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Background

Most of the 20th century was defined politically by the contest between two superpowers.  But now, 14 years after the collapse of the Berlin Wall, we live in a different world; one dominated by three superpowers.  The first is the government and military complex of the United States and its allies.  The second is the might of the global corporation.  The third is the power of public opinion.  This power can be highly destructive and divisive (for example when peddled by racists) and it can be a very constructive force for change. When we had just two, the superpowers were structurally comparable, even though ideological opposites.  Now the structures differ more than the ideologies.  This lecture centers on the Third Superpower – and specifically on the role civil society plays in galvanizing that public opinion in the management of world affairs.

Civil society cannot be put into any nutshell.  In structural forms it ranges from the organized NGOs for public benefit (such as Amnesty International, Oxfam, Greenpeace and CARE) and associations for member benefits (such as trade unions, consumers’ groups, professional associations and sports clubs) to faith-based organizations, internet-based pressure groups (or what I call “dot.causes”), and anti-war protestors.  Its characteristics and impact vary from country to country.  As with the private sector and the natural world, diversity is a cornerstone of its strength.  A vibrant civil society is packed with organizations and causes competing for the attention of citizens.  As with the private sector, this is a market place; but what’s on offer here isn’t goods and services, or stocks and shares, but opportunities to show support or to associate.  This is the marketplace of civil society.  

Given this diversity, it is dangerous to generalize about the sector or imply homogeneity.  For every cause espoused by some civil society organizations (CSO) there will be a counter cause waged by others.  With that caveat, I’ll now risk a generalization.  There is, within this universe, a constellation of very diverse CSOs that all focus on globalization in different ways.  The combined impact has been to outline a common set of values and aims, one that has come to dominate civil society advocacy in international policy debate.  This constellation comprises NGOs, unions, protest groups, religious organizations and others.  Very loosely it could be called the “global social justice movement”.  This isn’t a rigorous term because, unlike other social movements, this one isn’t a coherent network of people and groups uniting in solidarity around common conditions or common aims.  It straddles those seeking specific reforms (for example regarding Third World debt) to those who want to smash capitalism.  Its bonds stem from what its constituents don’t like, rather than what they call for.  However that term (global social justice) is more rigorous than the name many establishment journalists and others know it by – the “anti-globalization movement”.

Two factors greatly boost this global civil society movement – firstly, a mounting public conviction that globalization unleashes economic injustice; secondly, a growing malaise with the institutional fabric of democratic political systems.  Both warrant closer scrutiny.

First, globalization and economic injustice

Though some economists maintain otherwise, most now recognize that wealth and income gaps are growing; this is true in most countries and also between countries.  The dissenting view maintains that developing countries as a group have been catching up with the rich countries throughout the 90s.  True, the economic growth of this group exceeded that of developed countries in the 90s but two factors must be remembered.  The story of growth in developing countries is largely due to China, India and a few other “tiger economies”.  By just taking out China, the remaining developing countries are continuing to see a declining share of world economy.  Secondly, faster growth isn’t the same as catching up; it means their economies are accelerating faster, not necessarily that they are catching up.  It is like saying that a bicycle setting off to catch up with a jet liner at full cruising speed is doing a good job because, for a while, it can accelerate faster than the jet.  East Asia, the fastest growing region, would need to maintain its current rate of growth (or acceleration) for 74 years to catch up with the West, and for the first 50 years the absolute wealth gap would continue to rise.

Within most countries, particularly the most market-oriented ones, wealth and income gaps have risen throughout the 90s.  This is largely because new opportunities are leading to the rich getting richer, rather than that the poor are getting absolutely poorer, but signs of political and social tension relate to the economic polarization of society.  The richest 20% in the world as a whole enjoyed a 12% increase in their incomes from 1988 to 1993 while the poorest half saw no growth at all and the poorest 5% suffered a 25% fall.

