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Shifting global influences on civil  

society: Times for reflection 

Jude Howell

The fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the subsequent collapse of the 
Soviet Union in 1991 was a watershed in global politics in the late 
twentieth century. The end of the Cold War heralded not only the rise 
of a new governance agenda that assumed the indisputable triumph of 
liberal democracy and market economics, but also the rapid expansion on 
a global scale of civil society. Governments, multilateral institutions and 
international development agencies enthusiastically embraced the idea 
of civil society, conceptualising it as a partner in democracy promotion, 
social change and poverty reduction. Practically, they supported civil 
society strengthening programmes, sought to build the capacity of non-
governmental organisations to participate in co-producing social services, 
and invited different civil society actors into processes of policy-making. 
Indeed the 1990s can be described as the “golden era” of civil society. 

At the turn of the millennium, there were already signs that govern-
ments, bilateral and multilateral development institutions were starting 
to re-assess their relationship with civil society organisations. By 2000, 
they had accumulated over a decade or more of experience in engaging 
and contracting with parts of civil society. The numbers of organisations 
lobbying the UN and other multilateral bodies was raising issues of 
legitimacy and representativeness. Moreover, governments and donors 
observed that civil society organisations could vary considerably in their 
degree of effectiveness, their probity, their proximity to the grassroots, 
and their scale. They recognised that there were limits to how much civil 
society organisations could contribute to processes of social, political and 
economic change and how useful they could be in achieving government 
objectives. 

Published in Global Civil Society: Shifting Powers in a Shifting World (2012), 

Heidi Moksnes and Mia Melin (eds), Uppsala: Uppsala University
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In the last decade there have been several new global challenges to the 
context in which civil society groups operate. These include not least the 
global economic recession from 2007 onwards, climate change,1 increasing 
pollution, the launch of the “War on Terror” and the rise of new emerging 
economies, often referred to as the BRICS.2 This article concerns itself 
with the effects and implications of two of these challenges: the “War 
on Terror” launched by President Bush in September 2011, and the rise 
of one particular BRICS country, namely, China. The case of China is 
taken for several reasons: first, it is now the second largest economy in the 
world, hence its policies have knock-on effects across the world; second, 
it is the second largest trader with Africa and an increasingly significant 
aid donor to the continent; third, it is the only one of the BRICS to still 
have an authoritarian government, albeit somewhat liberalised over the 
last three decades.3 

The first section traces some of the most significant effects of the 
post-9/11 global security regime on civil society, drawing on research 
carried out between 2006 and 2010 in Afghanistan, India, Kenya, USA, 
Denmark, and the UK.4 The second section is more speculative in that it 
considers what might be the likely effects of China’s growing economic 
and political prowess on the idea and practice of civil society, drawing 
on an overview of China’s current emerging civil society and its relations 
to the state, and China’s engagement in international aid. In the third 
part I reflect on the implications of these two global challenges for civil 
society, both theoretically and practically. 

Ten years on from the War on Terror 

Writing this chapter a decade on from President Bush’s launch of the 
War on Terror in September 2011, it is appropriate, if not imperative, 
to consider the effects on civil society, both as an idea and as a practical 
enterprise. The 1990s were in many ways the “golden era” of civil society, 
a period when liberal democratic governments celebrated the virtues of 
civil society, and civil society actors achieved inroads into influencing 
policy processes. It was in this decade that liberal democratic govern-
ments and civil society actors stopped viewing each other predominantly 
with suspicion and circumspection, and entered into partnerships and 
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alliances to achieve common ends and to forge a new type of politics and 
governance, in particular one that was to give greater room to impetus 
“from below”. These new governance relationships led on the one hand 
to greater sub-contracting of social services to voluntary sector organisa-
tions in the UK or to non-profits in the USA, and on the other hand to 
increased channelling of bilateral aid through NGOs. Social policy and 
international development were two of the main policy terrains where 
this new government-civil society symbiosis was acted out. 

