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Overview
The idea that “civil society” underpins a healthy liberal democracy has become a core tenet among scholars, policymakers, and practitioners. Free and fair elections, representative parliaments, and impartial judicial systems, the thinking goes, are necessary but not sufficient for democracy.  In the words of political scientist Larry Diamond, “Democracy – in particular, a healthy liberal democracy – also requires a public that is organized for democracy, socialized to its norms and values, and committed not just to its myriad narrow interests but to larger, common, ‘civic’ ends.  Such a civic public is only possible with a vibrant ‘civil society’” (1997: 5).  

But what constitutes civil society, and what are the mechanisms through which civil society strengthens democracy? Alexis de Tocqueville and Robert Putnam have argued that a plurality of voluntary associations, through which members learn civic values of trust, tolerance, and reciprocity, underpins civil society. Putnam subsequently documented the decline in voluntary association membership and warned that as more and more people do hobbies alone instead of in groups, democracy will suffer. Other scholars, though, have highlighted less structured forums–including social movements, online social networks, and even the qat chew–through which citizens are convening to advocate for their interests and influence local, national, and global policies.   

In this course we will begin by exploring how civil society is theorized to contribute to democracy. We will then turn our gaze to non-democratic contexts and study how autocratic states, foreign donors, and even NGOs themselves both govern civil society and govern through civil society. Finally, we will ask how civil society can as a forum for citizen-led social change and investigate the innovations in civil society in Serbia.

Class Schedule
March 20: What is Civil Society?

Readings:

“Civil Society and the State” by Simone Chambers and Jeffrey Kopstein

“Civil Society and Social Capital” by Michael Woookcock
March 27: How does Civil Society support Democracy?

Readings:

“Civil Society and Democracy” by Mark Warren
“How can NGOs Build Democracy through Service Delivery?” by Khaldoun AbouAssi and Catherine Herrold

April 3: Government, Donors, and NGOs
Readings:

“Global Assault on NGOs Reaches Crisis Point as New Laws Curb Vital Human Rights Work” by Amnesty International

“Palestinian Civil Society: What Went Wrong?” by Tariq Dana
“Foreign Aid is Having a Reckoning” by The New York Times

April 10: Grassroots Civil Society

Readings:

“New Horizons for Community-Led Development” by Jenny Hodgson, Barry Knight, and Susan Wilkinson-Maposa

“Shift the Power: Ghanian NGOs at the Crossroads of Relinquishing Power to Local Communities” by Gervin Chanase 

April 24: Civil Society in Serbia

Readings:

To be determined by students

May 8: Class Presentations
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