Our global civil society movement actively publicizes this accelerating economic polarization in today’s world and roundly blames globalization and “neo-liberal economic policies” for it.  Mainstream economists counter that the problem rests more with developing countries resisting market mechanisms and retaining protectionist policies.  They are right to point out that the countries where the populations have fared worst have been those, such as North Korea, that have stayed outside the global economy.  They are right, in my view, to point to advantages that unshackled global markets offer.  But the globo-skeptics are also right that today’s management of globalization compounds economic polarities.  

In practice there is not one market of international trade but many – different markets for the different factors of production.  Some of these are being liberalized to become truly global markets – and the major traders in these markets benefit greatly – but other markets tell an opposite story.  The former comprise the markets for high-tech products, capital, the modern service sector, top management, and highly skilled labor such as IT specialists; the major sellers in these markets are rich countries and very rich people.  The latter comprise raw commodities, labor-intensive goods such as textiles and footwear, and unskilled labor; the major sellers are developing countries and poor people.  These markets have not been opened up, indeed they are often subject to tougher restrictions than before.  Liberalizing some markets while retaining or raising barriers in other markets drives today’s polarization.  The problem isn’t with globalization per se, but with selective globalization.  This is the root of economic injustice.

Secondly, the problem with democratic politics today

The increasing power of civil society to garner public opinion and shape politics stems not so much from the growing sophistication of CSOs as from increasingly evident flaws in the traditional institutions of democracy – flaws that civil society has done much to expose and contest.  We can describe five democratic deficits:

· Firstly, the ideological deficit: Political parties, especially in rich countries, have become less relevant to the political cleavages that concern most people, especially in rich countries.  They remain substantially stuck in old political rivalries of socialist versus capitalist theories of the ownership of the means of production.  Increasingly, voters aren’t interested in such issues, but in a greater array of issues concerning not just who owns the means of production, but what is being produced, how, who decides, how does this impact and shape society, what are the alternatives and so on.  Pressure groups and social movements are natural leaders in these newer and more diverse debates.

· Secondly, the deficit of integrity: Parties in much of the world seem increasingly mired in sleaze, nepotism and corruption, often associated with their fundraising and corporate links.  Furthermore, politicians are inexorably drawn to matters that are short-term and parochial in an effort to win votes, and will bargain priorities ruthlessly in political coalitions in order to cling onto power for today.  But a new generation is emerging that is thinking globally and for the long-term; these citizens are increasingly cynical about “the best democracy money can buy”.  CSOs such as campaign reform advocates and Transparency International and investigative journalists are rooting out and pillorying such corruption. 

· Thirdly, the deficit of representivity: The principle of electing representatives is that citizens can choose amongst their peers to speak for them in the national political forum.  But increasingly, to get into office demands great wealth and powerful contacts.  Hence electoral candidates rarely reflect the diversity of the electorate.  Only 15% worldwide are women; few come from ethnic minorities, from poor, or from working class backgrounds.  Voters are increasingly disillusioned that democracy has failed to offer them the chance to be represented by their peers.  Reform is largely due to pressure groups outside the parties, such as EMILY’s list in USA and Shevolution in Eastern Europe who campaign for more women legislators.

· Fourthly, the deficiency of reach: In the globalizing world, traditional institutions of democracy no longer hold sway over the many decisions affecting everyday life.  These are increasingly forged in regional forums (such as NAFTA and the European Union), in inter-governmental forums (such as the World Trade Organization or IMF), and in global corporations.  These forums may be accountable to some governments for some things, but they don’t regularly come under the purview of national parliaments and other traditional institutions of democracy as do parallel forums at the national level, and there are no supra-national parliaments that fill the void.  These are issues targeted by the so-called anti-globalization campaign.