By the turn of the millennium, governments, multilateral institutions 
and bilateral development agencies had amassed considerable experience 
in relating to certain parts of civil society. There was already concern 
about the limits of scaling up NGO projects and about the legitimacy, 
transparency and probity of many civil society organisations (Wallace and 
Lewis 2000; Edwards and Hulme 1997). Aware of the transaction costs 
of working with a myriad of small organisations, they were also begin-
ning to consider ways of engaging them more efficiently. All this was 
taking place within the context of a much broader re-assessment of aid 
architecture, and growing concerns about the duplication, transparency 
and inefficiencies of development assistance (Howell and Lind 2009a). 

Securitisation of civil society 

The launch of the War on Terror in September 2001 by President Bush 
marked a juncture, when these various threads of concern were to come 
together and set a very different stage for civil society. In particular, the 
post-2001 decade became the decade of a deepening securitisation of 
civil society. By the securitisation of civil society we refer to the proces-
ses whereby civil society becomes viewed on the one hand as potentially 
functional to achieving global and national security goals, and on the 
other hand as potentially threatening to the security of liberal democratic 
states – processes that are particularly visible in the policy domains of 
social policy and international development. This securitisation did not 
emerge out of the blue; rather, it built upon processes that were already 
underway during the golden era of civil society, as well as on practices 
that had been rehearsed for different purposes during the Cold War. 
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Drawing on the experiences of the US and the UK, two of the key 
protagonists of the War on Terror, let us illustrate how this deepening 
securitisation of civil society occurs. First, civil society has to be framed 
politically as a matter of security interest. This is often reflected in 
authoritative statements by political leaders, casting certain civil society 
groups as posing a (potential) threat to national security. In the UK, for 
example, Gordon Brown, then Chancellor of the Exchequer, stated in 
October 2006 that charities were one of three “most dangerous sources 
of terrorist finance.” His position of authority lent this statement about 
charities particular weight, changing media and public perceptions, 
particularly concerning Muslim charities or those operating in Muslim 
countries. Illustrative of the functional depiction of civil society as poten-
tially useful to pursuing security objectives was the statement of Colin 
Powell, then Secretary of State, who in October 2011 described NGOs 
as “force multipliers” that were “an important part of our combat team.” 
Indeed this depiction was to be repeated again almost ten years later by 
Daniel Benjamin, State Department co-ordinator for counter-terrorism, 
who stated in January 2010 that “there is probably no success in this area 
[violent extremism] that can happen without civil society.” The media 
plays a crucial role in circulating this framing and giving it wider credence.

Whilst authoritative statements by national leaders can re-draw frames 
of reference, the integument of these authoritative claims is rooted deeper 
through new legislation, regulations and policies that make possible the 
contradictory processes of containment and engagement. For example, the 
introduction of Special Recommendation VIII by the Financial Action 
Taskforce (FATF) required all charities to tighten up their financial arrang-
ements for transferring money across borders, and for banks to run checks 
for money-laundering on charities. In the USA, the Treasury issued in 
November 2002 new Voluntary Guidelines for Non-Profits, placing pres-
sure on them to reduce their vulnerability to abuse from terrorist groups 
through improved transparency and checks on partners. In the UK, the 
publication of a Home Office and Treasury Report in 2007 on Charities 
and Terrorism not only gave greater credence to the authoritative claims 
of political leaders about charities but also put forward steps for greater 
control over the voluntary sector (Home Office and HM Treasury 2007). 
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 The layers of securitisation become more firmly embedded when 
government departments take action through projects and initiatives to 
put laws and policies into practice. For example, the USAID required all 
recipients of its funds, including partner organisations, to sign an Anti-
Terrorism Certification that stated that they had no links with terrorist 
groups. Similarly, the US government put pressure on foundations such 
as the Ford Foundation and the Rockefeller Foundation to include in 
their grant agreements a clause, stating that the recipient of funding had 
no association with terrorist organisations (Billica 2006). Initiatives are 
not only of a controlling nature but also aim to deploy civil society groups 
in preventing terrorism. In the UK, for example, the Department of 
Communities and Local Government committed £6 million in 2007 to 
anti-radicalisation projects in towns where there were substantial Muslim 
populations. This kind of “soft tactics” became more prominent after 
the July 7 bombings in 2006, after which then Prime Minister Tony 
Blair made clear that the War on Terror could not be fought on military 
grounds alone.5 In the war theatre of Afghanistan, militaries drew civil 
society increasingly into their strategies, one of the most visible signs of 
this being the Provincial Reconstruction Teams that combined military 
and civil forces to secure occupied areas (Perito 2005, 2007). 

