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O I C  O U T L O O K  
CIVIL SOCIETY IN OIC MEMBER COUNTRIES 

This report is a general overview of the concept of civil society and its current state in ten countries of the Islamic 
world. Following a brief introduction to the theoretical meaning, structure and significance of civil society and civil 
societal organizations, the report presents an introductory overview of the situation of civil society in ten countries 
that are members of the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC); Azerbaijan, Egypt, Indonesia, Lebanon, 
Mozambique, Nigeria, Sierra Leone, Togo, Turkey, and Uganda. The situation in these countries is presented 
using the findings of a study, Civil Society Index (CSI) (Phase 1: 2003-2006), carried out by CIVICUS, 

World Alliance for Citizen Participation. It is important to keep in mind that although geographically diverse, 
the Member Countries in the CSI cannot represent the OIC Countries as a whole. Therefore, the ratings in the 
index should not be generalized to include all the members of the OIC. 
 

CIVIL SOCIETY:  OVERV IEW 

Civil Society (CS) refers to the voluntary formations of individuals that work for a common 
purpose. It is an area outside of the government, private sector and the family. In almost all areas 
concerning the lives of societies, citizens now voluntarily form independent organizations, many 
of which involve in very effective activities that help to mitigate their problems. These 
organizations have various shapes; from charities, environmental organizations, human rights 
groups to trade unions, chambers and on a larger scale, international organizations. Although civil 
society organizations (CSOs) are widely understood as having an adversary relationship with the 
states, the reality is that the two parties are commonly supportive of each other and even that a 
big majority of CSOs today work almost as agents of governments. Actually, states and CSOs act 
in many ways as control mechanisms for each other. Therefore, healthy state-CS relations; 
constructive, good-intentioned, and open to criticisms and negotiations; bear significantly 
positive results for the optimum benefit of societies. 

Although the use of the term dates back to the ancient Greek periods, civil society, with its 
contemporary usage, became popular in the late 1980s. Following is a brief explanation of how 
and why civil society became so popular and powerful. After the Cold War, as the communist 
powers declined, market economies became the predominant system around the world. Although 
the private sector was seen as a powerful force in relation to the states, it became apparent that 
markets too had failures. Citizens in many countries were being treated unjustly not only by the 
states but also the private sector. However, one advantage of the rise of the markets for the civil 
society was that it helped to reduce the dominance of states and increase the power of the 
individual, resulting in more space for people to take action in matters concerning them. 
Certainly, under the democratization efforts, the United States supported the work of the CSOs 
immensely. The increase in development programs in poor countries was also parallel with the 
democratization trend. In development programs, developed countries found working with 
NGOs, rather than states –many of which were corrupt and slow with bureaucratic procedures-, 
more feasible and effective (Howell and Pearce, 2001). Therefore, the donations transferred 
through NGOs reached outstanding levels, also resulting in the proliferation of NGOs (Kaldor, 
2003). Another factor pushing the emergence of civil society was the improvement in technology. 
Through the modern technology, people were not only able to be informed about the news all 
over the world, but also to connect with other citizens from other countries, share information 
and opinions, and develop stronger partnerships and public opinions on both national and global 
matters. The connection among CSOs around the world reached to such a point that it is now 
referred to as the “global civil society”. In many countries, NGOs that are not able to influence 

                                                      
 http://www.civicus.org/csi 
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their governments use the channels in the global CS; reach powerful international NGOs or even 
the governments of the developed countries to create pressure on their governments. 

Gaining the support of the CS in today’s politics is actually vital for states to prove and further 
their legitimacy. On the national scale in democratic regimes, this legitimacy is seen as an 
important factor for winning elections and staying in power. Moreover on the international scale, 
for any kind of regimes, states strengthen their hand in diplomatic issues if they show that they 
are supported by the CSOs in their countries. All of the above-mentioned factors contribute to 
the fact that civil society in today’s world became a powerful arena in which people engage in 
activities that can to a certain extent, balance the power of the states and the private sector, and 
that protect the realization of their rights. That is why; civil society is commonly referred to as the 
“Third Sector”. States in many developed and developing countries therefore now accept CS as 
an important actor and try to establish the best possible balance between them and the other 
centers of power. States that consult to and try to negotiate with CSOs have usually better 
chances of making policies that reflect best the needs of the public. 