· Fifthly, the deficiency of sovereignty: Most national governments experience dwindling autonomy as they become powerless to buck trends set by global powers, particularly in the economic realm.  For example, developing countries find that they now have little latitude to set tariffs, exchange rates or interest rates at levels that differ substantially from what “the market indicates”.  Similarly they must increasingly conform to “received wisdom” when it comes to currency controls, labor market policies and taxation regimes.  Paradoxically, just as formal democracy has spread into new areas of the globe for the first time, substantive democracy – the ability to participate in decisions affecting everyday life – has been eroded in important areas by this loss of autonomy of national states.  CSOs in developing countries, such as Thailand, are whipping up public outrage about this – often becoming uneasy running partners with nationalist elements.

The evidence of the democracy deficits is clear to see.  Voter turnouts have fallen in most Western democracies (except Scandinavia).  In UK and USA, for example, the turnouts in national elections averaged about 80% since the war until the last few years; at the most-recent elections they were 59% and 51% respectively – even though election-advertising budgets have rocketed.  Even in the new democracies of Eastern Europe, turnouts are falling steeply.  More marked still is the fall in membership of political parties.  In a range of OECD countries (again, not Scandinavia), party membership has declined to between one half and one fifth of 1960s levels.  The British conservative party dwindled from 2.2 million members to just 350,000 today.  In contrast, membership of cause-specific NGOs has risen sharply.  In the UK, more people now belong to the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds than to all political parties combined.

People no longer want to belong to political parties, and neither do they trust politicians.  And even though they flock to buy branded goods from the large corporations they trust the products but not the institutions.  A recent 40-country survey, commissioned by the World Economic Forum, showed that of 17 leading institutions of influence in these countries, those least trusted were parliaments, large corporations and the IMF; and those most trusted were NGOs and the military.  

To summarize: people speak passionately about democracy.  Many are prepared to lay down their life to defend it – but fewer than ever can be bothered to use it.  We have become cynical in much of the OECD that electoral democracy means little more than the chance to choose every 4 or 5 years between one white, millionaire or another to run our country.  But on the other hand a revolution is underway – a mounting crescendo of diverse voices – as NGOs and pressure groups gain confidence and members.  The revolutionary transition is this: we seem to be moving from a Delegative Democracy in which we periodically select delegates to represent us and the constituencies we live in across the spectrum of political matters, to Deliberative Democracy where, through active support of specific CSOs, we are able to become more directly engaged in policy debate on the issues that particularly concern us.   And we are all interested in different issues.  One may be angry about road congestion, another feel passionately about abortion rights, and another about human rights or the environment.  We make our choice by aligning ourselves with the groups that most closely speak for us.  And in so doing, our congregation in the 21st century is by communities of interests, not just communities of locality.  CSOs compete for our attention, as do shops in an arcade.  Civil society is a veritable marketplace, but not of goods.  It is a marketplace of interests, ideas and ideologies.  Customers don’t trade with cash and shares, but with their support and their time.  Those, and media coverage, are the assets prized by policy activists.  

Civilizing Global Governance 

How can CSOs use these assets to win reforms in how globalization is managed, to civilize global governance?   The ingredients can be found in the prescriptions that the donor community urge on the Third World for reforming their governments and their institutions – these are the five pillars of “good governance”:

· Transparency:  CSOs are powerful not just as conduits to disseminate widely information about what inter-governmental agencies, TNCs and others are doing (including, maybe, distributing leaked information and perhaps somewhat hearsay evidence of wrong-doing); but they also inform citizens about how these institutions work and make decisions.  During the WTO ministerial talks in Seattle and Doha, for example, millions of people logged onto various websites of dot.causes every day to find out what was going on and what it all meant.  CSOs have also campaigned successfully for organizations such as the World Bank to bring into the open swathes of documentation that was previously confidential, and they continuously press for observer-access and public minutes for all inter-governmental meetings.

· Accountability:  By pressing national media and national parliaments around the world to give serious attention to how the IMF, WTO and other faceless global bureaucracies are behaving and to tackle the excesses of corporate greed and sleaze, CSOs working transnationally are hooking these powerful global players into national accountability structures.  By setting up their own watchdogs and international campaigns, they are also introducing new, albeit informal and self-appointed accountability mechanisms.  In the absence of regional or global parliaments, these are the only effective international mechanisms for citizen accountability.  