Thus, from the authoritative pronouncements of influential political 
leaders down to on-the-ground community projects and military tactics, 
civil society becomes increasingly drawn into the scope of security. These 
different “stages” of securitisation do not unfold in a neat linear way, but 
overlap and reinforce each other, thickening the seams of securitisation. 
This is not to say that civil society organisations become wholly repres-
sed in this pursuit of national security, but that the idea and practice of 
civil society become enmeshed in complex and uneven ways within the 
framework of national security goals. 

Securitisation effects on civil society groups 

How then do these processes of securitisation that seek to both control 
and deploy civil society affect the activities of civil society groups? First, 
following the launch of the War on Terror more groups have been added 
to terrorist watch-lists, including several charities. In the USA, the only 
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charities to be designated and closed down under the Patriot Act have 
been Muslim organisations, such as the Holy Land Foundation (OMB 
Watch/Grantmakers without Borders 2008). In general, most non-profits 
and most voluntary sector groups have not been particularly affected by 
the changing legislative and regulatory context. However, certain parts 
of civil society, particularly Muslim organisations such as Islamic charit-
ies, mosques, Muslim community centres, or international NGOs and 
foundations operating in Muslim majority areas or in conflict situations 
have felt more the brunt of the post-9/11 global security regime, as Presi-
dent Obama acknowledged in his June 2009 Cairo speech. The Special 
Recommendation VIII of the Financial Action Taskforce, placing new 
financial transparency requirements on charities, has particularly affected 
those working internationally. The Anti-Terrorist Certification as well as 
the Partner Vetting System piloted by the USAID in the West Bank have 
undermined relations of trust between US non-profit organisations and 
their partner organisations, particularly in the Middle East and conflict 
situations. US non-profits working overseas have complained about the 
additional administrative burden placed on them in complying with the 
new security regulations (Howell and Lind 2009a; Guinane and Sazawal 
2010). The legal ambiguity surrounding the provision 18 U.S.C. §2339B 
on material support in the Patriot Act has created uncertainty amongst 
international NGOs as to what kind of training or support might risk them 
being accused of promoting terrorism.6 The US Supreme Court upheld 
the law in the case of Holder vs Humanitarian Law Project – whereby a 
US NGO was accused of assisting terrorism because of providing legal 
advice to proscribed groups for the purpose of negotiating peace settle-
ment – has caused considerable concern amongst civil liberties lawyers 
and international NGOs. 

Second, the preventative dimension of the UK’s national security 
strategy has attempted to bring community organisations into the goal 
of preventing radicalisation and extremism. The anti-radicalisation 
initiatives administered by the Department of Communities and Local 
Government has created new opportunities for Muslim organisations to 
access government funds to meet needs that were previously unrecog-
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nised. For example, Muslim women’s groups have received support under 
this scheme to set up a hotline and provide various specialised services. 
However, a review of the scheme in 2010 highlighted various concerns, 
including that Muslim communities were suspicious of the initiative being 
essentially an operation aimed at gathering intelligence, thereby undermi-
ning previous efforts by the police to foster positive community relations.

