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PREFACE

This book is the result of two converging interests. The first is a lifelong interest in the comparative politics and development of the Third World: Africa, Asia, Latin America, and the Middle East. The second is a lifelong interest in American foreign policy, particularly as it applies or misapplies in the Third World, an interest that only intensified after moving to Washington exactly twenty years ago and not only writing about but also becoming closely involved as a participant in the policy process. The main question I have been wrestling with all these years is whether these two—Third World development and American foreign policy—can ever meet, achieve understanding and compatibility, let alone go forward in tandem. The record is not auspicious.

When I first came to Washington on a more-or-less permanent basis in 1981, I published a small monograph entitled “Ethnocentrism and Foreign Policy: Can We Understand the Third World?”1 The answer I arrived at, a resounding No, was exceedingly controversial at the time and got me in considerable trouble with the powers-that-be at my then-employer, The American Enterprise Institute for Public Policy Research (AEI), which presumed to know what was best for the Third World. A couple of years later, when the Reagan administration launched Project Democracy, the forerunner of today’s National Endowment for Democracy (NED), I wrote an equally controversial essay, which was then republished in numerous anthologies and foreign-language editions, entitled “Can  Democracy Be Exported?”; again the answer was on the negative side.2


More recently at the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS), I have published another provocative monograph entitled “Cracks in the Consensus: Debating the Democracy Agenda in U.S. Foreign Policy,”3 which has also been controversial among colleagues, policy makers, and fellow scholars.

The present monograph builds on this earlier work even while venturing into the new terrain of civil society, the latest panacea in U.S. democracy assistance. It asks the question, “Is Civil Society Exportable?” in much the same way that my earlier essay inquired if democracy was exportable. If posed in this way, of course the answer has to be negative; but here as in the earlier work the issue is more complex than that. The real questions are: Can the United States, whose political institutions were so powerfully shaped by the Lockean, Madisonian, Tocquevillian conception of democracy, interest group pluralism, and civil society, ever understand Third World societies cast in Confucian, Islamic, and non-Western conceptions that are very different from our own? And what happens when American foreign policy, the American foreign aid program, and American nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), all strongly influenced by this same American liberal tradition, encounter and run up against societies and nations whose values, understandings, and priorities are based on distinct cultural, social, and political institutions and understandings different from our own?

The book is organized as follows: Chapter 1 introduces the main themes and questions. In Part II we deal with the theory and concepts: Chapter 2 traces the history of civil society in Western political thought and examines its diverse meanings, while Chapter 3 deals with the predominant response in Third World countries to social modernization: corporatism. In Part III we report successively on a series of case studies carried out by the author in Sub-Saharan Africa, East Asia, Latin America, and the Middle East. The Conclusion spells out the implications of the study for U.S. foreign policy.

This study has been generously supported and funded by a number of institutions and foundations. My home university, the University  of Massachusetts, provided me with a sabbatical leave year; my department, Political Science, has been generous with its leave policy. The Earhart Foundation and the Fulbright program supported my research in Central and Eastern Europe on the related themes of post-communist democratization and integration; the Austrian Institute for International Affairs (OIIP) in Vienna and the Central European University (CEU) in Budapest served as my genial hosts during that period. The staff, colleagues, and leadership of the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) and the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars have been supportive of my work and generous with their comments on it. Finally and most importantly, the Aspen Institute’s Nonprofit Sector Research Fund generously supported my travel and research in Africa, East Asia, Latin America, and the Middle East. As always, Dr. Iêda Siqueira Wiarda provided critical familial, logistical, intellectual, and moral support.

None of these agencies or persons is responsible for the views expressed; that responsibility, for good or ill, rests with the author alone.


Howard J. Wiarda 
Washington, D.C. 
August 2002


 



NOTES


1   (Washington, D.C.: American Enterprise Institute for Public Policy Research, 1985).


2   Published initially as Occasional Paper No. 157, Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, Washington, D.C., 1984; and in Kevin J. Middlebrook and Carlos Rico (eds.), The United States and Latin America (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1985).


3   (New York: Praeger Publishers for CSIS, 1997).
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CIVIL SOCIETY, DEMOCRACY, AND CORPORATISM IN THE THIRD WORLD

Many countries of the Third World have not in the past been very liberal; instead, they have for most of their recent histories been corporatist and often authoritarian. Whereas liberalism means a system of free and unfettered associability, pluralism, and largely unregulated interest group or nongovernmental organization (NGO) activity (what we now call civil society), corporatism (not to be equated with one of its variants, fascism) means state regulation and control of interest group/NGO activity and even the creation of official, state-run associational life.

