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Preface

Henning Melber

In the twenty-fi rst century, the world is faced with threats of global scale 

that cannot be confronted without collective action. Although global gov-

ernment as such does not exist, formal and informal institutions, practices, 

and initiatives – together forming ‘global governance’ – bring a greater 

measure of predictability, stability, and order to trans-border issues than 

might be expected.

This quote is from the back cover blurb of the recently published, penulti-

mate (14th) volume in the United Nations Intellectual History Project Se-

ries (Weiss/Thakur, 2010). It could well be the blurb on the back cover of 

this volume of Development Dialogue. While the focus in the UNIHP vol-

ume is on global governance and the UN, ours is on global governance and 

the role of citizen action. 

As UN history has shown during the last 60 years, the normative frame-

works established as beacons for global governance – dating back to the 

Convention for the Prevention and the Punishment of the Crime of Geno-

cide (adopted as the fi rst of its kind in December 1948, and with more votes 

than the Universal Declaration of Human Rights) – do not always conform 

with what ‘We, the people’, to use the opening words of the Preamble to 

the UN Charter, would expect. The Charter displays all the ambivalences 

and ambiguities of politics that have continued on a global scale since then 

and can be seen as ‘a mixture of Great-power hardheadedness and a series 

of more or less idealistic notions about the future’ (Urquhart, 2010). While 

the arena is more or less demarcated, the question as to who executes the 

power of defi nition leads to diff erent answers, from case to case (if it results 

in clear answers at all).

UN ideas have not always been ‘ahead of the curve’ (Emmerij/Jolly/Weiss, 

2001), in terms of meeting global challenges through demands for action as ar-

ticulated by social movements. Instead, these have far too often remained un-

noticed or ignored, or have fallen by the wayside. Citizen action, in the form of   

participation by civil society agencies and social movement activists in some 

of the more spectacular global summits, especially since the 1990s, has shown, 

however, that once the UN system is willing to create an arena, the people 

seek to use it to promote their interests.

Nora McKeon (2009) observes as a conclusion of her case study that since 

the 1990s there has been a visible trend within the UN system of opening 
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up to civil society voices. The global summits are the most obvious of these 

new arenas for exchange between the so-called fi rst, second and third UNs 

(see, on the defi nition and interaction, Jolly/Emmerij/Weiss, 2009: 32-47). 

At the same time, however, this new degree of permissiveness might lead to 

the illusion that it results in a lasting impact on UN-related decision-mak-

ing processes. However, despite some signifi cant exceptions, this is hardly 

(yet) the case, as McKeon (2009: 2) suggests:

[This interaction] has failed thus far to move from generic and often epi-

sodic participation to meaningful incorporation of these actors into glo-

bal political process. The bases for such incorporation are far more solid 

than they were a decade and a half ago, particularly in terms of the struc-

tures and capacities of civil society organizations (CSOs) and the thick-

ness and quality of their networking. At the same time, however, the 

geopolitical and economic powers that have underwritten the neoliberal 

agenda that these civil society actors contest are more determined than 

ever to defend their interests. The challenge before the UN is to provide 

a terrain – or rather a series of intercommunicating terrains – on which 

meaningful confrontation and negotiation can take place, as it did 60 

years ago when the Universal declaration of Human Rights was crafted 

around a table fractured by the cold war. The political context and the 

cast of actors have changed, but the signifi cance of this role and the ur-

gency of assuming it masterfully and authoritatively are unaltered.1

Bridging the gaps, reducing the divisions and giving the necessary space to 

the ‘third UN’ remains an ongoing task, which requires sensitivity and com-

mitment from all sides. Herein, precisely, lies the value of the stock-taking 

exercise from a citizen-action perspective, presented by Kumi Naidoo on the 

pages that follow. Despite his judgment that the UN ‘is, on closer examina-

tion, culpable of a deeply disturbing democratic defi cit’, he later on concedes, 

that ‘it has become imperative for civil society to participate in global deci-

sion-making processes, provided for in the consultations on summit meetings 

and conventions of the UN, as well as by UN development agencies’. 

This approach, which blends pragmatism with principles, and seeks to have 

an impact on policy processes, corresponds with the increased participation 

of all sorts of civil society actors in collective mobilisation, the aim of which 

is to exert pressure on and infl uence in the dominant socio-political spheres. 

But as Coicaud (2007: 300) concludes, such strategies are confronted with 

dilemmas, as the commitment of these actors ‘to a progressive agenda at 

home and abroad is destined to encounter tensions, if not clash, with the 

1 The Dag Hammarskjöld Foundation seeks to strengthen such initiatives through some of its published 
work. See other titles in the Development Dialogue series as well as the occasional paper series 
Critical Currents. All publications are accessible on the Foundation’s web site (www.dhf.uu.se).
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realities of political life’, which forces us ‘to compromise and pursue ideals 

in the midst of constraints’. As he further concludes, however: ‘This is not 

a unique situation. After all, any actor, or any institution for that matter, 

eager to improve people’s living conditions, whatever the fi eld of interven-

tion, is destined to face this state of aff airs. The real test of fortitude and in-

tegrity is not to allow expedience to take over the pursuit of the good, but 

to balance the two’ (Coicaud, 2007: 300f.).

Kumi Naidoo is aware of the landmines when seeking to navigate between 

the pragmatism of alliance-building that he advocates and the risks of com-

promising on essentials. But self-fulfi lling prophecies do not bring advance-

ments. Rather, they allow one to remain in a somewhat uncomfortable 

comfort zone through the choice of abstention, and to cultivate further 

one’s own convictions rather than testing them against other political and 

social realities through interaction and engagement. This is purism or sec-

tarianism, which are a long way from the strategic approach adopted by 

Kumi Naidoo and others who are not afraid to enter the minefi elds of ne-

gotiation with opposing interests, in search of commonalities that foster 

the advancement of their own causes. This of course does not mean always 

compromising, or entering into dialogue at all costs. Certain principles can-

not be sacrifi ced or abandoned on the altar of ‘reason’.

Although at times caught between a rock and a hard place, civic-driven 

change (Fowler/Biekart 2008) is on the agenda of global governance matters. 

These cannot be left to any superpowers with hegemonic ambitions, neither 

to a G7, G8 or G 20, nor even to the fi rst UN in its totality (that is, its member 

states as represented by governments – often not even elected by the majority 

of people they claim to represent). Nor can the second UN (the organisation 

as represented by its staff  members) be entrusted to respond to the global con-

cerns of the people, who are not visible or able to express their interests within 

the UN fora to which the governments of the member states have exclusive 

access. This touches on the latent tension between national interests and in-

ternational solidarity (Coicaud/Wheeler 2008), to which a UN system has to 

respond if it wants to become more meaningful rather than less relevant.

This tension also includes the confl ict between the notions of particular-

ism, cultural relativism and universalism when it comes to values and norms 

and practices in the reproduction of societies and their inherent political-

ideological as well as religious belief systems. Kumi Naidoo touches on the 

need to walk a thin line among others on secular and religious civil society 

dynamics in a manner that also has relevance for any other kind of interac-

tion and dialogue. He advocates engagement on almost all fronts, be it with 

elements of the so-called private sector, a course of action often dismissed 

outright by others (he himself decided, for example, to fl y from the World 
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Social Forum in Nairobi to the World Economic Forum in Davos to par-

ticipate in a panel debate there in January 2007) or – as argued in Chapter 5 

of this volume – with religion (often dismissed, in the words of Karl Marx, 

as the opiate of the people). 

True, there is no reason for blind trust in such engagement. But according 

to Kumi Naidoo there is also no alternative to seeking the broadest possible 

alliance with all who care about the future of this world and its people. As 

he maintains, ‘there is a common humanist element in all moral systems, 

secular and religious’. To act in denial of this insight is to lose opportuni-

ties for exchange and dialogue that could lead to more common ground in 

pursuance of the further advancement of human rights.2 He consequently 

pleads for an engagement ‘based on a genuine understanding of diff erence, 

and mutual respect. If religion is not given the appropriate space and moti-

vation to engage, then we deny religious organisations the opportunity to 

act morally. This is what happens when religion is demonised and secular 

civil society acts with explicit disregard and moral superiority within the 

social space where both have an equally legitimate concern.’ Instead, he 

asks us to ‘recognise the validity of plurality in society’. He clarifi es that 

‘this does not mean that secular citizen action cannot address morally ques-

tionable practices within religion, and push for change through dialogue. 