Third, international humanitarian and relief organisations have 
become increasingly alarmed at militaries’ intervention in the field of 
development, and the attempts to engage them in joint development 
work as part of a broader military strategy to secure occupied territory. 
These concerns were already being expressed from the 1990s onwards, 
when the role of UN peace-keepers in post-conflict contexts began to 
broaden out into humanitarian and development activities (Howell 
and Lind 2009a). The creation of the Provincial Reconstruction Teams 
(PRTs), first in Afghanistan and later in Iraq, marked a further extension 
of military soft tactics. Although some of these tactics echoed practices 
deployed in Malaysia in the 1950s and Vietnam in the 1960s, what was 
different was both the proliferation of non-governmental humanitarian 
actors and the degree of fusion implied in the PRTs. In Afghanistan, 
for example, many international NGOs have refused to participate in 
the PRTs on the grounds that this will lead to a blurring of boundaries 
between the civil and the military. They have criticised the military for 
using civilian vehicles to carry out humanitarian operations, leading to 
confusion amongst the local populace as to the difference between non-
governmental, governmental and military agencies (McHugh and Goste-
low 2004). From their perspective, this has heightened the risks involved 
in conducting humanitarian operations and led to an increasing number 
of attacks on humanitarian aid workers, who are not viewed by insurgents 
as independent, neutral or impartial actors (Howell and Lind 2009b). 

Finally, it is important to draw attention to the effects of “normalising 
the exceptional” on civil society groups and spaces. The introduction of 
“extra-ordinary” measures to deal with terrorist threats has encroached on 
everyday life, affecting domains and actors that have no direct relation to 
terrorism. In particular in the UK, there have been several instances over 
the last decade where ordinary citizen protest – such as demonstrating 
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against the arms trade fair – has been dealt with through counter-terrorist 
measures; or where ordinary activities – such as taking photographs of 
tourist sites or heckling politicians at party conferences – have been 
handled through counter-terrorist legislation. The use of stop and search 
orders under UK counter-terrorist legislation has disproportionately 
affected Asians, who according to figures released in May 2011 were 42 
times more likely to be stopped than other ethnic groups at ports and 
airports (Dodd 2011). Indeed, at a more global level, some governments 
have been quick to re-cast perceived political threats as security threats 
so as to clamp down on dissidents, political opponents and troublesome 
secessionist movements, Uzbekistan, China and India being cases in point 
(Stevens and Jailobaeva 2010; Howell and Lind 2010). In contexts where 
law enforcement is weak and subject to corruption, vulnerable groups have 
often been at the sharp end of counter-terrorist legislation, as occurred 
with tribals and Dalits in India (Howell 2010; Gonsalves 2004).

In brief, the post-9/11 security regime has marked a new era in 
government–civil society relations. The “golden era” of the 1990s is now 
over. Though governments, development agencies and multilateral insti-
tutions were already beginning to re-assess the purposes and modalities 
of engaging with civil society at the turn of the millennium, the War on 
Terror sealed this mood of re-assessment, casting a veil of suspicion over 
civil society. The counter-terrorist framework introduced post-9/11 in 
the USA and the UK has set out to not only control and surveille certain 
elements of civil society, but also to engage certain parts of civil society 
in defending national security. This has led to both new opportunities 
to access government funding and influence, and to a tighter regulatory 
framework governing civil society. 

Whilst this section has surveyed the impact over the past decade of a 
changed global security regime on civil society, the next part looks ahead 
to the future at the potential of the growing economic giant of China 
on civil society. 

From the past to the future: China’s potential effects on civil society 

Surveying the effects of the War on Terror is a more tangible enterprise 
than speculating on the likely impact of China’s expanding economy on 
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the idea and practice of civil society beyond its borders. One looks to the 
past and the other to the future. The one can draw on a growing body 
of evidence to support certain propositions, whilst the other draws on 
extrapolations from the Chinese context and slivers of evidence of how 
the government deals with the external. A starting-point for considering 
the implications of China’s growing economic and political power for 
civil societies is to look at how the Party/state deals with civil society in 
China, how it engages with international NGOs in China, and how it 
relates to civil society in aid-recipient countries. We thus begin by briefly 
examining the nature of government–civil society relations in China, 
including that of foreign non-governmental groups. We then consider the 
implications of China’s international aid and external economic activities 
on civil societies outside its borders. 