It is important to note however that CSOs too might have problems in terms of legitimacy. To 
start with, although CSOs commonly complain about the undemocratic actions of states, many 
CSOs themselves lack democratic mechanisms in their organizations. The negligence of internal 
democracy in CSOs usually shows itself by the dominance of the head of the organization and 
lack of voice and participation of the members. Related to the failure of democracy in CSOs is 
the problem of representability. Many CSOs are not representing sufficiently the needs of their 
target groups. These types of groups usually do not consult to and are isolated from their 
audience (Mendelson, 2002). This is either because they rely solely on their own judgment along 
with overlooking the opinions of the people in question or they are motivated only by their own 
interests even if those interests are irrelevant and/or conflicting with the choices of their target 
groups. Additionally, many CSOs are not transparent in their procedures and this reduces the 
public’s trust towards them. CSOs that are not transparent cannot be accountable at the same 
time, because they lack “answerability” for their actions among the public. (Clark, et al.) The last 
issue with CSOs to be mentioned here is that most of the CSOs, naturally, deal with a certain 
problem or group of problems that matter to them. They work for the enhancement of that 
particular issue and if they are also engaged in advocacy, their demands from the governments are 
things that concern only their problems. The states however, have to think comprehensively 
about all the problems that exist for every segment of the public. Since there will always be 
clashes between the needs of different groups; states, in principle, will consider all of the 
demands and shape its policies seeking the optimum benefit for the whole country. Therefore, 
CSOs need to respect the fact that it is not realistic for states to meet all the demands coming 
from all the CSOs. The issues raised here about CSOs reflect the common complaints that 
governments have about the CSOs in their countries. However, the fact that these are actual 
problems does not mean that the CSOs should be overlooked. Rather, states and citizens should 
create a supportive environment where civil society can improve to have a positive and a 
productive structure. 

CIVIL SOCIETY IN THE  OIC MEMBER COUNTRIES  

Citizen activism in general in the Member Countries is more or less parallel with the average 
global trend. In areas concerning solidarity, due mostly to the Islamic beliefs and traditions, the 
CS activism is pretty high. However in human rights issues, the activism is much lower. This is 
usually attributed to the characteristic of submission commonly valued among Muslims. 
Participation in CSOs in the Member Countries is quite low. However, the low level of 
participation does not always mean that there is no CS. Usually in the Member Countries, there 
are certain social mechanisms, inherently existing in those societies, which compensate for the 
Western type of CS activities. These are usually mechanisms such as strong family and 
neighborhood ties, native courts, or the religious ritual zakat. 
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The general issues mentioned in the first part about CS also reflect to a large extent the current 
problems of the CS in the Member Countries. But more specifically, the most important issues 
that curtail the improvement of CS in Member Countries are the unsupportive and distrustful 
attitudes of states, lack of economic resources, and conflicts that exist in many of the Member 
Countries. 

The Index prepared by CIVICUS about the state of CS is carried out in 53 countries around the 
world. Only 12 of these countries are from among the members of the OIC, and 10 of those 
have country reports available on the CIVICUS website. The rest of this report aims to present 
the findings of the CSI relating to the ten Member Countries in the Index that have country 
reports; Azerbaijan, Egypt, Indonesia, Lebanon, Mozambique, Nigeria, Sierra Leone, Togo, 
Turkey, and Uganda. CSI is composed of 74 indicators, grouped into about 25• subdimensions 
and four main groups of dimensions: structure, environment, values, and impact. The situation of 
CS in all the countries in CSI is evaluated through those 74 indicators each of which are rated on 
a scale of one to three, three being the best situation, according to the multi-dimensional research 
carried out. Structure refers to the actors, their characteristics and relations between the actors 
involved in CS. Environment deals with the political, socio-economic, and legal atmosphere that 
affects the CS. The third area is the values that the CSOs believe, adhere to and promote. Finally, 
the fourth area focuses on the impact that CSOs have on society and the political arena. 