It is paramount, however, that engagement is sought and dialogue is based 

on grounds of mutual respect and understanding.’ The same principled ap-

proach also applies to other agencies and groupings which are normally 

looked at with suspicion if not contempt.

Such dialogue might bring about more in terms of social transformation and 

alliances than expected, without being co-opted and betraying the values one 

is committed to. As Camillleri (2002: 281) concludes: 

Civil society, in its diverse functional and geographical manifestations, 

the rapidly internationalizing intellectual communities which it spawns, 

the expanding international bureaucracy, and to a lesser degree the state, 

or at least particular states and fragments of states, are the major sites from 

which will be drawn the participants of the emerging global dialogue en-

visaged here. Such a dialogue will be mediated not only or even primarily 

2 The controversy provoked by the various cartoons depicting, and sometimes ridiculing, the 
prophet Muhammad, claimed as a right of freedom of expression in Western democracies, 
is a particularly contentious issue and shows the fl ip side of claiming the moral high ground 
and superiority over the convictions or beliefs of others. In Sweden, this has escalated in 
the ongoing dispute around the artist Lars Vilks, who depicted the Islamic prophet as a stray 
dog (see for a comprehensive overview http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lars_Vilks_Muhammad_
drawings_controversy). An enlightened Muslim view on a controversy sparked by the South 
African cartoonist Zapiro has been expressed by Na’eem Jeenah in an article entitled ‘Muslims 
do have a sense of humour’ (Mail & Guardian, 28 May 2010; see  http://www.mg.co.za/
article/2010-05-28-muslims-do-have-a-sense-of-humour).
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by words, but also by actions and above all by symbols. While one might 

expect the dialogical project to resonate most sharply with those situated at 

the margins who have borne the main costs of globalization – in the North 

and in the South – we should not be surprised to fi nd that it will also strike 

a responsive chord with a great many diplomats, generals and corporate 

managers who have come to see the value of more eff ective international 

regulation and more participatory decision-making institutions. Here, the 

challenge is to build bridges between these diff erent agents and sites, ef-

fective channels of communication, and suitable fora where diff erences of 

perspective and emphasis can be productively negotiated. The strategic 

aim must be to maximize the number of participants, expand in ever-wid-

ening circles the arena of negotiation, and enhance the quality of the dia-

logue. The process itself will be at least as important as the outcome. 

Such a strategic aim corresponds with the approach advocated by Kumi 

Naidoo in the pages to follow. It also refl ects the understanding as prac-

tised in the networking strategy and approach of the Dag Hammarskjöld 

Foundation, which – as one of our mottos claims – seeks to be a facilitator 

for minds to meet in pursuance of  ‘Another Development’. We trust that 

the publication of these timely refl ections of a prominent global citizen ac-

tor will help strengthen such purposes and increase the impact that ‘we, the 

people’ have on global governance – for the people.
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Introduction

Context

While writing this refl ection on the role of ordinary men and wom-

en in working for justice in the world, I have been aware that the act 

of writing is a privilege. There are still hundreds of millions of peo-

ple who cannot read or write. Those who are able to read and write 

may not have the luxury of time to capture their thinking on paper. 

Others live in repressive societies where the act of writing, especially 

where it opposes the views of those in power, can mean death.

Furthermore, I am writing in English, and while some might say this is 

the global language, only a small proportion of people in the world can 

read English. Whilst it is my hope that this work will be translated, I 

am aware that countless conditions restrict my ability, in a global con-

text, to reach a truly comprehensive audience. Given my awareness of 

this, and despite these restrictions, I decided to use a language that is 

easier for people who are not involved in any form of citizen action, so 

that they might be moved by their power to make a diff erence. As you 

will see, rising to this challenge is easier said than done.

When I began thinking about the content of this volume in July 2008, 

I set out to write a practitioner’s guide to citizen activism, based on 

my own experiences over the past 30 years. I had expected a relatively 

narrow readership of civil society actors, policy-makers and so on. But 

the more I spoke with people all over the world, from all walks of life, 

the more I realised that a diff erent kind of work was needed. It became 

apparent that my own particular experiences are interesting, and po-

tentially helpful. However, of far greater value is a set of propositional 

ideas that people can act on, using history as a backdrop, to help them 

tap into the future potential of the power of citizen action.

The next challenge was to consider whether to take an academic or 

an activist approach. In order to generate the momentum required 

to face the challenges of this decade, we need to provoke grassroots 

members of citizen groups and ordinary men and women to grasp 

the context of a range of urgent issues and the possibilities of solving 

them. An approach born out of academia would duplicate much of 

the writing that already exists and would in all likelihood fail to en-

thuse a new group of citizens, those waiting in the wings for a frame-

work that might help them begin to make an impact on their com-

munities, their countries and the world as a whole.
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Having spent my teenage years and all of my adult life in social and 

political activism, I have learnt two important lessons. First, ordinary 

people have to get involved. History shows us it is not the actions of 

ordinary people that lead to catastrophes like war and confl ict. Ter-

rible things happen when decent men and women stand by and don’t 

speak out. I make a single exclusion: in some countries where there 

is, or has recently been, large-scale confl ict there is less scope for the 

rights of association many of us enjoy. This exception will be covered 

in more depth in the chapter on confl ict and post-confl ict situations. 

My own fi rst act of resisting injustice was in 1980 as a 15 year old, 

standing up for the right to equal education in apartheid South Af-

rica. I helped create Helping Hands, a grassroots organisation seek-

ing to engage young people from the streets of my local community 

in Chatsworth, Durban, in useful activities. We knew nothing of 

the donor grant-making process, so we ran the organisation through 

community fundraising, which certainly made us independent and 

more fl exible than those waiting for resources from elsewhere. I went 

on to become more involved in community activism and a few years 

later became an active member of the United Democratic Front, a 

political organisation not validated by the government of the day, but 

closely aligned with the banned African National Congress (ANC) 

in exile. As a student activist leader, I attended a racially designated 

Indian education institution, which was in itself an injustice. The so-

cial engineering of apartheid promoted racially specifi c identities and 

– even further – African linguistic or ‘tribal’ identities. Repression 

reached a climax within the country during the State of Emergency 

in the mid-1980s. I found myself, like so many others, on the run 

from the police. The experience of struggling for justice in the con-

text of repression helped me to understand sacrifi ce and risk. Coming 

to terms with that at a young age meant I had to assess the price I was 

prepared to pay. Decisions like foregoing a well-paid job or sacrifi c-

ing leisure time were not such a big deal for my generation back then. 

Knowing that death is a possible outcome of one’s actions fuels one’s 

ability to fi ght both active and indirect repression. Unlike so many 

comrades in the struggle for a free and equal South Africa, I had the 

benefi t of attending Oxford University during my years in exile. This 

gave me the academic background to support my experiences, some-

thing which helps me to attest to the saying that ‘practice without 

theory is blind; theory without practice is sterile’.

My own identity was shaped by the social and political circumstanc-

es in which I found myself through birth, the result of belonging to 

a particular time and place. Today the case for young people, even 
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in so-called democracies, is quite diff erent. Globalisation, combined 

with a lack of faith in national political constructs, has had a signifi -

cant impact on how young people, now and in the future, see their 

own identities. Already, young people in many parts of the world 

are detaching themselves from national identities. Their horizons are 

constantly broadening. In Europe, for example, trends suggest a sig-

nifi cant strengthening of European Union (EU) identity. This is not 

startling. From a young person’s viewpoint, even the most anti-cor-

rupt, effi  cient national leadership can be seen to lack leverage or con-

trol in the context of global political constructs, unless the govern-

ment is a member of the Group of 20 (G20) nations that has recently 

come to dominate decision-making on a global level.

So how do we identify ourselves and, consequently, our roles today? 

Where do we fi nd our role in the face of the current convergence of 

large-scale crises? Where do we apply citizen energy? Firstly, it is im-

portant to accept the notion that civil society cannot be strengthened 

in a vacuum. It must be achieved in the context of real people and real 

problems. CIVICUS, the organisation I led for almost 10 years, one 

of the largest civil society networks in the world today, is not agenda-

specifi c for exactly this reason. CIVICUS was built upon the belief 

that we must unleash the power of people, not as clients or benefi ciar-

ies, but as full-blown citizens. Today the lottery of where one is born 

substantially determines one’s life chances. So we end up with grave 

injustices delivered to part of the human family on the basis of geo-

graphic location. For example, the people least responsible for the car-

bon emissions from the industrial revolution onwards are those most 

vulnerable to climate change and least able, with current resources, to 

mitigate and adapt to a low carbon future. This is purely because de-

veloping countries are outside of the global power bases and therefore 

cannot deliver the scale of change needed. 