Comparing pre-reform China with China in the early twenty-first 
century, it must be recognised that there has been a gradual expansion 
of more civil-society type organisations, that is, associations with some 
independence from the Party/state around shared interests and concerns. 
In the pre-reform period, the main pillars of state–society intermediation 
were the workplace unit, the rural communes and the various mass orga-
nisations such as the All-China Federation of Trade Unions (ACFTU), 
the All-China Women’s Federation (ACWF) and the Communist Youth 
League (CYL). Following the introduction of fundamental economic 
reforms in late 1978, the new Dengist Party/state began to let professions 
and academics organise themselves into independent associations, so as to 
create a more liberal, intellectual environment that would be conducive 
to rapid technological change. The social significance of the workplace 
unit gradually declined, and the mass organisations underwent varying 
degrees of reform. Over thirty years have passed since the initial reform 
package, and though there have at various points been tighter restrictions 
placed on the registration of social organisations, there has nevertheless 
been a substantial increase in more independent organising. By July 
2010 there were over 440,000 registered social organisations in China, 
2,600 foundations, and over 3 million independently organised groups 
that were not legally registered (www.beijingreview.com , accessed Sept 
1, 2011; Wang and Sun 2010). 
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China remains an authoritarian state, albeit a more liberalised one 
than in 1978. A particular type of civil society formation has developed 
in urban China, one where the registration processes are onerous and 
where individuals skirt around the edges, contesting the boundaries, 
to organise around shared concerns. The Party/state has been the main 
factor shaping the development of civil society, seeking both to control 
social organisations through regulation, prohibition and co-option, and 
also to encourage the development of groups providing welfare services. 
The uncertainty and ambivalence amongst Party leaders as to how much 
independent citizen organising they are prepared to tolerate, for what 
purpose, and how to best manage this has contributed to the cycles of 
organisational expansion and contraction that have characterised the 
development of China’s civil society. 

Phases in Chinese civil society development 

We can identify four main phases in the development of civil society 
during the reform period in China. The first phase during the 1980s 
saw the gradual expansion of social organisations, predominantly trade 
associations, business associations, academic societies and professional 
associations, all of which from the perspective of the reformers could play 
a role in furthering economic reform. With the rise of the democracy 
movement in 1988-1989 and the emergence of genuinely independent 
student organisations and trades unions, the political regime came under 
threat. Party leaders responded by clamping down on the movement 
in June 1989, arresting its organisers and tightening up the regulatory 
system for setting up independent organisations in the autumn of 1989. 

The second phase of civil society development was thus between 
summer 1989 and the early 1990s. This was marked by an overhaul of 
the regulatory system governing China’s non-governmental organisations 
and a tightening up of the space for independent organising. The new 
regulations tried to impose a corporatist system of interest representation, 
where the state controlled civil society by giving one organisation per 
interest a monopoly of representation. Thus, in any one place there could 
only be one trade union, or one forest protection society, or one women’s 
law society. This new regulatory environment resulted in a contraction of 
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registered social organisations, as some groups were prohibited and others 
found it difficult to secure a sponsoring government agency as required 
under the new regulations. Whilst groups deemed as politically threatening 
were shut down after 1989, those that were considered harmless or useful 
to the state were allowed to register under the new registration regime. 

As the economic reforms deepened in the 1990s and the social effects 
of rapid economic change were becoming more visible, such as widening 
inequalities and enterprise lay-offs, a new layer of non-governmental 
organising emerged that focussed on those that were marginalised in the 
reform process. This marked the third phase of civil society development. 
Thus in the 1990s, organisations addressing the needs of migrant workers, 
women workers, people living with HIV/AIDs, and so on began to 
emerge (Howell 2007). The hosting of the Fourth World Conference on 
Women in Beijing catalysed the formation of numerous more indepen-
dent women’s organisations across the country, and further reform within 
the All-China Women’s Federation. Furthermore, the government was 
becoming increasingly aware that the decline of the state production unit 
that had traditionally provided social welfare and social security called for 
systemic reform and a greater role for non-governmental service provision. 

However, most of these new organisations found the conditions of 
registration – such as identifying a government agency that would agree 
to be responsible for them, or amassing the bank requisite deposit – to be 
too onerous, and chose instead to either not register at all or to register 
as a business with the Bureau of Industry and Commerce. Though there 
was a proliferation of more independent organisations during the 1990s, 
many of these were not registered. A further review and adjustment of the 
regulatory framework in 1998 required all organisations to re-register, 
marking a downturn in this cycle and leading to a drop in the number of 
registered organisations, from 220,000 in 1998 to 136,841 in 2000, well 
below the 181,060 registered groups of 1993 (Howell 2007). 