1 .  STRUCTURE  

Structure of CS was assessed through these subdimensions; breadth of citizen participation, 
depth of citizen participation, diversity of CS participants, level of organization, inter-relations 
within CS, and resources. In this category, among the ten OIC Member Countries, Nigeria, 
Uganda and Indonesia are the top-rated countries with scores 2, 1.8, and 1.6. The lowest rated 
countries for their structure are Turkey with 0.9, Togo and Azerbaijan both with 1.1 
 

 

Despite a relatively low level of resources (1.3), Nigeria has the highest level of citizen 
participation among all ten countries with a score of 2.8. This is just the opposite for Azerbaijan: 
the level of resources (1.3) is higher than the breadth of citizen participation (0.4) and the level of 
organization (0.6), which might mean that citizens are not using their potentials, but also that if 
CS can be improved, resources will not be a big problem. Togo has the lowest level of resources 

                                                      
 Number may change slightly depending on the country in question. 
 The descriptions of all the indicators and the detailed scores for each of them are included in the annexes. 
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with a score of 0, one of the main factors why it has the second lowest score for its overall 
structure. Breadth of citizen participation is the lowest in Azerbaijan and Turkey with 0.4 and 0.5. 
Although it has the least resources, Togo has a high score for its depth of citizen participation 
(2), only second to the top score of Nigeria which is 2.7. Also, the extent to which the score of 
2the depth of citizen participation is greater than that of the breadth of participation is the highest 
in Togo. This means that although the score of the breadth of participation in Togo (1.2) is lower 
than five Member Countries, the quality of the CS seems to be fairly good. In the difference 
between the depth and the breadth of citizen participation, Uganda stands at the very opposite of 
Togo with its depth of participation (1.7) being much lower than the breadth of participation 
(2.6), the latter being actually the second highest score in the list. Indonesia has a similar situation 
with a high level of citizen participation (2.4) which is not followed up in terms of the depth of 
participation (1.7). The depth of participation for these two countries are actually at a good level 
in comparison to the other Member Countries, however when compared to their own levels for 
the breadth of participation, they are fairly low. Apparently, although there is a high level of 
involvement with CS in Uganda and Indonesia, much of the activity stays rather shallow. 
Diversity of CS participants is another important subdimension used in the CSI. For Azerbaijan 
for example, although its breadth of citizen participation is very low (0.4), the social groups 
represented among the CSOs are fairly diverse with scores of 2 both among the members and the 
leaders of the organizations, so that means there is a representative CS and that it is not under the 
monopoly of a certain group.  In Indonesia on the other hand, diversity (1.3) is low in relation to 
its high level of breadth of citizen participation (2.4). The lowest scores of diversity are in Turkey 
and Sierra Leone, both being 1. 
 

2.  ENVIRONMENT  

CSI used seven subdimensions in the environment category: political context, basic rights 
and freedoms, socio-economic context, socio-cultural context, legal environment, state-
CS relations, and private sector-CS relations. The scores of the Member Countries for 
the environment of CS do not show a broad variation. Lebanon, Turkey and Uganda 
have the best scores, all with 1.4 and the lowest scores are in Togo and Sierra Leone with 
0.7 and 0.8. 
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On the average, the subdimensions in which the Member Countries are the weakest are 
political context and CS relations with private sector with none of the countries reaching 
a score of 2. Socio-cultural context on the other hand is the strongest subdimension, for 
which the average of the countries is 1.5, even though that itself is not satisfactory. 
Political context is weaker than the socio-cultural context in each of the Member 
Countries, with the exception of Lebanon in which too, the scores for the two 
dimensions are only equal.  The fact that socio-cultural context is better than dimensions 
such as political context and basic rights and freedoms shows that the Member Countries 
have a potentially vibrant public in terms of civil society, however that states are not 
willing to let a strong civil society exist. The negative attitude of states is a severe 
curtailment of the improvement of civil society. Another impediment to the 
improvement of civil society in Member Countries is the socio-economic conditions. 
Under this subdimension, only Azerbaijan, Lebanon and Turkey have scores of 2 
whereas there are three countries (Nigeria, Sierra Leone and Togo) the scores of which 
are 0. The rest of the countries are rated with 1. 
 

3.  VALUES  

In terms of the values that dominate the civil society in the Member Countries, CSI assessed the 
concepts of democracy, transparency, tolerance, non-violence, gender equity, poverty eradication 
and environmental sustainability. On the average, the only country that received a score over 2 
for the values was Nigeria. At the other end of the scale, Azerbaijan and Mozambique had the 
lowest scores both with 1.2. 
 