I’ve called this volume Boiling Point for several reasons. Firstly, if we 

don’t get it right, history will judge this generation harshly, as the worst 

tenants the planet has known, a generation which failed to hand the 

planet on to the next in a sustainable fashion, driving it towards a literal 

boiling point. However, there’s an emotional boiling point in wider 

civil society across the world too. I have witnessed an increasing level 

of frustration and anger which must be addressed. Impatience is grow-

ing towards the injustices people are forced to live with. Unless citizens 

are able to take a more active role in society so that democracy works to 

arrive at justice for the population and planet and not only for the elite, 

the democratic gains that have been made will become increasingly 

hollow and society ever more fragmented, leading to a well of frustra-
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tion and a gathering storm of discontent among those whose lives are 

lost to an alienating deprivation. Indeed, the signs of this discontent 

and frustration are all too painfully visible – in, for example, the food 

riots that took place around the globe in 2008, challenges to political 

authority in Burma/Myanmar, Thailand and elsewhere, and the mush-

rooming of localised, often violent, protests in various municipalities in 

South Africa, demanding basic services such as water and sanitation. 

Overview

In working on Boiling Point I have sought to address the multiple issues 

faced by practitioners working within civil society, and the challenges 

faced by civil society. In many ways the volume is an examination of the 

functioning of democracy, and the way in which civil society steps in 

where democracy no longer serves the purpose it sets out to do, some-

thing I have referred to as the democratic defi cit. In the opening chap-

ter, I look at the issues surrounding the democratic defi cit, noting that: 

Those of us who live in the so-called democracies of both the glo-

bal North and the global South labour under the assumption that 

democracy fundamentally exists and that our notion of democracy, 

more or less, works. Those who live and labour in authoritarian and 

politically broken states broadly believe the others are lucky to live 

in democracies where they are entitled to vote, to be heard and to 

form citizen-led organisations. I’d like to challenge both of these 

assumptions with a view to making us better at democracy, better 

at opening spaces for civil society to fl ourish, better at making in-

formed decisions about who should govern and lead.

This approach leads us to re-examine the saying, ‘Think globally, act 

locally’, and come up with an additional mandate: ‘Think locally, act 

globally’. This saying highlights the importance of engaging citizens 

at a local level in the process of civil society, the only way in which 

ordinary people can generally have an impact on both their local is-

sues and the vast, global issues of poverty, climate change and injus-

tice, a message emphasised in the chapter’s conclusion:

So could this not be the ideal time to re-think and re-examine the 

role a strong and vibrant civil society could play in navigating soci-

eties through this perfect storm? Highlighting the huge potential, 

[Michael] Edwards maintains that ‘civil society is simultaneously a 

goal to aim for, a means to achieve it, and a framework for engag-

ing with each other about ends and means’ (Edwards, 2004:110). If 

this is true, there is one key element of society that needs to be in 
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place: actively engaged citizens who have the means, the empow-

erment and the willingness to participate in state matters…

In the second chapter I analyse the occasionally intimidating issues of 

change, and mechanisms required to instigate it. The chapter intro-

duces the notion of working on three diff erent levels – macro (gov-

ernance changes), meso (policy changes), micro (implementation and 

delivery of social services) – and explores the way in which these lev-

els interact with one another. I consider an understanding of this to 

be an essential aspect of civil society strategy. Furthermore, this ap-

proach is an essential tool in the creation of a truly democratic society, 

allowing citizens to interact with local communities, but also govern-

ments and large-scale organisations in a progressive, integrated man-

ner. As noted in the second chapter:

Democracy should entail the participation of all sections of society in 

the decision-making process and the formulation and implementa-

tion of policies. Participatory democracy therefore gives a ‘voice to 

the voiceless’ and provides an opportunity to contribute towards de-

cision-making and policy creation. But it can go further. Democracy 

can and should be practised in those global and large-scale region-

al constructs that constitute the predominant levers of change for 

some of our biggest social and environmental problems. This is how 

I would defi ne ‘participatory governance’. When all is said and done, 

how eff ective civil society is at a governance level is likely to defi ne 

how eff ective it can be at the policy and service delivery levels too.

The third chapter examines the notion of accountability. If civil soci-

ety is to play the critical role it needs to play, its organisations, which 

are almost exclusively voluntary, need to rise to the challenge of ad-

dressing the issue of their own public accountability, even as it also 

calls for accountability from governments, business and intergovern-

mental organisations such as the World Bank:

In reality, these dimensions of accountability – the ethical, func-

tional and constituent stakeholders – intertwine and overlap. For 

example, through the ethical ideal of democracy, we come to re-

alise that a government should be responsive to the constituents, 

who are the citizens of the state. This, in turns, leads to rules being 

put into place for elections, which become the functional basis for 

accountability in practice.

Accountability is more than just a box-ticking exercise, it’s a key 

aspect of the philosophical and ethical platform from which civil 
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 society can exercise its duties towards the implementation of progres-

sive change. The chapter examines various applications of account-

ability, both in practice now within civil society, and on a more the-

oretical basis. However, the key point remains that without proper 

modes of accountability, civil society undermines its own position to 

make a vigorous critique of organisations it is seeking to infl uence, 

reform or even transform.

Having looked at the conditions and mechanisms that guide the way 

in which civil society interacts at the micro, meso and macro levels, 

I then take stock of the interaction of civil society within the context 

of two specifi c and infl uential communities.

With regard to the business community, I argue that both civil soci-

ety and business need to reinvent their relationship: 

Historically, civil society has had a non-functioning relationship 

with the business community, frequently seeing business groups 

as contributing to the problems they need to overcome. The main 

relationship, if any, was through the cheque book, and the moti-

vation for the business organisation’s donation was either to meet 

corporate social responsibility (CSR) targets, reduce taxation 

through tax breaks or to provide the business with some good 

public relations – a fundamentally shallow interaction.

This negativity needs to be overcome, so that civil society can create 

a working context in which to challenge business to face up to its re-

sponsibilities towards the planet: 

…business people are citizens too. They have a personal invest-

ment in the interests of a habitable future for our planet. The de-

scription of ‘habitable’ refers not just to climate change and the fact 

that business has obligations in that arena, but also to the overall 

harmony and well-being of everyone, the ability of all to contrib-

ute to society. This wider challenge must be partly met by busi-

nesses of all sizes if they are to grow and prosper.

The global fi nancial crisis has illustrated that there are fundamental 

problems with how business is conducted. Various opinion polls, such 

as those conducted by GlobeScan, show that the level of public trust in 

businesses is decreasing. The conduct of big corporations in the energy 

sector, has not only shown that they are largely still addicted to dirty 

energy options but also that they have invested huge sums of money in 

attempts to undermine climate science and confuse public opinion on 

…business people are citizens 
too. 
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climate change, in similar ways to those adopted by the tobacco indus-

try in previous decades. Chief executive offi  cer (CEO) and senior man-

agement compensation and bonuses, the drive for short-term results, 

the abdication of responsibility by governments for providing proper 

regulation and several other features of business are becoming more 

indefensible by the day. The manner in which we measure growth is 

also a problem. We have growth without equity and essentially jobless 

growth. Business is often driven by how to reduce employment rath-

er than how to create it. Witness for example, the tendency for share 

prices of companies to go up when there are large numbers of workers 

who are fi red. What then should be the relationship between progres-

sive civil society and business? In many ways the challenge for both 

sides is to fi nd a way to engage in dialogue, and build from there to 

harness the vast resources business can bring to bear on the problems 

of today, while challenging at the same the disproportionate infl uence 

that business wields in national and global decision making. This is a 

message which is echoed to a certain extent in the chapter dealing with 

religion:

When secular civil society organisations look at religious commu-

nities, they have to take into account one very fundamental thing, 

which is that, whether they like it or not, religious institutions have 

the widest reach in terms of membership, resources, depth of com-

mitment and so on. If you are trying to wage any campaign, such as 

on climate change and poverty eradication, then you have to deal 

and engage with these institutions and these contradictions. 

The message is straightforward: secular civil society cannot aff ord not 

to work with religion, any more than it can aff ord pretend business 

does not wield the power and infl uence that it does. The diff erences 

that are inevitably going to arise between a secular approach to the 

issues facing the planet and a religious approach have to be allocated a 

space where they can be engaged with. I have seen the way in which 

the church in South Africa, and Archbishop Tutu in particular, has 

recognised the necessity to reject religious orthodoxy with regard to 

contraception, so as to participate in the fi ght against HIV and AIDS. 