In the first decade of the new millennium, several factors facilitated the 
further opening up of spaces for non-governmental groups and marked the 
beginning of the fourth phase. China’s entry into the WTO in 2002 and 
the government’s push to “go global” engendered a more open intellectual 
environment that favoured a more relaxed approach to civil society orga-
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nising. Government efforts to overhaul the social welfare system and foster 
the development of social policy as an academic and professional field 
encouraged the formation of community-based and non-governmental 
organisations engaged in service provision. This gained further impetus 
under the Hu-Wen leadership from 2003 onwards, which paid greater 
attention to the widening income gap and socio-economic inequalities. 
Furthermore, events such as the Wenchuan earthquake in 2008, when 
volunteers and Chinese NGOs provided additional relief, served to soften 
some Party leaders’ approach to civil society (Teets 2009). 

Continuing ambivalence 

However, the Chinese government still has an ambivalent approach 
towards civil society, unsure as to where to relax the boundaries and how 
best to manage dissent and conflict. Thus, this further relaxation takes 
places alongside the continuing repression of dissenters, critical journalists 
and social activists, as was well illustrated during China’s hosting of the 
Olympics in 2008. In the wake of the Wenchuan earthquake, for example, 
those self-organising groups that criticised the government over corrup-
tion in the construction industry that lay behind the collapse of schools 
in the earthquake region encountered government repression rather than 
sympathy and understanding. Similarly, secessionist activists in Tibet and 
Xinjiang continue to be met with repression. 

The Chinese government’s treatment of civil society is thus ambiguous 
and uneven, with government leaders vacillating between responding 
with repression, when it perceives groups as potentially threatening to the 
regime, and encouraging, when it is clear about the functional benefits to 
the economy and stability. This vacillation has thus led to a pattern over 
the last thirty years of cycles of contraction and incremental expansion 
in civil society (Howell 2011). These patterns are fuelled not only by the 
Party/state but also by pressure from society to preserve the spaces for 
independent organising. At times there are periods of truce, when the 
boundaries marking what kind of civil society organising is acceptable 
are settled, until new issues, political conjunctures and social pressures 
open up spaces for contestation again. 
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There is thus a constant wrestling over the boundaries between society 
and Party/state. Part of this vacillation is to do with a lack of clarity within 
the Party for political, ideological and administrative reasons as to how 
best to manage this expanding citizen organising. Over the past thirty years 
the direction in which the Party/state would ideally steer civil society has 
gradually become somewhat clearer, namely one that is more tolerant and 
at times encouraging of non-governmental organisations that can provide 
social and other services that are functional to reform, but intolerant and 
repressive towards any groups deemed threatening to political stability. 
In September 2008, the Shenzhen government, for example, began to 
experiment with allowing social organisations to directly register with the 
Department of Civil Affairs, pointing to a further relaxation of spaces for 
independent organising (Beijingreview.com.cn , accessed Sept 1, 2011). 
Similarly, the announcement in July 2011 that the Ministry of Civil Affairs 
would agree to act as supervisory agency for certain types of civil society 
organisations, primarily those engaged in service-delivery, also points to 
a softening of the Party/state’s approach to civil society. However, there 
remain still some very clear boundaries, such as the Party’s continuing 
refusal to allow the formation of a second trade union, democratic political 
parties or the nationwide joining up of any social organisation that could 
potentially then become a force to contend with.

Relations to international civil society, inside and outside of China 

Another approach to understanding China’s potential impact on other 
civil societies is to examine how the Party/state deals with international 
NGOs and foreign foundations. Given the character of civil society forma-
tion in urban China, we might extrapolate that the Party/state will view 
foreign civil society organisations with suspicion. Moreover, given that 
many registered social organisations are government-organised NGOs, 
functioning as an extension of the government, it is understandable 
that Chinese officials will view international NGOs receiving govern-
ment funding as similarly working on behalf of their governments. The 
presence of international NGOs and foundations in China has increased 
since the early 1990s, with the expansion of development aid to China. 
There has been no unified system for registering international NGOs 



56

Shi f t ing g lobal  in f luences on c iv i l  society

and foundations, and as a result they have received authorisation from 
different ministries to operate. In recent years some foundations have 
not had their presence officially authorised and exist in limbo, able to 
operate but aware that their activities could be halted at a whim. A few 
international NGOs have attempted to localise their organisation, but 
none has yet succeeded with this. 