· Rule of Law:  Good governance requires a comprehensive framework of clear and well-understood laws that are predictably applied to protect citizens and all their legitimate interests.  But there is little in the way of international law, and even that is generally subservient to national legislatures.  Hence only national concerns are well protected by laws; global ones are mostly ignored or are covered by exhortative but toothless treaties.  Many global social justice CSOs campaign for globally rigorous laws, regulations and rules for inter-governmental processes and TNCs.  The treaties on climate-change, landmines and whaling are examples of their achievements, as are the International Criminal Court and the Inspection Panels or Ombudsman offices within inter-governmental organizations.  The latter promise due process to those who have been disadvantaged by the actions of those organizations.

· Citizen’s Voice:  The right to know what is going on is one thing, but CSOs increasingly urge for more active citizenship.  They seek seats in inter-governmental deliberations, public consultations about issues that have societal implications, and participatory approaches in programs and projects.  They advocate public hearings and legislative investigations to which CSOs can give evidence.  And – through their stock-in-trade of mobilizing letter-writing campaigns, demonstrations, commissioning opinion polls and garnering media coverage – they make sure that citizens’ voices are heard (well … a select sample of them).   

· Level Playing-field:  Good governance must ensure equality of opportunity.  On the global stage this requires the opportunity for minorities and special interests to be heard, not just the interests of the elite, as represented by governments.  CSOs want a right be heard – albeit a “voice, not a vote” in international forums.  Global social justice CSOs also campaign for a greater voice for the Third World in international forums and are increasingly vocal in campaigns to curb the power of the “G1” – the USA.

In these ways, civil society acting transnationally has started to impact profoundly the management of global change.  No longer is it possible for a group of seven finance ministers to spend a weekend in a hotel near the White House, announce a “Washington Consensus” on sweeping reforms to the ground-rules of international economics, and get away with little civic controversy and still less public interest.  People now, in all continents, are more economically literate and more politically savvy than they were before the internet age.  They want to know what’s going on, what it means to them, and they want to have a say.  We’re all in the debating chamber now!  And with transnational CSOs as the well-trusted crack forces of this new citizens consciousness, the potential is almost unlimited.  As Jodie Williams said, on receiving the Nobel Prize on behalf of the International Campaign to Ban Landmines, “Together, we are a superpower!”

But now we’re seeing the Backlash 

Superpowers are inevitably resented.  The clear ascendancy of policy-oriented NGOs and interest groups over the last decade has been greeted by increasingly aggressive counter-strategies by governments, intergovernmental agencies and corporations, and by the establishment media that are their mouthpiece.  Hence the Financial Times journalist, Martin Wolf, fulminated in 1999 about “uncivil society”.  “The claims of NGOs to represent civil society as a whole” he said, “and, as such, to possess legitimacy rivaling – perhaps even exceeding – that of elected governments is outrageous”.  In the same month the Economist demanded to know: “who elected Oxfam, or, for that matter, the League for a Revolutionary Communist International? … In the West, governments and their agencies are, in the end, accountable to voters.  Who holds the activists accountable?”  Whether CSO leaders like it or not, such commentators raise important issues.

In their attacks on NGOs, three words come up over an over again: legitimacy, representivity and accountability.   These are presented as the fundamental flaws of civil society, but how fair is this?  Let’s explore each

We start with legitimacy
Whenever a small pressure group irritates a large bureaucracy the cry goes up: “What’s its legitimacy; what right does a one person and a dog outfit have to meddle in the affairs of legitimate companies/governments/bureaucracies?” (delete where appropriate).  The answer is very simple.  Any group, however small, has a perfect right to speak out on issues that concern it because that’s what freedoms of speech and democracy are all about.  These groups are legitimate as long as they are honest and the interests they promote don’t harm others.  If the CSO is lying or pretending to be other than it really is, it is guilty of deception, but size has nothing to do with legitimacy when it comes to engaging in political debate.  Firms, likewise, are no less legitimate because they are small – though you’d be unwise to buy a life insurance policy from a tiny company.    