This is the kind of accommodation that secular civil society and reli-

gion have to reach, because the issues facing both are too big not to. 

The reach of religion is so vast that its support can help to instigate 

large-scale rapid change, so long as we can fi nd ways to work togeth-

er. History of course is replete with inspirational roles played by the 

religious community in various struggles for social, economic, envi-

ronmental and gender justice.
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This point leads on to the next chapters, which address three of the 

key issues that I believe civil society urgently needs to confront. The 

fi rst of these is poverty. In the chapter on poverty, I have attempted 

to show how the issue needs to be addressed on the macro, micro 

and meso levels. As we noted, there is a sad tendency for the fi ght 

against poverty to become fragmented, with organisations becoming 

absorbed in delivering services on a micro level, and failing to realise 

that they also need to address the issue on a meso and macro level. 

This goes further, with a failure to realise that the issue of poverty 

crosses over directly to the issue of human rights and justice. Perhaps 

the exacerbated crisis we now face is also an opportunity to change 

and advance our thinking in this regard:

We have at the moment what some of the big on-line campaign-

ers call a ‘crisi-tunity’. This means using crisis as an opportunity 

to force the debate to move from looking inward to one that looks 

outward; an opportunity to turn accepted thinking on its head 

and come up with new, achievable alternatives. If we break down 

the silos and centre the debate on a joined-up approach where hu-

man rights, human development and human security are seen as 

the interdependent tenets that they are, we might just come up 

with totally new constructs that work.

Whilst recognising the completely distinct aspects of the campaign 

against poverty and the campaign against climate change, I have also 

sought to emphasise ways in which focussed engagement on these is-

sues will reveal that there are overlaps which need to be exploited in 

order to generate momentum for both campaigns:

We’ve talked about learning from the challenges of anti-poverty 

activism, but there is also much we can learn from the success-

es of the anti-poverty and the environmental movements. Both 

have done a great job in recent times of broadening public con-

sciousness around their issues. For example, the Global Campaign 

for Climate Action (GCCA) mobilised over 15 million people via 

their website, www.tcktcktck.org, in the run up to the Copenha-

gen climate summit. 

Now we have an obligation to make sure that the largest possible 

numbers of people are able to participate in these struggles, and to 

ensure there are creative, innovative, challenging and even enjoyable 

pathways to participation around the poverty and climate change 

challenges. At the same time, we should recognise this as an oppor-

tunity to bring together the interdependent agendas of the two, rath-

er than seeing them as competing and quite diff erent struggles. 
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Another common factor in the struggles facing civil society is the is-

sue of incrementalism. Put simply, the problems we are facing are too 

serious to be approached piecemeal, or though small steps. There is 

no longer time for this kind of approach:

Our usual approach – taking baby steps on a journey that we hope 

will lead towards substantive and breakthrough change – simply 

won’t get us anywhere near the results we need in the time we 

have. It’s time for a new paradigm, one that encompasses a new, 

green economy, sustainable and decent jobs, and promotes sustain-

able practices by governments, business and citizens from all walks 

of life. The choice is simple: we all get it right and survive; or we 

get it horribly wrong, we fail to act and everything else becomes 

academic after that. If we fail, it won’t matter if you’re from the 

global North or global South. Our fates will be sealed together, 

The chapter on confl ict addresses another of the key threats currently 

facing the planet. Again, I look at the way in which civil society, free 

from the constraints of short-termism that shackle more ambitious 

and transformative initiatives, can help societies affl  icted by confl ict 

towards meaningful recovery and reconciliation, something I have 

come to understand at fi rst hand from my work in civil society dur-

ing the transition from apartheid in South Africa.

Ultimately, peace and stability are sustained on the shoulders of 

people and communities alone, not by state political actors. To that 

extent, reconciliation and the rebuilding of civil society after con-

fl ict should be seen as a local, long-term process, not an immediate 

goal. Creating political institutions might take six months. It might 

take six years to create a viable economy. But it will probably take 

60 years to create a genuinely civil society. It is the most diffi  cult, 

but also the most important task ahead. Recent events in Iraq have 

proved this: civil society is the hardest thing to bring about.

The fi nal chapters look at groups on the margin of society. These are 

groups which civil society seeks to aid, but they are also groups which 

demonstrate the way in which society has most to learn from those 

on its margins and how in actual fact it is those at the margins who 

make up the majority. Civil society can help to facilitate and feed this 

process. In the case of youth, the game-changing energy that young 

people can provide is something that can create the kind of paradigm 

shifts we desperately need. As noted in the chapter, young people are 

aware that they are the ones who are inheriting the crises created by 

centuries of abuse of the earth’s resources. They realise drastic solu-
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tions are needed, as in many ways they have the most to lose. This was 

highlighted to me at the G8 summit in L’Aquila, Italy, in 2008 when 

I joined up with a youth delegation that was making a presentation to 

the UK prime minister, Gordon Brown. Members of the delegation 

were wearing a T-shirt which read, ‘How old will you be in 2050?’ 

The truth is that…despite all the challenges that young people 

face, it is they who off er the greatest scope for innovation, have the 

greatest courage, and who are capable of an amazing amount of 

voluntary energy and eff ort. Young people are increasingly aware 

that they do not need to inhabit the fringes of public life.

The chapter on marginalised people also focuses on elderly people 

and indigenous groups:  

Today we measure the progress of human society largely on the 

economic achievements of those who are already relatively privi-

leged. In the coming decades, humanity has to learn to judge it-

self on the progress of those who are most socially excluded. For 

democracy to have any value, policy-makers and civil society or-

ganisations must address the issue of justice for socially excluded 

marginalised groups. 

Central to this must be the ongoing and elusive quest for full gender 

equality. Assessments of the state of gender equality on a global ba-

sis make a mockery of democracy, a human rights culture and social 

justice.

The driving narrative of Boiling Point is that we live in a world of deep 

injustice. Many injustices thrive in democratic societies and democ-

racy is becoming meaningless for far too many people in the world. 

For example, according to the Global Call to Action against Poverty 

(www.whiteband.org) every single day about 50 000 men, women 

and children die from preventable causes such as malaria, tuberculo-

sis, AIDs and hunger. This is not simply a stain on the conscience of 

humanity. This is a daily passive genocide or a daily silent tsunami. If 

democracy has theoretically grown since the fall of the Berlin Wall, 

why do we still see so much suff ering? What the majority of people 

in the world want from democracy is primary education, accessible 

health care, decent work, clean water to drink, enough to eat, and so 

on. Huge resources are thrown at issues without the appropriate level 

of engagement between governments and citizens. Citizens are not 

just voting banks. Governments could start to build social capital by 

simply listening. More social intercourse through organised expres-
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sions of civil society is in itself the best anti-terror mechanism, be-

cause when people are included, freedom of expression exists in the 

public domain and dissent is not forced underground.

Back in 1989, when the Berlin Wall came down, the world felt op-

timistic about democracy’s future; many anticipated more money 

would be freed up for social expenditure, since less would be needed 

for arms and military expenditure. Instead, spending on arms has in-

creased. Even in Africa where so many people, particularly women 

and children, are mired in lives of poverty and despair, leaders can 

fi nd money for war, but cannot use even a fraction of the military ex-

penditure that would be needed to overcome human suff ering. Was 

this the vision we shared 20 years ago? 

Our sense of human identity derives from contact, as in the Afri-

can notion of ubuntu, an ethical or humanist philosophy focusing on 

people’s allegiances and relations with each other. The word has its 

origin in the Bantu languages of southern Africa. Ubuntu is seen as a 

classical African concept and is best expressed by the proverb, ‘I am 

because you are’, or, in the words of Nelson Mandela, ‘We are only 

human through the humanity of others’. This means that injustice 

meted out to one person aff ects everyone. Too often I have observed 

that if we have not experienced an injustice, it is hard to realise the 

full emotional impact of its degradation. In our pre-high-tech world, 

face-to-face interaction was how we had contact. How we absorbed 

and understood issues was limited by the degree of contact we had. 

Today we interact virtually with people and organisations that shape 

our consciousness from a multitude of distant places. Globalisation 

has benefi ts, one of which is the ability to touch and be touched by 

the wide spectrum of issues and needs that aff ect humanity. 

Recognising the way in which globalisation is changing the world, 

we are confronted with the challenge of how to develop mechanisms 

which enable us to act as global citizens in order to generate positive 

change. We cannot rely on those in power; rather, the keys to a just 

society lie within the reach of us all as citizens. We all have the po-

tential for action that can bring the transformational change needed 

for society and restore our harmony with nature. Whatever our role 

or context, whether we are in business or a young person, whether 

in an industrialised country or a society recovering from confl ict, 

the power to improve society lies in our willingness to engage in 

thoughtful action.





