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What issues rouse global civil society?

Clifford Bob

Conflicts over resources, politics, rights, and the environment are 
common throughout the world. Yet most remain little known outside 
their home regions. In a handful of cases, however, key actors in global 
civil society – non-governmental organizations (NGOs), international 
organizations, media, and transnational networks – rally to a cause. It 
becomes, sometimes quite suddenly, an international cause célèbre – even 
as analogous conflicts remain mired in obscurity. For observers of inter-
national affairs, the result is puzzling irregularity in international support 
among seemingly similar issues. But the imbalance is more than just an 
intellectual riddle. It has real effects on the lives of millions, particularly 
on the many whose causes fail to gain international attention and the 
resources that frequently go along with it.

Why, for instance did the Darfur conflict become an object of major 
international activism in the 2000s, while more severe conflict in the 
nearby Congo had a far lower profile? Why did Aids become a focus of 
international health spending in the 1990s and 2000s, when other diseases 
such as malaria and diarrhea have higher death tolls? More generally, as 
Ron, Ramos and Rodgers (2005) ask, what explains the way in which 
the human rights movement chooses among the many possible objects 
of its concern? 

These comparative questions underline the importance of the issue. 
Various forms of outside support, including money, materiél, strategic 
advice, and political pressure, play important roles in many conflicts. 
Indeed in some, such support can be a matter of life or death. Yet many 
serious issues, problems, and crises attract little notice, let alone major 
action by civil society. 

Some would argue that drawing the world’s attention is little more 
than a crapshoot. For instance in 2004, United Nations’ Under-Secretary 
General for Humanitarian Affairs Jan Egeland said this (Hoge 2004): 
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I don’t know why one place gets attention and another not. It’s like a 
lottery, where there are 50 victimized groups always trying to get the 
winning ticket, and they play every night and they lose every night. I 
myself have said that the biggest race against the clock is Darfur, but in 
terms of numbers of people displaced, there are already more in Uganda 
and the eastern Congo.

Certainly luck plays some role, as Egeland believes. But closer examina-
tion reveals that there are also systematic characteristics in the conflicts 
that gain notice – and  those that do not. What factors make a difference? 
One hypothesis would hold that recent media and technological advances 
explain the rise of contemporary causes célèbres. But in fact, this cannot 
be the answer. Even in the age of the Internet and Twitter there is often 
significant variation in the levels of international support that particular 
issues spark. 

Others might claim that there is a global “meritocracy of suffering” in 
which selfless international activists devote the most assistance to the worst 
crises. Would that this were so! In fact, as the Congo–Darfur comparison 
makes amply clear, that is often not the case. In Darfur in the 2000s, 
perhaps 200,000-400,000 were killed, sparking major mobilizations by 
NGOs, celebrities, and politicians worldwide (Hagan and Palloni 2006). 
But in the wars that have ravaged Zaïre/Congo since the mid-1990s, 
3-4 million were killed and countless others displaced, yet global civil 
society’s response has been more restrained (Stearns 2011). Similarly, 
death counts from Aids are dwarfed by the tolls from other diseases that 
affect the developing world (Easterly 2009; World Bank 2009). This is 
not to say that Darfur and Aids have been the “wrong” focus of inter-
national activism. Clearly, these are critically important issues. But the 
comparisons underline the gravity of the questions at stake in this essay. 

Power and marketing

If the foregoing hypotheses provide only limited explanations, what in 
fact drives international concern for key issues? I start from the premise 
that, notwithstanding significant concern among NGOs and citizens in 
zones of peace, international resources and attention are scarce, given the 
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huge needs in the world as a whole. As a result, gaining crucial outside 
assistance is difficult. At any one time numerous wars, diseases, disasters, 
and accidents compete for notice and action.

From an analytic standpoint therefore, international support is best 
conceived not as altruism, but as exchange – between parties with highly 
unequal amounts of power. Because so many causes vie for attention, 
aggrieved “local” groups are the weaker party and must “sell” themselves 
(AlertNet 2005). By contrast, NGOs have relative power in the exchange 
because they select among the myriad causes that can use support (Bob 
2005). 