We need a change of mindset.  Democracy is strengthened not weakened when the voice of small people can be heard directly.  Democracy no longer rests on the shoulders of a handful of elected politicians.  Companies, NGOs, unions, the media, protest movements and intellectuals can join the deliberative process directly.  It is no longer necessary to prove that you were elected, or have a constituency, or are a large organization before you can speak.  Certainly there are pressure groups that punch well above their weight, perhaps because they have special authority on the topic in question, or because they have special communication power.  Some manage to get mass media support on the basis of flimsy but sensationalist evidence – but this is media irresponsibility.  The solution is to encourage more responsible reportage and more responsible use by politicians and others in the public eye of campaign claims by CSOs.  They are often the middlemen between the pressure groups and wide-scale public opinion.  They are the mass retailers of the campaigners’ wares, and need to check the facts and study the underlying motivations before blindly reproducing them.  As for customers in other markets, the maxim must be Caveat Emptor.

What about Representivity?

Whom do CSOs speak for and how they can prove it?  Trade unions have mass memberships and people join because they want a union to represent them.  Some NGOs also have mass memberships (such as environmental organizations), churches similarly ay have large congregations – but it is less clear that these members feel themselves to be represented by these entities.  I am a member of the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds in UK because I’m a bird-watcher, I want access to RSPB’s reserves, and I enjoy RSPB’s magazine.  When RSPB speaks out on conservation issues it does so with great authority, but this stems from its long experience managing sensitive habitats, not its membership.  It is unlikely that they could get their members to flood officials with letters, still less turn out at a protest.    

Likewise, the suffragettes – 100 years ago – didn’t need to prove (by membership lists or democratic procedures) that they spoke for all women.  Representivity isn’t simply about speaking on behalf of a constituency.  It is also about speaking with expertise on an issue – representing the facts – and being able to demonstrate that you have the support of a constituency.  

Those wanting to probe the representivity of a development NGO should look less to the number of members it can claim than to the quality of the experience it wields, and the degree to which others in the field admire this expertise.  They should ask whether the NGO’s own programs have been effective, whether it has strong “local knowledge”, and whether its working style exposes it to the perspectives of poor people and their delegated representatives.  And NGOs should be able to respond well to such inquiries. 

Now – accountability

Accountability has three dimensions: for what, to whom, and how.  For policy-oriented CSOs the “for what” is for ensuring that their messages are honest, accurate, realistic and serve the goals they claim (whether conservation or poverty reduction); that the solutions they advocate are sustainable, not just short-term expedients; that they aren’t purporting to represent anyone without their blessing and so on.   

The “to whom” is problematic.  They should certainly not be accountable to elected governments (as some of their critics infer) any more than private companies or newspaper editors should be accountable to governments.  Most CSOs engaged in social concerns, such as development NGOs, claim moral accountability to the vulnerable groups they serve – which is good rhetoric, but pretty meaningless.  In practice, they don’t have to explain to the poor the choice of their strategy; nor indeed do they to their members or supporters.  CSO staff do nominally account to boards of directors or trustees but in practice this may be superficial.  And sometimes the CSO managers give pretty much carte blanche to their campaigners.  The strongest accountability, I’d have to say, tends to be to institutional donors – governmental and foundations.  These are well placed to ask probing questions.  But do they ask the right questions?  And should they be the ethical guardians?  In practice, few donors delve much beyond routine accounting matters, and if they do, they risk imposing their own values.  (He who pays the piper calls the tune!).  Even if the scrutiny were both rigorous and objective, it isn’t altogether healthy to rely on this type of accountability.  Earlier I suggested greater emphasis on caveat emptor when it comes to those who use CSO campaigns.  This, in my view, is preferable to “Caveat Donor”.  Questions of civil society accountability ought to rest with the people, not an external funding agency.  