Though international NGOs and foundations have been generally 
welcomed as they can supplement state service provision, introduce new 
techniques, and bring additional funds, the Party/state became increas-
ingly suspicious about their intentions following the Colour Revolutions 
in Ukraine, Kyrgyzstan and Georgia (Howell 2011). Chinese government 
leaders heeded assertions made by President Putin that the USA had 
been funding civil society groups in Ukraine, Kyrgyzstan and Georgia 
through its democracy promotion programmes, with the intention of 
disrupting those regimes. Following this, the Party/state began to quietly 
investigate the activities of foreign NGOs and foundations. Its expulsion 
in 2007 of Nick Young, the founder of the China Development Brief, an 
information and resource organisation on development issues, reflected 
some of the ambivalence towards international organisations as well as 
the fragmented behaviour of the state, whereby the local security bureau 
responded unnecessarily harshly to an organisation that was viewed by 
other parts of the state as harmless. The twitchy behaviour of local Party/
state leaders to foreign non-governmental organisations and foundations 
can also be seen in unwillingness on occasions to approve international 
conferences on certain topics, such as labour issues. 

If we look beyond the walls of China to the external context of Chinese 
aid, one of the key differences between China and other aid donors is 
the very limited number of international Chinese NGOs. Unlike other 
donors, Chinese aid does not focus on governance issues, and so China 
does not have any particular programmes to support or strengthen 
civil society organisations. The Chinese government does not channel 
significant amounts of aid money through NGOs as occurs with several 
Western donors. There are a few international Chinese NGOs operating 
in Africa, such as the Chinese-African People’s Friendship Association, 
which is a government-sponsored NGO. In 2010, two Chinese NGOs 
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began to extend their operations into Africa. The China Youth Deve-
lopment Foundation of the Communist Youth League and the World 
Eminent Chinese Business Association established a China-Africa Project 
Hope, which planned to set up schools in Africa. The Chinese Red Cross 
similarly planned to set up hospitals in Africa. However, both these organ-
isations became embroiled in scandals (Tan 2011; Chan 2011). Apart 
from these, China has sent medical teams to Africa for well over forty 
years, but this has been organised through government channels, rather 
than being an independent initiative of a Chinese charity. 

Furthermore, the Chinese government does not share the typical 
Western liberal expectations of civil society organisations to act as “watch 
dogs” over state behaviour.

It is likely that Chinese government officials would be perplexed by any 
criticisms made against Chinese aid by African civil society organisations, 
especially since many African political leaders welcome the additional 
funds brought through Chinese investment, trade and aid. At the World 
Social Summit held in Nairobi in 2008, there was reportedly a heated 
clash between African NGO critics of Chinese aid and the representative 
of the Chinese government-organised NGO present at the event. It is 
likely that Chinese officials would find it puzzling that other govern-
ments do not seek to control more strictly those civil society groups that 
challenge national policies. However, the Chinese government adheres 
ostensibly to a foreign policy of non-interference and as such, would 
seek to keep a distance from the internal politics of other countries and 
expect other countries to behave similarly towards it. This principle is 
repeatedly drawn upon when China comes under fire for human rights 
violations, and China usually approaches inter-governmental human 
rights dialogues fully armed with reports of human rights violations in 
the other country. 

As a final remark, it should also be noted that many foreign govern-
ments, multilateral institutions and foreign civil society actors are unfam-
iliar with China, and even less acquainted with Chinese civil society 
groups. This can present its own set of challenges when seeking alliances 
around common issues. Of particular relevance here is the response of 
the International Trade Union Congress that has for several decades now 
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hesitated about recognising the All-China Federation of Trades Unions 
on the grounds that China does not permit workers to freely associate 
and establish their own trade unions. 