Now as the economies of many Third World countries are being deregulated, and as authoritarianism is giving way to democracy, numerous societies and political systems are similarly transitioning from corporatism to free association, civil society, and greater societal and political pluralism. But in many countries that process is still incomplete and partial. There are often still limits on NGO/nonprofit sector (NPS) activities. Or the new groups must compete, often unfairly, with official, state-sponsored organizations. There is fear in many developing countries that unfettered, unregulated interest-group activity will produce chaos and breakdown. Many governments, while dismantling corporatism formally, are  nevertheless continuing its practices; or, even though repudiating corporatism at the national level, governments are re-creating corporatist controls at the local level—precisely where many NGOs and the NPS operate. There is a delicate balance between wanting democracy and pluralism, and the reality that many Third World countries may unravel, break down, and prove ungovernable if that process proceeds too rapidly.

Liberalism and free associability have not been the sole, inevitable, or universal outcome of recent modernization processes; instead, corporatism and various mixed forms of state control/freedom have predominated. But while economic reform and democratization (parties and elections) have received a great deal of attention from scholars, policy makers, and the NGO/NPS civil society community, almost no one is analyzing the equally important phenomenon of the transition in the interest-group arena from corporatism to free associability. For if democracy is to flourish beyond the mere formal level, free, unfettered associability, genuine social and political pluralism, and civil society must also be encouraged, enhanced, and nurtured. If we are wise, that transition can be managed smoothly; if we are not, it can produce upheaval, instability, fragmentation, and a likely return to authoritarianism.

This book explores the political processes involved as Third World societies transition from authoritarianism and statism to democracy, and from corporatism to free associability. It is specifically focused on the legacy and frequently still present reality of state or government controls over NGO/civil society activity during the transition process. The research not only examines these controls in an academic sense, but it is also interested in the practical policy implications: how can the dismantling of corporatism be speeded up (if that is what is needed) and made more complete; how can we be sensitive to local mores, institutions, and ways of doing things during the crucial transitional stage; how can NGOs/NPS operate more effectively in the transitional phases and in the interstices between corporatism and liberalism or democracy; what can be done when governments seek to re-establish statist controls either at national or local levels;  how can civil society be made more effective and democracy, therefore, hopefully strengthened?

The project involves research on state controls over civil society/ NGO activities in a number of key, Third World countries, consultations with NGO/NPS officials, and interviews with U.S. AID (Agency for International Development) and other U.S. government officials.




POLICY FOCUS AND AUDIENCE 

This is a critically important project on an important policy issue. The author’s interviews indicate that few persons in the NGO/NPS/ civil society community, or in policy making in the United States government (USG) or international agencies, have sufficient background on corporatism to understand, let alone deal with in a policy sense, this phenomenon. The assumption usually is that, since Marxism-Leninism has been discredited and authoritarianism in many countries undermined, democratic, pluralist, civil society will automatically and universally follow. But the issues and processes are not so simple. The process is not necessarily inevitable, unilinear, or universal. There are many gaps, glitches, overlaps of traditional and modern, and halfway houses between corporatism and free associability. The Tocquevillian model of multiple, laissez-faire associability that is at the heart of American political and public life does not apply, or applies only partially and in mixed form, in much of the Third World.

For NGO/NPS/civil society agencies to be effective in the Third World, and particularly in countries now undergoing transitions, they must understand the context in which they are operating and be prepared to adapt their universalist programs to local, national, or regional conditions. Numerous earlier reform programs aimed at the Third World—agrarian reform, community development, family planning, judicial reform, and others—have foundered by failing to adapt to the social, political, and cultural conditions in which they found themselves. At present, however, many NGO/NPS/civil society sector leaders, although buoyed by early success of democratization,  are increasingly frustrated by their inability to expand their programs. Or they are facing hurdles caused either by the reassertion of state controls or by the reluctance of Third World leaders to go faster or further toward a free society. Or they are encountering newfound hostility or increased host government suspicion, regulation, and controls over their own activities. Some NGOs have been booted out of the countries in which they were operating; others have been forced to curtail their activities; still others have been obliged to accept increased scrutiny of their finances, foreign connections, memberships, and internal procedures—that is, a reassertion of corporatism.

This research seeks to assist the NGO/NPS/civil society community in dealing with and overcoming these new restrictions and in understanding the political processes involved. In order to function effectively, NGOs must comprehend how Third World governments, fearing unrest and instability, are extremely hesitant to move to unfettered freedom of association, use the process of regulation and licensing of civil society groups to control and/or co-opt them, and try to incorporate rising social groups under official state auspices. The result is that NGOs must often navigate very carefully in these waters so as to remain effective, avoid being shunted aside into irrelevance or expulsion, and continue advancing their agenda.