Chapter 1 » 

Citizen action and the 

democratic defi cit

In the convergence of multiple crises we face globally today, we fi nd 

ourselves in a perfect storm. This situation is not an accident. It is a 

direct result of misguided human action, compounded by a lack of 

thoughtful leadership, deepening inequality and the widening chasm 

that is the divide between the global North and the global South. 

Many decent men and women are trying to respond to each of the 

crises globally, nationally and locally. They are trying to help victims 

on the ground in places where they are needed, challenging policies 

and how these policies are made. The purpose of this volume is to 

examine why, with all this citizen energy, there is not the level of suc-

cess needed to adequately address the problems we face globally.

Demystifying where we are both as a planet, and as the human race, 

is a good starting point. The reality is that all the constructs we cur-

rently accept as fact – governments, non-governmental and oth-

er non-profi t social organisations, businesses large and small, global 

and regional supranational organisations like the UN and the EU, 

even fi nancial markets – are all man-made and therefore vulnerable 

to change. Now that every single one of the accepted constructs has 

shown itself to be fl awed at a very fundamental level, new constructs 

must and will emerge. I don’t purport to know what the new world 

order will look like. It might take many shapes and forms and I’m cer-

tainly no fortune teller. But what I do know is that wholesale change 

is now inevitable. Rather than attempting to predict the new end-

game, today’s challenge is to declare ourselves part of the emergence 

of these new social, political, economic and business constructs. I 

hope to provide some thought leadership on optimistic solutions – for 

civil society to work towards the creation of new and better spaces in 

which to operate, and for political leadership to enable this process, 

not for political gain, but because they can do better if their citizenry 

is more engaged.

All too frequently, when the problems are on a large scale, people look 

to governments to propose solutions. More often than not, they are dis-

appointed, fi nding the solutions proposed to be inadequate and based 

on political compromise. When governments do propose change on 

the massive scale we now need, they end up being voted out before 

their strategies are enacted, irrespective of whether their strategies are 
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good or bad, purely as a result of the cycles of election politics. Gov-

ernments in democracies are forced by time-bound political systems to 

be tactical, looking no more than four or fi ve years ahead. Businesses, 

on the other hand, may look 20 or 30 years ahead but are held back by 

shareholders who want to see a quick and extremely high return on 

their investments. Citizens have a longer-term perspective. We look 

generations into the future. So it is citizens, most of all, who have a 

vested interest in the nature of change that takes place and how this 

change should shape the world we live in.

It is time for ordinary men and women to rise to the challenges rep-

resented by the crises of fi nancial systems, food prices, climate change 

and the frightening overall environmental crisis, poverty and inequal-

ity, paying particular attention to gender issues,and also being sensitive 

to issues of disability, age, sexual orientation and so on. The questions 

include: How do individuals, groups and communities respond? Where 

do we ordinary people fi t in? Where is our power base and how do we 

activate it? The answers to these questions are complex and simple at 

the same time. After three decades of activism, fi ghting for justice in 

many spheres, and after many months of refl ection, I honestly believe 

there is much that can be achieved. Ordinary people from all walks of 

life must use their immense collective weight to speak truth to those in 

power. This will be true democracy at work.

The current globalised context: Unleashing the power of people

The forced exodus of 10-12 million African people during the 300-

year period when the slave trade fl ourished is one of the ugliest and 

least understood facts in global history. Initially, the voices of dissent 

against the slave trade were few and disparate. Gradually the move-

ment grew and the disparate voices eventually became a global move-

ment that ended the legalised kidnapping, trading and degradation of 

human beings as slaves. The realisation that true democracy results 

in justice being served, and that it is only when ordinary people get 

involved on a sustained basis that true democracy exists and works, 

became the mantra of my personal journey and remains so today.

In one of my fi rst leadership roles as the founding president of the 

Helping Hands youth movement in Durban, I learnt the importance 

of enabling participation and allowing people to make mistakes. Ini-

tially, I approached my role as one of stepping in if I thought some-

thing was not happening or not happening fast enough, but soon re-

alised that my ultra results-orientated approach was harmful to shared 

leadership, empowerment and learning.

Where do we ordinary 
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My concern is with change – large-scale positive, meaningful and 

enduring change – and how we can get there. If we energetically ad-

dress our failures, I believe we will fi nd new ways to approach and 

combat the urgent problems we face. I also fi rmly believe that human 

energy and ingenuity employed on a large scale can bring about the 

human security and human development we need to make our world 

a better place for everyone. It is my hope that this volume will inspire 

activists, citizens, young people, voters from all over the world, to 

embrace the fact that we need to change and to engage with the de-

velopment of new and better constructs that will create a sustainable 

future for generations ahead. Therefore it is necessary that we set out 

early on what the ‘democratic defi cit’ means and how it can be over-

come with considered responses.

Sadly, all over the world voter levels are declining; yet at the same 

time, there is an encouraging increase in the numbers of citizens in-

volved in social movements. It would be naïve to ascribe the decline 

in voter participation to apathy. It is a direct result of a lack of faith in 

political institutions, leadership and processes, a trend which is evi-

dently bad for democracy. The involvement of individuals in social 

movements is necessary and positive, but it does not replace the need 

to exercise one’s democratic right to vote. A just and healthy society 

needs both good government and a strong, vibrant civil society. 

It is not a matter of one or the other. Today civil society is put under 

huge pressure to make strategic choices about how to use its resources 

at the local, provincial, national and global level, as well as through 

the increasingly important regional institutions. Whether it be the 

European Union, Mercosur in Latin America or the African Union, 

what is clear, especially for developing countries, is that if we do not 

think very seriously about political and economic integration, we do 

not stand a chance in this increasingly competitive world. For a dec-

ade now, I have joked that if Europe can have the ‘Euro’ I do not see 

why Africa cannot have an ‘Afro’, not the hair style but a common 

African currency. The drive towards European Union integration 

was fuelled by the realisation of the European political elite that their 

member states do not stand a chance of prospering as individual states 

in light of the emergence of economic power of what we now call the 

BRIC countries: Brazil, Russia, India and China. They had to organ-

ise themselves to ensure their future strength as a collective of states.

Rethinking civil society in the globalised world requires careful con-

sideration of how we use our energies to create the kind of changes 

that we actually need. Most of the global institutions that we have to 
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engage with are rooted in the geopolitics of 1945, particularly the In-

ternational Monetary Fund, the World Bank and the United Nations. 

The United Nations, considered to be both the most democratic and 

accessible of these organisations, is, on closer examination, culpable 

of a deeply disturbing democratic defi cit. Five nations have a per-

manent seat and power of veto on the UN Security Council, two of 

which are France and the UK. Given the population size of these two 

countries, comparatively speaking there is no contemporary justifi ca-

tion for them to have this elevated status. Perhaps there was a logic 

in awarding France and the UK this enormous power in 1945 since 

at that time they ruled over many subjects in their various colonies, 

but today the only justifi cation of their veto rights is the fact that they 

possess weapons of mass destruction in the form of nuclear weapons. 

However, if ownership of potential destruction is the new criterion 

(which I’m certainly not advocating), then why aren’t India, Pakistan, 

Israel and even North Korea there?

All of these accepted global institutions set up in the aftermath of the 

Holocaust and World War II now suff er from a legitimacy defi cit, a 

democratic defi cit, a coherence defi cit and compliance defi cit. To illus-

trate compliance defi cit, I would refer to their huge, expensive, global 

summits on various issues, which require some level of global political 

consensus to be reached. As fast as the ink dries after heads of states sign 

up to the various Declarations, they forget their commitments, or they 

strategise as to how to diminish their commitments. This may appear 

to be a cynical view. But take a look at the outcomes of recent inter-

governmental meetings – the G8 summits, the Kyoto Protocol, various 

UN summits on gender equality – one would be extremely lucky to 

subsequently fi nd even a 25 per cent compliance rate. 

Societies are served best when a diversity of opinions is allowed to 

fl ourish. Even if conventional mainstream opinions turn out to be 

right, having opposition views ensures necessary checks and balances 

are applied. In September 2001, when George W. Bush told US citi-

zens and the world, ‘You’re either with us or against us’, he used an 

old fascist call to action, used by both Benito Mussolini and Adolf 

Hitler, which had succeeded in the past in quelling dissent. To make 

every subject a matter of black or white is the antithesis of justice, 

strangling true democracy. Voices of dissent may begin as a minority, 

but they quickly grow if the cause is just. The abolition of transatlan-

tic slavery is a good case in point. 