Given NGOs’ limited budgets, personnel, and time, these choices often 
hinge on their pre-existing views about which problems are important and 
which solutions are appropriate. It is true, of course, that many NGOs 
are motivated by “principled” ideas (Keck and Sikkink 1998, p 1). But 
because of NGOs’ own scarce resources, they cannot act on their prin-
ciples in every case. They must choose a small number in which to invest 
their time and energy. In fact, the most likely objects of their support 
are groups whose profiles closely match the NGOs’ more specific pref-
erences, as these are expressed in mission statements and organizational 
behavior. Often these preferences are purely substantive, as in the case of 
environmental or human rights NGOs. For these groups, broad missions 
are more narrowly defined in practice. Issues that do not fit the narrow 
interpretation may not be supported, as Hopgood (2006) has shown for 
Amnesty International. Nor are NGO preferences purely substantive. 
Often as well they relate to tactics, with most civil society actors prefer-
ring non-violent to violent ones. NGOs’ internal needs for funding and 
survival also play an important role in decisions on which cases to address, 
making it more likely that they will support those whose goals are likely 
to be achieved than those viewed as “lost causes.”

If this power-based view of global civil society holds merit, two distinct 
if related concepts provide a basis on which to understand why certain 
issues gain major global traction whereas most others do not. Some of these 
are “structural,” meaning that they are relatively difficult for the parties 
involved to change. A second set is “strategic” and subject to alteration or 
even manipulation by those seeking to gain or provide overseas support. 
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Structural factors 

Certain conflicts are by their nature more likely than others to gain the 
international spotlight. All else equal, the following factors, each of which 
usually operates independently, play major roles. First, notwithstanding 
contemporary communication and transportation technologies, those 
occurring in locales more accessible to international actors often gain more 
support than those in remote areas. Second, those involving pariah govern-
ments, whose leaders or political regimes are already anathema to powerful 
constituencies in richer states are more likely to attract disapproval than 
those in countries whose governments are internationally respected. In 
related vein, conflicts in some way implicating well-known global entities, 
such as multinational corporations or international financial institutions, 
also stand a better chance of gaining attention than those which appear 
disconnected from these bodies.  

Strategic factors

The foregoing characteristics do not guarantee a conflict’s celebrity. 
Conversely, even “unpromising” issues may sometimes gain acclaim. 
To explain these anomalies, it is crucial to understand two strategic 
processes conducted by international political “marketers.” Typically, 
these marketers are the leaders of an aggrieved group. The most adept 
have prior knowledge of or contacts with the international media and 
NGOs. In some cases, these indigenous marketers are joined by outside 
“champions” – journalists, missionaries, academics, or others – who take 
strong interest in a cause.

Raising awareness

First, these “marketers” increase international attention to the issue. 
One important method is by lobbying NGOs, bombarding them with 
information and appeals for support. Initially, such lobbying often occurs 
through electronic means. Direct personal contacts between marketers 
and NGO principals are also common. 

The media plays a key role as well. In some cases, the gravity, violence, 
or novelty of an event will attract reporting and a conflict or issue will 
“sell itself.” In others, however, only strategic action – such as protests, 
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lawsuits, or force – will attract journalists. Savvy marketers familiar with 
what attracts media interest can bootstrap obscure conflicts to prominence. 

Matching expectations 

A second strategy involves reshaping local, parochial, complex, or obscure 
conflicts to meet the preferences and needs of foreign supporters. Most 
such conflicts require “simplification” to make them understandable 
and appealing to international audiences. Groups seeking support may 
subtly reshape their claims, tactics, organizational practices, and even their 
identities to fit NGO predilections. 

At times, this may distort realities on the ground. In particular, 
conflicts may be painted in stark, exaggerated terms, where subtlety and 
nuance more accurately reflect the facts. Internationally recognizable 
institutions may come to supplant obscure local factors as the “cause” of 
conflict. Tactics that grab international attention may come to replace 
less dramatic methods. And identities with wide global appeal, such as 
environmental or indigenous, may be added to longstanding, pre-existing 
but less resonant ones, such as poverty.

Who benefits?