Concluding reflections 

This article has examined the effects and potential implications of two 
major contemporary challenges to civil society, namely, the War on 
Terror and the rise of China. Whilst there is over a decade of evidence 
concerning the impact of the War on Terror on civil society that can 
be drawn upon, in the case of China the article has extrapolated on the 
Chinese government’s handling of non-governmental organising and 
its engagement with external NGOs, both on its own territory and in 
the aid context. In this concluding section, I consider more broadly the 
theoretical and practical implications of these two challenges. 

Taking the post-9/11 security regime first, there are several issues 
that warrant reflection. First, the relative quiescence in the early years 
of mainly service-oriented civil society organisations in the UK and the 
USA in relation to the new counter-terrorist measures and their particular 
stigmatisation of Muslim charities, organisations and communities raises 
questions about the impact of government funding on civil society. In 
what ways has this lessened their willingness to criticise government and to 
propose alternatives at moments of crisis? Second, it has also highlighted 
the divisions within civil society that a neo-liberal account of civil society 
tends to mask over. In particular, it has demonstrated how certain parts of 
civil society have not been recognised, either by government or by other 
civil society groups, as belonging to civil society. Third, there are issues 
around the deployment of civil society organisations by governments and 
military actors as part of broader security agendas. In conflict situations 
in particular, this raises crucial issues around the autonomy and impar-
tiality of civil society organisations and how they are perceived by local 
populations. Finally, it is crucial to recognise that the counter-terrorist 
infrastructure in the wake of 9/11 is here to stay. After the death of Osama 
Bin Laden in May 2011, President Barack Obama made clear that Al 
Qaeda continued to be a threat. The securitisation of civil society has 
become accepted. However, this can only endure as long as civil society 
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organisations continue to allow this. The challenge for the future, then, 
is how to deconstruct the counter-terrorist scaffolding so as to reclaim 
the spaces for civil society actors. 

Turning to China, this cursory reflection on the potential implications 
of China’s expanding economic power and political presence for civil 
societies elsewhere suggests that this is an area requiring much greater 
research and detailed empirical studies. Does the recent push outwards 
by a few Chinese NGOs point to a growing trend? Will the Chinese 
government encourage this more? With some African politicians favour-
ably comparing China’s aid “model”, with its emphasis on infrastructure, 
investment and trade, to Western donors’ focus on governance and “soft 
issues,” it is unlikely that China will channel much aid through its own 
NGOs, local civil society organisations, or international NGOs. Indeed, 
China is unlikely to be a “friend” of civil society groups in other contexts, 
and is likely to be indifferent to the fate of international NGOs that are 
expelled from countries with humanitarian crises, as occurred in Darfur, 
Sudan.

In brief, this reflection on the challenges posed by the War on Terror 
and the rise of China for civil society has raised a number of issues that 
civil society actors need to be alert too. There are also other challenges, 
such as climate change, global economic recession and the rise of the 
other BRICS, that were beyond the scope of this piece but that also merit 
attention. Most importantly, there is no room for complacency that the 
conditions for civil societies to flourish can be sustained or will inevitably 
improve. How this all unfolds, will depend in part on the visions, analyses 
and strategies of civil society actors.

Notes

1. For a discussion of the effects of climate change, the War on Terror and the global 
economic recession on civil society, see John Clarke (2011) and my riposte to his article 
(Howell 2011).

2. BRICSs refers to the emerging economies of Brazil, Russia, India, China and South 
Africa.

3. This is not to say that Russia also still displays many features of an authoritarian state, 
but unlike China, it has a formal democracy with regular parliamentary elections and 
limits on the rule of incumbents. 
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4. For a full account of the effects on specific countries, see Howell and Lind 2009 and 
2010.

5. In a speech to the World Affairs Council in Los Angeles in August 2006, Blair stated 
that “We will not win the battle against this global extremism unless we win it at the 
level of values as much as force” (Wintour 2006).

6. “Material support” under this provision of the Patriot Act refers to training, expert 
advice or assistance, service or personnel. 
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