There is a real urgency to the project of incorporating civil society 

within a meaningful decision-making process. The danger is that if 

‘You’re either with us or 
against us’, ... To make every 
subject a matter of black 
or white is the antithesis 
of justice, strangling true 
democracy.
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the manifold injustices the world faces are not addressed, the conse-

quences could be extreme. The propensity to violence by desperate 

people is a huge challenge for citizen activism. I believe passionately 

that violence as a means of advancing progressive causes, whilst some-

times justifi able in the face of state- or corporate-sponsored aggres-

sion, is not ultimately viable. My experience in South Africa during 

the apartheid years showed that state violence led to popular violence 

which in turn led to the crime levels that are so damaging to that 

beautiful country today. The way to prosecute for justice is through 

just means so as not to dehumanise ourselves in the process.

This is connected with the violence of poverty, something we will 

talk about in more depth later on. Hunger is eff ectively a weapon 

of mass destruction. There is enough food and enough water in the 

world today. Their distribution is unjust, with abundance in some 

countries and a devastating lack in others. Part of this is simply the 

luck of geography, but still we have the ability and technologies to ad-

dress the problem. We simply need the will and resources to do so. 

The dangers to civil society in our current context

It has become something of a truism that the attacks of 11 September 

2001 changed the face of the world as we know it. I would argue that 

the 24 months that followed those attacks were more consequential. 

In a remarkably short period of time, we witnessed a clear shift to-

wards unilateral action and militarisation, and the undermining of 

human rights and civil liberties. Taken collectively, these threaten the 

ability of citizen voices to be heard in decision-making processes, and 

erode global stability and human security.

For me, the war in Iraq highlights three main threats to civil society. 

The fi rst is to civil society’s agenda. War has diverted both attention 

and resources away from the key issues that civil society organisations 

(CSOs) worldwide are working to address. Long-term campaigns and 

eff orts aimed at gender equality, social and economic justice, poverty 

reduction, environmental protection and the defence of human rights 

have been overshadowed by the Iraq crisis. 

The second threat is to democracy and civic participation in a broader 

sense. Even in the United States, where attitudes to the war are argu-

ably more ambivalent, citizen voices organising in opposition to the 

war far exceeded those urging an invasion of Iraq. But in Iraq, where 

citizen participation in decision-making has been severely curtailed 

for decades, Iraqi civilians have had little or no opportunity to shape 
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their own lives and destinies. Now we need to ensure that the will of 

the Iraqi people can prevail. It is vitally important that a post-war Iraq 

is built on sound foundations of social, economic and political justice 

and democracy. This can only be achieved multilaterally and with the 

full involvement of the UN and civil society.

The notion that democracy can be imposed upon a country is clearly 

questionable. Surely, democracy in Iraq can only be sustained through 

the active involvement and support of citizens who are engaged in 

their communities and helping to determine their own futures? In an 

age where many societies in transition are struggling to sustain viable 

democracies, it is disturbing in the extreme to witness such a high-

profi le global confl ict premised on a fl awed notion of democracy.

The third threat is to global multilateralism – a framework for ad-

dressing and resolving confl icts that is supported by many in civ-

il society. Military action against Iraq without the endorsement of 

the United Nations set a dangerous precedent that may well under-

mine this long-standing cornerstone of global security. In the months 

leading up to war, citizen voices from around the world called for a 

strengthening of the UN’s role in moderating confl icts. Unfortunate-

ly, the decision to invade Iraq, despite the opposition of most mem-

bers on the Security Council, eff ectively opened the door to an era 

of greater instability. This is especially troubling given recent prec-

edents of the emergence of unilateralism at major UN conferences 

(for example, the World Summit on Sustainable Development and the 

World Conference against Racism) and trade talks. Now, more than 

ever, there is a need for unity and respect among nations, and the de-

mocratisation and strengthening of global governance institutions. 

There are also strong grounds for hope. Never before has there 

been such widespread, sustained and truly global citizen mobilisation 

around issues such as poverty, where over 150 million stood up to tell 

our leaders enough was enough in October 2009, and climate change, 

where millions and millions of people demanded a fair, ambitious and 

binding (FAB) global deal at the summit in Copenhagen in Decem-

ber 2009. Yet, notwithstanding all the mobilisation eff orts of climate 

campaigners, we did not secure a FAB deal. Instead we got a FLAB 

deal – full of loopholes and bullshit – as one campaigner has put it. 

In the face of these challenges, global civil society has proved it-

self to be robust, diverse, responsive and highly creative. The physi-

cal and electronic networks of civil society activists – and ordinary 

citizens who may not consider themselves activists – that have been 
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built over the past decade have sprung to life in dramatic form. One 

of the greatest challenges civil society faces is to remain responsive to 

the events around us while working towards a long-term vision of a 

world where people and their voices are at the centre of public life.

Citizen action and current democratic practice

Those of us who live in the so-called democracies of both the global 

North and the global South labour under the assumption that democ-

racy fundamentally exists and that our notion of democracy, more or 

less, works. Those who live and labour in authoritarian and politically 

broken states broadly believe the others are lucky to live in democra-

cies where they are entitled to vote, to be heard and to form citizen 

led organisations. I’d like to challenge both of these assumptions with 

a view to making us better at democracy, better at opening spaces for 

civil society to fl ourish, better at making informed decisions about 

who should govern and lead and how they should do so.

Firstly, democracy is about much more than the freedoms of speech, 

association and expression. Of course democracy can’t possibly exist 

without civil and political rights. Certainly the democratic states in 

our world today are better than those under authoritarian rule. Yet 

we have so much more ground to gain if we hope to solve the crises 

of civil wars, food and resource shortages, the growing challenge of 

poverty and wholesale change in using the earth’s resources for indus-

try and consumption.

In most democratic states, by which I mean countries where local 

and national governments are voted for by citizens, we have generally 

seen a consistent decline in sheer voter numbers. In parallel, there are 

more and more people involved in citizen organisations. This is not 

democracy at work. When local and national politics are so fl awed 

that the public fail to exercise their democratic right to vote, some-

thing is very wrong. 

We need only look at the fl aws in modern electoral processes to un-

derstand the contemporary loss of faith in political processes at the 

citizen level. In the United States, the electoral colleges system re-

sulted in Al Gore losing an election to George W. Bush in 2000, de-

spite the fact that the former received a larger number of individual 

votes. As a consequence, one could, at a cynical level, consider the 

US to have been a ‘failed state’ for the years between 2000 and 2008, 

during which time the country’s leadership led both an illegal inva-

sion of Iraq, on the premise of unsubstantiated claims, and initiated 
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a long-term war, with little regard for national boundaries, against 

an invisible enemy. It called this war ‘War on Terror’, and we are all 

aware of its consequences.

Many potential political leaders never even see the light of day. Po-

litical campaigning in democratic states today has a high fi nancial cost 

of entry, a barrier to vast numbers, quelling the prospect of a political 

career for anyone without the right connections or fi nancial backing. 

It’s no coincidence that Italy’s three-term president is also a billion-

aire who owns the biggest national media organisations. Running for 

offi  ce, even at the local level, costs a lot of money. One of President 

Obama’s most signifi cant campaign achievements was an incredibly 

well-run, groundbreaking fundraising campaign. He successfully took 

on the Republican Party and the Clintons, both of whom had enor-

mous fi nancial reserves. To enter the fray in any election-oriented soci-

ety, even with a fresh and appealing voice, requires fi nancial muscle. 

The news media make and break many political leaders as well as many 

civil society-led arguments. Like it or not, whilst ‘celebrocracy’ or the 

use of celebrity to gain public attention is sometimes distasteful to citi-

zen movements, the news media are important conduits of messages to 

the public and to political leadership. Mary Robinson, the fi rst female 

president of Ireland, once told me that politicians respond to numbers, 

since staying in offi  ce is eff ectively a numbers game, and the ability to 

manipulate the media plays a pivotal role in this process. 

To enter the fray in any 
election-oriented society, 
even with a fresh and 
appealing voice, requires 
fi nancial muscle. 
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The fi rst media was a citizen media, intended to share information 

and act as an early warning system to ensure others were equipped 

with important details so as to protect themselves or their commu-

nities, or develop strategies to deal with day-to-day events. Today’s 

news media is largely controlled by a handful of huge corporations. 

