and are ostensibly more capable 
of complying with socio-economic development tasks. The paradox of 
engaging civil society in developing countries is that governance processes 
often entail donor-created NGOs, while grassroots groups are excluded, 
rather than privileged (Edwards and Hulme 1996). 

Social capital theory

The notion of ‘social capital’ received a boost from the work done by 
Putnam (1993). His conclusions were widely recognised and are used 
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primarily to support the argument that citizens-networking is a means 
to foster democracy (Harriss and Renzio 1997). Putnam pinpoints the 
‘network’ of civic engagement as the core issue that will make democracy 
work. Voluntary horizontal associations integrate face-to-face horizontal 
relations among individuals, generating trust and norms of reciprocity. 
How societies are shaped to embrace such attributes is not discussed.      

The weakness of Putnam’s thesis is that although he stresses civic 
engagement as decisive for good governance – a view that constitutes 
the basis for theoretical arguments to strengthen and generously finance 
NGOs – he does not provide information on the manner in which good 
governance makes a society civic. Putnam pays no attention to factors that 
characterise civic networks, such as the attributes and power of individu-
als or groups that make up civil associations, or the power imbalances 
among members. He focuses mainly on the scale of civil networks needed 
to make development and democracy effective. Many examples from the 
context of real life have been presented by Carothers (1999, 2000), and 
they partially challenge Putnam’s theoretical statement. Japan, France, 
and Spain, for example, are countries characterised by strong demo-
cracies, but weak civil societies. 

The connection between civil society and economic growth and devel-
opment is also inconclusive. South Korea is one example of economic 
success that was built on the back of a repressed civil society. By contrast, 
as reported by Haque (2004), Bangladesh has thousands of NGOs, 
advocacy groups and social services organisations but remains one of the 
poorest countries in the world. 

As often discussed by Ostrom (2005), trust and reciprocity in a certain 
society are decisive factors in the creation of social capital, and in the effec-
tiveness of governance processes for the common good. In the same line 
of thought, Harriss and Renzio (1997) emphasise that civil associations 
may act in an uncivil manner, generating more social harm than benefits. 

Relevance of theory and policy implications  

in the strengthening of civil society

Defining social capital in terms of civil associations and scale alone has 
different policy implications than defining it in terms of generalised 
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norms of trust, reciprocity and mutuality that facilitate cooperation and 
collective actions for the common good. According to the former, the 
construction of civil society in the form of aid supported NGOs may 
create social capital; according to the latter, the task is more complex and 
requires close scrutiny of the socio-political context as well as historical 
factors affecting the wider society. 

In conclusion, a good governance policy assuming a spillover of pos-
itive social values into democracy and development through the creation 
of an escalating number of NGOs seems to be short-sighted. Harriss and 
Renzio (1997, p 928) quote Tarrow (1996, p 396) who concludes that 
“policy makers who attack the lack of social capital by encouraging asso-
ciations would be attacking the symptoms not the causes of the problem”. 

Civil society in Africa: The theory of two publics

According to Ekeh (1975), the nature of civil society in Africa in terms 
of structure and function is unique. The public realm in Africa is a 
product of Africa’s historical intercourse with the West through colonisa-
tion (Comaroff and Comaroff 1999; Ekeh 1975; Osaghae 2006). The 
psychological and social implications of colonisation were revealed in 
the emergence of the two publics: the ‘primordial’ and the ‘civic’. The 
‘primordial public’ consists of traditional groupings and communities, 
whereas the ‘civic public’ is made up by the African western-educated 
bourgeoisie, developed during colonisation and historically associated 
with the colonial administration.. The social divide between the two 
publics created tensions that have persisted into post-colonial times. 

Ekeh (1975) explains the two publics’ dual moral linkages to the 
private realm and dual understanding of the rights and responsibilities 
of citizens. The primordial public is regarded as being moral, privately 
and publicly. The civic public is regarded as being amoral and lacking 
the generalised moral imperatives that work in the private realm and the 
primordial public. According to the dual moral standards, it is legitimate 
for a citizen who works in the sphere of the civic public, to take from the 
civil public to give to the primordial public. 

The two publics also have a different understandings of the notion of 
citizenship (Edwards and Hulme 1996; Ekeh 1975). In the primordial 



158

Session:  Afr ican governments,  c iv i l  society and democracy

public, citizens are obligated to fulfil their material duties while gain-
ing little in terms of immaterial benefits. In the civic public, duties are 
de-emphasised while assumed rights are prioritised. Problems arise when 
the same citizens operate in both publics simultaneously. 

Civil associations in Africa follow the same principles. They are inte-
grated in the primordial public in a manner that does not complement 
the civic public but subtracts from it. The social and dialectical divides 
as emphasised by Ekeh  and Osaghae  may explain policy ineffectiveness 
and corruption. According to them, African states see themselves as being 
observed by a foreign institution, whose money, property and goals are 
not the direct responsibility and concern of the community. Corruption 
is an outcome of dual moral standards held by workers in the government 
sectors; it is considered moral for civil servants to take public funds or 
seek bribes to benefit the primordial public. 

The politics of clientelism that prevail in Africa today are also explained 
by Ekeh (1975) and Osaghae (2006). The African bourgeoisie did not fit 
readily into the social fabric of other segments of society and thus lacked 
the legitimacy to hold power over their own people. To win the loyalty 
of the mass of Africans, the ruling successors promised an increase in 
benefits and lower taxation, trying to gain political support through the 
distribution of benefits such as land, civil works, and cash among loyalists. 

The relevance of theory and policy implications 

in the strengthening of civil society

Barber (1998, 2004) emphasises how citizenship is indispensable from a 
strong civil society. How, then, can a fractured citizenship accommodate 
the building of a social realm where citizens can gather to act for the 
common good? Or, in social settings where corruption and clintelism 
prevail, how can civil associations stimulate democratic behaviour? 

The bifurcated public realm makes civil society an arena of vigorous 
contestation, far from the peaceful harmony of pluralistic governance 
processes. Civil society in its African status quo is seemingly not able to 
play a consistent and effective role in participatory governance processes 
or to contribute to pluralistic decision-making processes.
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The policy implication of this theory is apparently evident. To inte-
grate civil society into effective development polices and the promotion 
of a democratic culture, social dividends must be bridged. Political 
leadership should act to remedy the social rift between the two publics. 
Comaroff and Comaroff (1999) stress the importance of examining and 
recognising the complex historical forces in Africa that have influenced 
the characteristics of civil society; otherwise, policymakers run the risk 
of being taken in by the idealisation and the vagueness of the concept 
of civil society. 

Conclusion

In conclusion, CSOs that are driven by access to funds cannot be reform 
agents for political and social change; they are easily trapped by corruption 
and clientelism practices that prevail in the public realm. As argued by 
Matthew (2005), the aid system supports the interests of the elite in the 
first place, thus preventing political and social transformation that could 
be driven by committed leadership. Looked at from this perspective, aid 
supports the educated Africans that comprise the civic public and fails to 
support the rest of the people, thus preventing the merging of the two. 
The participatory role of civil society, as represented by donor-funded 
NGOs, is not evident, and NGOs are unlikely to have the strength to 
either promote development or to foster democracy. 
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