The research reported here is, therefore, directed at these audiences: the NGO/NPS/civil society community, which is often not fully aware of corporatism’s continuing and pervasive influences and implications in many Third World areas, U.S. policy makers in AID and other development agencies who must deal with the same phenomena, and scholars and agencies concerned with democratic transitions—such agencies as the National Endowment for Democracy (NED), National Democratic Institute for International Affairs (NDI), and National Republican Institute for International Affairs (NRI), who must wrestle with these issues. We all need to keep the goal in mind of a democratic, pluralist system of free associability, but to operate effectively we need to recognize and deal realistically with the various transitional regimes, the mixed systems involved, and the various steps or halfway houses along the way.




BACKGROUND AND MAIN QUESTIONS 

In much of the theoretical literature on developing nations as well as in policy analysis, three main routes to development were usually posited: an authoritarian route, a liberal-pluralist route, and a Marxist-Leninist one.1 Authoritarianism has been vanquished in many countries and now, with the end of the Cold War and the demise of the Marxist-Leninist alternative, it is generally thought that liberalism and pluralism will triumph universally. That may still happen in the long term, but in the meantime analysts, activists, and policy makers alike have largely ignored or not been cognizant of the other great systems outcome and alternative, particularly attractive in the unstable political systems of the Third World: corporatism.

Corporatism, organicism, and integralism, as we see in Chapter 3, have a long history in Western thought as well as political practice. Corporatism was particularly attractive in those key Third World countries (Egypt, Indonesia, Iran, South Korea, Taiwan, Brazil, Mexico) where political elites favored economic development but were often fearful of its social and political consequences (pluralism and democracy). Hence, they erected elaborate corporate structures of institutions and regulations to control, manage, co-opt, and even suppress the rising new social forces: organized labor, peasant groups, women, indigenous elements, neighborhood- and community-based groups, NGOs of all kinds, social movements, and civil society generally.

In the past two decades, as the Johns Hopkins University Center for Civil Society Studies publications emphasize,2 there has been an explosion worldwide of civil society, NGOs, and private interest associations in general. In addition, particularly in the last decade, many developing nations have reformed, privatized, and moved toward neoliberalism in the economic sphere. And though many have moved toward electoral democracy, genuine liberal and pluralist democracy has proved more difficult and elusive. Many Third World nations, fearing disorder and breakdown, are reluctant to let go of the political strings, to relax or eliminate entirely the vast web of corporative regulatory controls that still remain in place. The result is a mishmash of  confusion and contradictions with NGO/NPS/civil society groups and advocates caught in the middle, uncertain as to how to operate. Although a handful of developing nations have abolished corporative controls as part of a broader democratization strategy, in most the corporative controls remain in place, or else official interest associations and accompanying regulatory mechanisms exist alongside and in a conflicting, overlapping, competitive relationship with the newer groups and NGOs oriented toward free associability.

This research explores some fundamental questions that must be addressed by the emerging NGO/NPS/civil society/policy community:

 



1. What is the theoretical, sociological, and political basis of the systems of corporatism that are so widespread in the Third World but are almost entirely unknown (including among the leaders of international NGOs seeking to operate in these countries) in the United States?

2. What are the processes and dynamics by which corporatist systems are now being dismantled or giving way to more liberal systems of free associability; how extensive are the remaining controls on free associations; what kind of mixed systems exist, how do they change, and how do NGO/NPS/civil society groups learn to navigate around these controls?

3. What regulations and controls (legal, constitutional, political) must NGO/NPS/civil society groups still conform to and how does that inhibit their activities? What can be done to ameliorate these restrictions?

4. How can the international community (IC) and NGOs in particular assist the process of devolution from corporatist to genuinely liberal, open, and pluralist societies and politics? How can the IC put pressure on countries to deregulate NGO activity, as they are already deregulating economic activity, and move more quickly to a system of free associability?

5. In the present context, corporatism is being dismantled in many countries at the national level but recreated at the local level—precisely where many NGOs operate; how best can NGOs and civil society groups resist, work around, or reverse this tendency?

6. How can American-based NGOs in particular, in their enthusiasm for free and democratic pluralism, avoid pushing Third World countries too far and too fast in this area, and thus causing the very instability and chaos that having a strong civil society infrastructure is designed to prevent?

7. Can American NGOs and civil society advocates understand forms of civil society other than our own and thus develop the empathy necessary to deal with Third World countries on their own terms rather than through the narrow, particular lenses of U.S. pluralism and free associability?