Since they frame the debate, political and otherwise, information 

sources on the issues and events are all too often skewed. Important 

information goes unreported, populist information takes precedence 

over critical legislative change that then slips under the radar, or in-

formation is framed by the views of the editor or corporate owners. 

A nascent citizen journalism is growing in both scale and richness of 

content, driven in large part by the growth of the internet, but it has 

a long way to go to meet the sheer reach and impact of the heavily 

corporatised news media. 

 A cursory glance at the absence of gender equality in national and 

local political representation raises further questions still about the 

validity of democracy at work. Women are still a novelty in politics, 

despite the fantastic example of leaders like Ellen Johnson Sirleaf of 

Liberia, Africa’s fi rst female president. Marginalised sectors of soci-

ety also struggle for recognition. The former British cabinet minister, 

David Blunkett, did much to advance the potential for those living 

with physical disabilities. He is profoundly blind, yet has had a long 

political life despite this. However, democratic society does not em-

brace diversity at the political level and these individuals remain the 

exceptions to the rule.

When you put all of these factors together – fewer voters, fl awed elec-

tions, over-corporatisation of the news media, coupled with the lack 

of gender equality and diversity in political representation, the pro-

hibitive cost of entry to run for public offi  ce and the ‘War on Terror’ 

as an excuse for undemocratic methods – it all adds up to an absence 

of a culture of dissent in those countries that consider themselves to 

be the strongest democracies. All these factors increase the injustice 

of the democratic defi cit.

I’d go a step further and say that with many of the most pressing issues 

facing individuals and communities, the real power shifts are moving 

even further away from ordinary people. Climate change represents 

one of the clearest examples of an issue which cannot be solved local-

ly or nationally. It’s one of the issues that require solutions grounded 

in supranational governance. However, that doesn’t mean local and 

national leadership are absolved of responsibility. We need to un-

derstand how best to use the space we have locally and nationally to 
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address those factors within our domain of control. For example, it 

was appropriate that global non-governmental organisations (NGOs) 

worked for a fair, ambitious and binding deal in Copenhagen in De-

cember 2009, and that they then ensure the necessary steps are taken 

to implement and further the UN’s commitments post-Copenhagen. 

But it’s equally important, for example, for the Mayor of London to 

ensure that the public is actively engaged in carbon reduction in the 

city, at a household level, in city-wide transport infrastructure, and so 

on. It is still the role of London’s civil society networks to ensure local 

government is setting the agenda, and that this agenda is contextual-

ised against a backdrop of citizen benefi ts and desires.

Think locally, act globally

During the 1980s many activists around the world embraced a simple 

but evocative slogan: ‘Think globally, act locally’. The message was 

that in acting at the local level, one needed to understand how global 

forces impacted on local reality. In short, trying to tackle local issues 

without understanding the ever-increasing power of global processes 

was tactically inappropriate.

By the mid-1990s, activists from the global South began to question 

this logic. Some asked whether this did not trap civil society in solely 

local interventions when, in fact, many of the causes being pursued 

locally had reached the point where they needed to be advanced on a 

global scale, within the context of global forums and processes. They 

argued that perhaps we need to turn this slogan on its head and in-

stead learn to ‘think locally, act globally’. In reality, citizen action 

does not have the luxury to think only globally or locally and to act 

only globally or locally. They need to do both and understand how 

these diff erent levels of governance interact with each other. 

Maximo Kalaw, the Philippine environmentalist, noted in 1995 that 

the realisation of the continuum from local community citizenship to 

national citizenship and global citizenship is essential to the establish-

ment of a sustainable global governance system (see Liporada 1997:6). 

This reality has been borne out by the experiences of civil society or-

ganisations. It is also the main rationale for their participation in global 

governance processes.

The experience of NGOs is that years of grassroots level work can 

be negated by bad national policies. Consequently, they have found 

it necessary to participate in national policy advocacy work. As they 

do, they realise that their national concerns are fundamentally con-
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nected to wider global processes. Development eff orts, whether local, 

national or global, have become subject to conditionalities of interna-

tional fi nancial institutions, trade agreements and foreign assistance. 

Consequently it has become imperative for civil society to participate 

in global decision-making processes, provided for in the consultations 

on summit meetings and conventions of the UN, as well as by UN 

development agencies, the Bretton Woods Institutions, the Global 

Environment Facility and the World Trade Organization.

This rise towards global activism around a range of issues is hap-

pening at a time when many citizens of the world have, for the fi rst 

time, achieved representative electoral democracy at the national lev-

el. Whilst it seems ironic that this is happening when in fact the cen-

tres of power have shifted to regional and global levels, I would be 

anxious not to encourage the tendency to celebrate the demise of the 

nation-state. True, there has been a reduction in the power and infl u-

ence of sovereign states in absolute terms, but they are still the most 

important players in political and economic governance at a country 

level and cannot be replaced by supranational constructs.

These global multilateral organisations face a challenge of legitima-

cy. As they increasingly take a lead in policy and strategy, they need 

to undergo signifi cant reform themselves. We need to ask questions 

about what kind of multilateral organisations are capable of meeting 

the needs of global governance. There is also the challenge of creative 

and rational integration. Far too often we see a lack of coordination 

strategies, leading to the unhelpful tendency at national levels for dif-

ferent line departments to fragment issues. There are some shocking 

examples of how sometimes a housing ministry will go ahead with 

a project without bringing on board the water aff airs ministry. This 

usually has disastrous development consequences. Unfortunately, this 

is a tendency replicated within the NGO community specifi cally, and 

civil society more generally. 

Re-framing civil society’s space for the future

John Clark, the former head of the World Bank’s NGO division, 

told the CIVICUS World Assembly in the Philippines some years 

ago that there was an urgent need for new paradigms about how we 

think about development.  He noted that the saying that goes, ‘Give 

a man a fi sh and he is fed for a day, but teach a man to fi sh and he can 

feed himself forever,’ is in need of revision. If you teach a man to fi sh, 

does he have a line and net to be able to catch any fi sh? Does he have 

access to water? Can he get his fi sh to the market to earn income? If 
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the man fi shes, do any of the fi sh get to other members of the family? 

And do the poor even like eating fi sh at all? Are the poor actually sit-

ting by unpolluted and well-stocked water, just waiting to learn how 

to catch fi sh? Or is the issue really one of power and poverty? Is our 

job to teach the poor, or to help people identify their own needs and 

ensure the right questions are asked?

The challenge is to think out of the box, rather than allowing our-

selves to be constrained by the limitations of current institutional re-

ality. Can we imagine a world that can be genuinely more just and 

equitable; ultimately one that can be safeguarded for future genera-

tions? In the act of seeking to realise this vision, we can actively do 

our part as civil society to close the gap on the democratic defi cit.

Many thinkers and intellectuals anticipated that with the end of the 

Cold War and the prevailing of free market ideology, the role and pow-

er of civil society would become more and more prominent in the 

running and the decision-making processes of democratic states. The 

German philosopher, Jürgen Habermas, promoted what he called a 

free public sphere that would allow a ‘dialogue, free from domination’ 

about the values of a given society. Such a dialogue should be main-

tained by a civil society that sets its own agendas and which is only reg-

ulated by the state insofar as the state ensures that the dialogue happens 

in a democratic and domination-free setting. What sounded like utopia 

in the early 1980s was all of a sudden on the cards as a real opportu-

nity in the mid-1990s. At the same time a growing number of political 

thinkers, such as Audrey Osler, Anthony Kwame Appiah and Ulrich 

Beck, promoted a more cosmopolitan world view that started to en-

gage with value and belief systems of societies from all over the world. 

Much of the energy and impetus of those years has now been lost. 

The 21st century has seen a relapse into more state control, powered 

by fear and a preoccupation with homeland security, and less pub-

lic engagement. The conviction of the people in the North that a 

strong civil society can change political systems – as demonstrated by 

peoples’ movements in former authoritarian societies – has waned, 

replaced by an often complacent, one-step-at-a-time mentality that 

promotes an individualistic mindset. 

More optimistically, Michael Edwards, in his book Civil Society (2004), 

sees civil society as a public sphere between the state and the markets 

which, if created, maintained and defended as a free and democratic 

public space, can act as an enabling framework for a society, allowing 

people to discuss, infl uence and regulate processes normally control-
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led by the state (Edwards, 2004). In other words it could be a space 

that simultaneously enables, acts out and protects active citizenship. 