Notably, in fact, the neediest groups are often the least capable of execu-
ting these strategies effectively. Groups having superior resources or pre-
existing international contacts hold the upper hand. Those with leaders 
who are familiar with the Western media, NGO interests, and broader 
public concerns have significant advantages. Yet often such disparities 
hinge on little more than historical or geographic accident.

For their part, NGOs achieve important internal objectives even 
as they support needy clients. But the organizational factors affecting 
their behavior also mean that NGOs frequently move from one cause to 
another. For needy groups, this can be problematic, as support sometimes 
declines suddenly and unexpectedly. 

Conclusion

Given the number of factors involved, it is probably impossible to predict 
with certainty the local conflicts that will become international causes 
célèbres. But knowing the factors, it becomes possible for local actors 
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to increase their chances of gaining support. For privileged members of 
global civil society, such knowledge may not only raise awareness of the 
forces driving the market – but also allow for development of means to 
make the market more equitable. 

Such knowledge may also clarify that international assistance is more 
ambiguous in its effects than often assumed. For many scholars and 
journalists, overseas activism is an unmitigated blessing. Reflecting a 
penchant to idolize NGOs, analysts confuse the apparently altruistic 
intent of support with its effects. But when the latent sources of aid are 
considered, one can more easily assess its costs. On one hand, local chal-
lengers must conform to the needs and agendas of distant audiences, 
potentially alienating a movement from its base. On the other hand, 
the organizational imperatives driving NGOs mean that even the most 
devoted can seldom make a particular insurgent its top concern. The 
result can be problematic, even deadly: challengers, enticed to attention-
grabbing tactics or extreme stances, may find distant stalwarts absent 
or helpless at moments of gravest peril. But even if these most extreme 
consequences of the global morality market do not arise, it nonetheless 
must be considered both by analysts trying to understand it and activists 
seeking to use it to advance their causes.

References 

AlertNet, 2005. Tip Sheet: How to “Sell” Forgotten Emergencies, Reuters Founda-
tion, http://www.trust.org/alertnet/news/tip-sheet-how-to-sell-forgotten-emergencies 
(accessed September 2, 2011).

Bob, Clifford, 2005. The Marketing of Rebellion: Insurgents, Media, and International 
Support, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Easterly, William, 2009. Human rights are the wrong basis for healthcare, 
Financial Times, Oct 12, 2009, http://www.ft.com/cms/s/89bbbda2-b763-11de-
9812-00144feab49a,Authorised=false.html?_i_location=http%3A%2F%www.
ft.com%2Fcms%2Fs%2F0%2F89bbbda2-b673-11de-9812-00144feab49a.html&_i_
referer= (accessed September 2, 2011).

Hagan, John and Palloni, Alberto, 2006. Death in Darfur, Science, vol 313, no 5793, 
pp 1578-1579. 



89

What issues rouse g lobal  c iv i l  society?

Hoge, Warren, 2004. Rescuing Victims Worldwide From The Depths Of Hell,  New 
York Times, July 10, http://www.nytimes.com/2004/07/10/international/10fpro.htm
l?ei=5090&en=116806839824f6f8&ex=1247112000&adxnnl=0&partner=rssuserla
nd&adxnnlx=1115895645-ZxdZE7i7s3GsRAxhq8TggA&pagewanted=print&positi
on= (accessed September 2, 2011).

Hopgood, Stephen, 2006. Keepers of the Flame: Understanding Amnesty International, 
Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

Keck, Margaret E and Sikkink, Kathryn, 1998. Activists beyond Borders: Advocacy Net-
works in International Politics, Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

Ron, James, Ramos, Howard, and Rodgers, Kathleen, 2005. Transnational Informa-
tion Politics: NGO Human Rights Reporting, 1986-2000, International Studies Quar-
terly, vol 49, no 3, pp 557-587.

Stearns, Jason K, 2011, Dancing in the Glory of Monsters: The Collapse of the Congo 
and the Great War of Africa, New York: Public Affairs.

World Bank, 2009. Improving Effectiveness and Outcomes for the Poor in Health, Nutri-
tion, and Population: An Evaluation of World Bank Group Support Since 1997, Wash-
ington: World Bank.

Author affiliation

Duquesne University, USA


	Global Civil Society.pdf
	document.pdf