 



Four types of methodologies are employed in this research. The first is dialogue, consultation, and interaction with NGO/NPS/civil society leaders and managers in the United States and the Third World to identify problems, needs, and issues as they perceive them. The second is library and archival research on distinct systems of civil society and state-society relations, and on the persistence/ elimination of corporative control mechanisms in the Third World. This will involve research on constitutions, legal restrictions, political culture, and political and bureaucratic controls by which Third World governments seek to oversee and regulate NGO/NPS/civil society activities. The third method is interviewing of NGO leaders, government representatives, AID officials, and NPS officials in the case study countries. The fourth method is participant observation in a number of representative Third World countries where the issue of corporative controls over NGO activity versus free association has been particularly acute.

The research takes a broad, global view, and I have studied, worked, and traveled in all regions analyzed in Part III. But one cannot be an expert in everything and, therefore, while retaining a regional focus, I have focused on certain key countries (1) where the corporatism/ control versus liberalism/free associability debate and dynamic have been especially controversial and/or unstable; (2) which are representative of their regions; and/or (3) which are especially important countries. These are Brazil and Mexico in Latin America, Egypt in the  Middle East, Taiwan and South Korea in Asia, and South Africa in Africa.




NOTES 


1   For an overview, see Howard J. Wiarda, An Introduction to Comparative Politics: Concepts and Processes (Fort Worth: Harcourt Brace, second edition, 1999).


2   See especially the work of Lester M. Salamon and his colleagues at the Center for Civil Society Studies, Johns Hopkins University, such as The Civil Society Sector, The Rise of the Nonprofit Sector, and Social Origins of Civil Society. 
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CIVIL SOCIETY

History and Meaning(s)

 



 



 



 



The concept of civil society has a long and distinguished history in Western political thought and practice.1 And therein, right at the beginning, lies the first and most important set of issues with which we must deal: (1) while civil society is indisputably part of the Western tradition, its meaning and implications have varied enormously over time, in different historical contexts, and from country to country; and (2) while civil society is tied to and closely a part of the distinctively Western tradition, with its emphasis at least in modern times on individualism, absence of feudal or semifeudal restraints, freedom of association, liberty, participatory and pluralist politics, and middle-class, entrepreneurial, and free-market economics, we must question whether and how much it has relevance in many Third World countries with their quite different histories, cultures, societies, economies, and political traditions. Or is civil society now such a genuinely universal concept that it is applicable to all countries in approximately the same form? Those are the issues we wrestle with in this chapter.

In this brief discussion, we cannot review the entire history of Western political thought, or even the concept of civil society in great detail within that tradition. But we do need to indicate the main trends—and the diversity of formulations within this history—in  order to provide background and context for the main themes of this study.

For the ancient Greeks, where the concept received its initial systematic treatment, civil society was conceived as a commonwealth of the politically organized citizens.2 Within this commonwealth, organized as the Greek city-state, the “civil” part of civil society referred not so much to good manners but instead to the requirements of citizenship: knowledge, discourse, participation. But already in these initial formulations we begin to see differences. Plato’s conception of good citizenship was driven by his desire to set forth an inflexible, top-down, ethical base for public life that would be articulated by his “philosopher-kings”; civil society would thus be subordinated to state authority and the moral imperatives of its presumably enlightened (but unelected) leaders. In contrast, Plato’s student Aristotle, more of an empiricist, recognized that life takes place at multiple associational or pluralist (civil society) levels and urged that these associations be incorporated into the political life, even while remaining committed to an ethical concept of citizenship. Right away in the founding Greek system of thought, therefore, we have two contrasting conceptions of civil society: one, state-centered, top-down, and authoritative if not authoritarian; the other, more pluralist, participatory, and consultative. Recall that in both of these ancient conceptions, however, society was viewed nondemocratically as hierarchical, with a “natural” slave class and restricted citizenship.

The Roman Empire similarly countenanced slavery, saw society as hierarchically organized, and severely restricted citizenship. Rome is honored in the Western tradition for its republicanism, but we must also recognize that it was in the Roman Empire that a full-blown system of statist corporatism came into existence for the first time.3 By corporatism we mean a system of state-sponsored, state-licensed, state-organized, and state-controlled interest associations; representation and consultation, therefore, are also corporate, group-centered, or functionally organized, not democratically or by the principle of one person, one vote. But a state-controlled system of civil society is not what most Americans or American foreign policy  makers have in mind by that term; on the other hand, we ought to recognize that in much of the Third World, and especially that part of it (most of Africa, the Middle East, and especially Latin America) influenced by the Roman law tradition, it is the corporatist and statist conception of civil society that prevails, not the free-wheeling, quasi-anarchic, unlimited pluralism of American interest-group liberalism.