 

The Member Countries have better scores in poverty eradication, non-violence, and 
environmental sustainability whereas their weakest dimensions are transparency, 
democracy, and gender equity. This is a typical picture for developing countries where 
poverty is naturally always the first priority. Although good governance, usually assessed 
mainly through transparency and democracy, is one of the main obstacles in eradicating 
poverty, there is not much action being taken to support it in developing countries. 
Furthermore, the few activities that are being implemented to support good governance 
are usually not considering the local values and characteristics but working simply to 
insert Western values as if they are universally applicable. Hence, CSOs that engage in 
such activities usually lack local support.  
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4.  IMPACT  

The impact that CS has over the society and policies is evaluated through these set of 
subdimensions: influencing policy, holding state and the private sector accountable, responding 
to social interests, empowering citizens, and meeting societal needs. According to the CSI, the CS 
in Uganda and Nigeria has the strongest impact among the Member Countries with scores 2.3 
and 2.2. The weakest CS in this category is in Azerbaijan and Togo both with 0.8. 
 

 

On average, the CS in the Member Countries has the most impact in empowering citizens and 
meeting societal needs. In terms of holding state and the private sector accountable however, the 
highest score is only 1.5, and that is only in 4 countries; Indonesia, Nigeria, Sierra Leone, and 
Uganda. In Togo for example, CS impact in empowering citizens is rated with 1.8, third highest 
rank, whereas it has the lowest scores both for holding the state and the private sector 
accountable (0) and for influencing policy (0.3). Normally, the accountability of the governments 
and the ability of the citizens to reach and affect policy mechanisms are seen as vital elements in 
the empowerment of citizens and in meeting their needs. The fact that the CS has very weak 
impact on those elements, but remarkably better impact on empowering the citizens shows either 
that CSOs are not confident and/or visionary enough to try to communicate with states or that 
the states in those countries are not in a supportive manner towards CSOs, but despite that, the 
CS is remarkably active. 
 

CONCLUSION  

It is difficult to draw conclusions that are comprehensive and reliable on the situation of the CS 
in Member Countries by only looking at the results of the ten Member Countries in the CSI. This 
is due to the fact that the countries that are members to the OIC show broad variation in terms 
of wealth, regimes, cultures, etc. Therefore, a figure that is the same for two countries might 
easily have completely different connotations. Or else, a figure that is quantitatively low does not 
directly mean that it is in a bad situation, because there might be other factors that compensate 
for that figure which are not analyzed in the scope of the CSI.  
 
However, there are some general trends that cover all ten countries in the Index. According to 
the findings of the CSI, the CS in the Member Countries is at an unsatisfactory stage. On average, 
the strongest subdimension of the CS in Member Countries is the “values” under which 
indicators such as poverty eradication, environmental sustainability, tolerance and non-violence 
have the highest scores. The “impact” subdimension comes next with indicators such as 
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influencing policy, holding the state and the private sector accountable, empowering citizens, and 
meeting societal needs. The other two subdimensions, “environment” and “structure” have lower 
scores on average. The fact that the environment and structure categories have low scores shows 
that due to the unsupportive circumstances such as statist regimes and poor socio-economic 
conditions, there is an undeveloped CS in Member Countries. On the one hand, citizens are 
afraid to get into clashes with their governments while asking for their rights, and on the other 
hand, due to the poor socio-economic conditions, they do not have the luxury to spend effort on 
anything other than earning money. In spite of the difficult conditions, the higher scores in the 
values and impact categories is a sign that there is a potential for better CS among the citizens. 
The importance of the civil society in today’s world requires more research to be done in the area 
in the OIC Member Countries. Much of the academic study carried out in the area misses the 
native CS traditions and structures giving a misleading picture of the Member Countries. 
Therefore, objective and comprehensive CS research that is carried out by academicians who 
have sufficient acquaintance with local structures will likely present a more realistic image of the 
Member Countries. 
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Annex I: The CSI Scoring Matrix 
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Annex II: CIVICUS Civil Society Index Scores for the OIC Member Countries 
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Influencing Policy 1 0.3 1.7

2 1.5 1.5 2

Gender Equity 1.7 1.5 1.7 1.7 0.7

1.5 1 1.5

Non-violence 1.5 2.5 2 2 1.5 2

1.3 1.7

Tolerance 1.5 1.5 2 2 1.5 2 1

1.5

Transparency 1 1.3 1.3 1.3 0.7 1.7 1.3 1

1.5 1 2 2 0.5 1

3
) 

 V
A

LU
E

S

Democracy 1 1 2
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