Finally, the question of “how”.  CSOs should maximize accountability within countries relevant to their advocacy and get as close to the citizens as possible.  For development NGOs, this would include using participatory research to ensure their arguments are based on the concerns and views of the poor.  All CSOs should open themselves to public scrutiny (including media scrutiny) through full transparency.  This is far from being the case at present.  NGOs are typically coy with internal evaluations and business-plans, tending only to disseminate information that puts their organization in a good light.  

Since meaningful accountability to the voiceless is a pipedream, and accountability to funding institutions isn’t fully appropriate, the best strategy to encourage is self-regulation within the CSOs sector.  But there is sill little tradition of peer review and peer criticism.  This could be encouraged by more serious media investigations into CSO campaigns, analysis by academic institutions and independent think tanks, parliamentary hearings, and the establishment of independent NGOs to monitor and report on the effectiveness, governance and integrity of influential CSOs.  When watchdogs have powerful bites their handling needs to be done with care or they become a public menace.  This issue shouldn’t be seen as a threat to CSOs.  Indeed, ethical ones need to have nothing to fear.  In fact their prospects could be all the rosier for being contrasted favorably with less scrupulous ones by independent and trustworthy sources.

Integrity of transnational civil society
These issues of representivity, accountability and legitimacy boil down to one question: what are the hallmarks of integrity with CSOs seeking to influence political debate?  Just as important, of course, is the integrity of politicians, officials, companies and others who also seek to influence the debate.  There is no simple way of measuring this quality.  It combines all the governance challenges I’ve already spoken of and responsibility; responsibility to recognize that while every pressure group has a right to make its case, governments must, in the end, make decisions, and that these should be based on weighing together myriad often conflicting claims.  When governments simply appease every powerful vested interest group, politics becomes atomized and coherence is lost.  A government must listen to the cacophony but maintain a holistic view, which is hard.  

The ethics of CSO policy-engagement is a legitimate concern; there is no simple way of identifying which are “good” and which are “bad” CSOs; but there are important integrity tests that could be applied: 

· Representation test: What membership or constituency does it have? Does it use participatory methods to determine its positions?

· Merit test: What is its track record? Can it demonstrate positive impact from its activities? Does it have strong local knowledge?  Is it an acknowledged authority?  Does it have links with credible partners?

· Values and responsibility test: Does it display true commitment to ethical values? Is it ethical in its internal practices?  Is it accurate and honest?  Does it recognize the need for issues-balance?

· Governance test: Does it have clear accountability?  Is it transparent?  Does it use open, democratic decision-making?  Does it work openly with other CSOs?  For an international CSO, does it empower Southern civil society capacity and voice?
Finally

In conclusion: the future holds immense opportunities for CSOs to influence international policy and change the path of global change.  It may be that in the fullness of time we will see well-respected global democratic institutions that formally connect citizens with the governance of global institutions.  But we are nowhere near that yet.  In the meantime, the informal and admittedly self-appointed accountability roles played by transnational CSOs in matters of global governance is the only route through which citizens come close to the levers of transnational power (especially for non-Americans).  But these opportunities may evaporate if the internal deficiencies or disdain of self-criticism within the sector go unchecked.  To realize its potential, civil society needs to invest in much bolder and more honest peer-review and attention to governance.  If it does, it has the power to transform global governance and reshape the management of globalization.

For civil society, the future will be frustrating.  Institutions resist change and CSOs are impatient for fast action.  But today’s trajectory makes clear that civil society is becoming more influential and is driving change in the leadership of large institutions – public and private.  Such change is like shifting an oil tanker; the captain can spin the wheel but it takes some time before the new course is evident.  But the path will change, and this is what is happening today with the main agents of globalization.  Unfortunately the opportunities for greed and political self-interest are also expanding and are mostly pulling in an opposite direction.  Which forces hold greater sway?  Will globalization ever truly serve the good of all; will it be ethical?   Time will eventually tell.  Thank you.