Following the fall of Rome, Christianity provided the main categories of social and political life (what there was thereof) throughout the Middle (“Dark”) Ages for approximately a thousand years, and for almost five hundred years longer in Southern Europe, Latin America, and large parts of Central and Eastern Europe. There are, of course, distinct emphases, nuances, and eventually quite basic differences within Christianity regarding civil society over this millennium as we move from Augustine (who condemned the classical tradition as pagan and un-Christian, emphasized man’s depravity, and urged that human and societal effort be guided by moral action) to Thomas Aquinas, whose voluminous, rigorous, and highly influential writings provided the main bases for social and political organization in Christian/Catholic societies until at least World War II.4


Aquinas emphasized, among other things, “the great chain of being” by which all groups are both secure and fixed (locked into) in their station in life, the organic, integral, corporative, and hierarchical structure of society and politics, and the obligations of citizens to obey even while rulers were obliged to rule justly and in accord with God’s commands. The proper balance between authority on the one hand and the “rights” (fueros in Spanish, meaning group rights) of the corporate groups (religious orders, military orders, guilds, etc.) that made up society on the other constituted for a long time (and continuing in some quarters) the accepted definition of democracy in Iberia and Latin America. Note the conception of civil society here was both corporative (statist, not liberal) and group-centered (not individualistic).

With the great sixteenth-century Jesuit (and intellectual architect of the Spanish state system in Latin America) Francisco Suárez, the still-primitive form of contract theory—rulers receive their power  from God but they must rule justly—found in Aquinas was converted into a system of “prior consent” under which, in some murky past or “state of nature,” the ruled had presumably given their consent to the monarch to rule in an absolute manner and act on behalf of the people and their corporate interests. This formulation has long served as a rationale for absolute monarchy or, later, political authoritarianism since it endowed the state and its ruler with near-absolute and virtually unlimited power, unencumbered by elections or any institutional means to revise the social contract once arrived at and the prior consent given.

Aquinas and the sixteenth-century neoscholastics had also helped revive Aristotelian logic, the Greek-Roman idea of a “natural” slave class (handy when confronted with the indigenous populations of Latin America), and the understanding that society required a moral, God-given base; civil society was thus constituted by religion and only Christians could be a part of it. Such an exclusionary, hierarchical, and fixed system of civil society could not last permanently in the West—except perhaps in Spain, Portugal, and their colonial offshoots in Latin America. It is significant, therefore, that political theory in “the West,” including that regarding civil society, went on from the Thomistic mold to other formulations, but in Iberia and Latin America it was the Thomistic-Suárezian theory and sociology (now largely forgotten elsewhere) that continued to dominate. This tradition of thought, which eventually serves as the basis for an updated Catholic corporatism, has not only been lost or ignored in the history of Western thought but it is also largely unknown by today’s civil society advocates. Nevertheless, it remains essential for an understanding of Latin America.

As we move into the modern age, a greater diversity of conceptions of civil society begins to emerge—and, recall, here we are still talking only about the Western tradition. Modernity came, among other ways, in the form of an emerging capitalism, centralizing nation-states, and in a handful of countries greater impetus to political freedom. As John Ehrenberg emphasizes, civil society was no longer understood necessarily as a universal Christian commonwealth but  came to focus more on individual interest, state power, representative rule, the rule of law, and an economic order emphasizing property. Machiavelli’s amoral The Prince5 made him the first “modern” (secular) political scientist, but his preoccupation with power, a strong state, and the achievement of national unity left little room for civil society outside of central state control. The discovery of individual, as distinct from group, rights largely emerged from the sixteenth-century Protestant Reformation, but over time, as conflict between Catholics and Protestants spread, each prince was given free reign to choose his subjects’ religion and to organize civil society (or not organize it) in his domain as he saw fit.

With Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan (1651)6 we have the appearance of a new calculating individual interested mainly in his own self-interest who also had to take into account the interests of other calculating, self-interested parties. To Hobbes, civil society was not “natural” as it was in Aristotle and Aquinas but an artificial creation of the state. The state shaped, organized, and even created civil society as it saw fit and depending on political circumstances and pressure-group politics. In Hobbes’s ruthless state of nature, this state-organized system of civil society provided a way to ensure peace and security, but it was a means to an end and had no independent existence of its own. As in much of the Third World today, it was state power that was dominant while civil society was subordinated to it, a means to provide a degree of popular participation but under state auspices and control.
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