If created in a free and democratic way, civil society could provide 

a structure in which a debate on how to react to the current global 

challenges could take place. With the analysis of the economic crisis 

in full swing everybody seems to agree on the need for a more regu-

lated global system of checks and balances. Considering the crisis of 

confi dence in state structures and the accepted need for more regu-

lation, it is astonishing how little thought is given to the question of 

how this regulation could be exercised. Some economists claim to 

have found a solution in a model close to that of a social market econ-

omy, a concept that has proved unworkable for many former Eastern 

bloc countries. Others still believe in the self-regulatory powers of 

the free market. Funnily enough, many claim that a concept as elusive 

as civil society would not be able to regulate complex systems. 

So could this not be the ideal time to re-think and re-examine the 

role a strong and vibrant civil society could play in navigating societies 

though this perfect storm? Highlighting the huge potential, Edwards 

maintains that ‘civil society is simultaneously a goal to aim for, a means 

to achieve it, and a framework for engaging with each other about ends 

and means’ (Edwards, 2004: 110). If this is true, there is one key element 

of society that needs to be in place: actively engaged citizens who have 

the means, the empowerment and the willingness to participate in state 

matters, and these are the issues the next chapter will address. 

So could this not be the ideal 
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Chapter 2 » Re-defi ning what 

change means and how it occurs

Change in many spheres is becoming increasingly urgent. The issues we 

face today are not benign; they are not going to be solved through a cul-

ture of incrementalism where we too often accept, even celebrate, tiny 

victories as ‘the best we can do’. Good enough is not good enough. 

The statistics speak for themselves. The Millennium Development 

Goals (MDGs) represent an attempt to defi ne clear goals to assess 

progress in the fi ght against poverty. The MDGs suggest we are capa-

ble of halving hunger in the world by 2015. Does that make it accept-

able for the other half, the hungry, to continue to starve in a world 

of such abundance? Nobody reading this volume will believe this is 

morally viable. We need to aim higher and have the skills, resources 

and ways of working to enable us to be eff ective in the spheres of ac-

tion where the levers of change are engaged.

As civil society we have come to the realisation that, to be more eff ec-

tive in creating a just and equitable world, we need to increase our joint 

eff orts to seek collective responses and act in unison. The strength that 

comes with unity cannot be underestimated. This has been evident in 

recent years with the advent of the anti-poverty movement’s ‘Stand 

up’ events, creating awareness of the demands for poverty eradication 

and engaging over 100 million citizens around the world in the eff ort 

on the International Day for the Eradication of Poverty. This scale of 

grassroots campaigning creates a power base for multiple anti-poverty 

organisations at the policy advocacy level. What needs to be reviewed 

is not the level of unity or the degree of energy in civil society; it is our 

ability to create positive change faster and with larger eff ect. It’s time to 

scale up the outcomes of our activities.

I’d like to propose ideas here for others to take even further. These are 

ideas that can be the genesis of transforming citizen activism so that 

it moves to a faster, sharper way of acting. There are many questions 

to answer. How do citizen organisations, formal and informal, inter-

act today? And how could (or should) their practices be re-assessed? 

What does success look like at each level of civil society action, from 

delivery level to policy/advocacy level, and even to the level of global 

governance structures? How can we improve measurements of suc-

cess commonly employed today? How do we value relational capital 

today? This chapter begins the task of addressing these questions.
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From participatory democracy to participatory governance

Embedded in democratic constitutions are rights and freedoms that 

accompany citizenship. These rights and freedoms include participa-

tion. The notion of citizenship, especially in more stratifi ed societies, 

accords benefi ts to some groups and restricts the rights and freedoms of 

others, seldom completely accommodating people with lower status. 

Traditional notions of participation limit citizen engagement to voting in 

democracies and to an involvement with government-owned initiatives 

that provide services to groups with lesser socio-political or economic 

status. In contrast, I defi ne participatory citizenship as the fostering of 

improvements in relationships between society’s political constructs and 

its citizens – in the process constructing new avenues to redefi ne relations 

between the privileged and the less powerful in society. It’s time to move 

beyond participatory democracy to participatory governance.

Participatory governance is essential for the consolidation and deepen-

ing of democratic culture. Unfortunately, the practice of democracy 

is too often reduced to its bare essential, which is the holding of elec-

tions. Reducing the idea of democracy to the single act of casting a bal-

lot every four or fi ve years in fact undermines democracy’s power and 

potential. Democracy should entail the participation of all sections of 

society in the decision-making process and the formulation and imple-

mentation of policies. Participatory democracy therefore gives a ‘voice 

to the voiceless’ and provides an opportunity to contribute towards 

decision-making and policy creation. But it can go further. Democra-

cy can and should be practised in those global and large-scale regional 

constructs that constitute the predominant levers of change for some of 

our biggest social and environmental problems. This is how I would 

defi ne ‘participatory governance’. When all is said and done, how ef-

fective civil society is at a governance level is likely to defi ne how eff ec-

tive it can be at the policy and service delivery levels too.

My model of thinking about civil society activity has three tiers:

Level of 
intervention

Period for 
success

Focus of 
intervention

Level of current civil 
society investment

Macro 5-20 years Governance change 5%

Meso 2-10 years Policy change 15%

Micro 1-3 years Delivery of projects 
and programmes

80%

The reality is that most of the resources at civil society’s disposal, and 

the majority of civil society activity, occurs at the grassroots ‘micro’ 
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level. We deliver benefi ts to suff erers on the ground. Morally, we can-

not possibly decrease our eff orts in this arena. But this largely deter-

mines how CSOs are resourced and structured and as a result this is 

how we’ve trained the donor community to think of us. State-based 

donors will often co-opt civil society to do their work because we’ve 

become so effi  cient and knowledgeable in the delivery arena.

In the last decade or so, civil society has become much more focused 

on advocacy work that aff ects policies. As a result, civil society runs 

up against a persistent contradiction in its work that has signifi cant 

policy-related outcomes, caught between the will of the donor, the 

will of the legislature and the will of the citizenry whose needs we 

seek to represent.

So, on the one hand, civil society is delivering services to citizens with 

great eff ectiveness and becoming increasingly adept at infl uencing pol-

icy at the national and local levels. On the other, there are far too few 

breakthrough changes at a macro (governance) level stimulated by the 

work of CSOs. Perhaps this is because the challenges themselves are 

complex and large-scale and the solutions are far from clear. 

The dearth of success at this level feeds criticism that civil society is 

too often oppositional and not propositional. CSOs struggle to de-

velop a vision of how breakthrough change can happen because their 

eff orts are unbalanced.

A good example to illustrate my point is the many organisations set 

up around the world to deal with the horrors of domestic violence. 

These organisations do an important job of alleviating the suff er-

ing and treating the emotional needs of the victims of domestic vio-

lence. However, there is no possibility of these organisations reach-

ing every person in need of counselling and treatment as a result of 

violence perpetrated in the home. Even if the resources available for 

this work were to explode exponentially, we would fail to reverse the 

tide of this tragedy. Though most morally conscious democratic states 

have legislated against violence in the home, the problem hasn’t been 

solved. This is because change needs to function on other levels, in 

the recognition that root causes of domestic violence lie in the con-

structs of masculinity, parenting responsibilities, socialisation and so 

on. How can we engender this change? Only by addressing the issues 

on a micro, meso and macro level.
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Improving what we do at the micro level: 

Delivering services more eff ectively

At the micro level, we need a complete re-assessment. This is criti-

cal, as the quality of policy interventions is being aff ected to some 

extent by the need to please the public donors who fund much of the 

delivery-level work. 

We must innovate in order to reach larger numbers in the short to 

medium term. NGOs have become a part of the ‘marketplace’ they 

serve, which creates tensions at the delivery level. NGOs need to lo-

cate the diff erence between professionalisation and corporatisation. 

There is simply too much waste. Delivery is critical, because it’s mor-

ally questionable not to reach and support as many of those in need 

as possible. Delivery also remains essential because meso and macro 

level changes have longer lead times, and there is learning to be taken 

from it to support actions taken on the policy and governance levels.

Many of the failures at the micro level can be traced to donor prac-

tice, where short-term deliverables are required for further short-term 

funding to be released. We must work to create wider social awareness 

of the scale and nature of the problems and solutions. The emphasis on 

micro change creates an environment in the wider general public and 

in donor communities of ‘absolution through contribution’, rather than 

awareness of the real requirements needed to foster long-term and sus-

tainable change.

Below are seven strategies for innovation at the micro level:

1. Do more with the same resources

NGOs today are territorial and often competitive. Every organisa-

tion which operates within an ‘industry’ of specialists should con-

sider, at the very least, programme mergers and, where relevant, 

organisational mergers. This will not be a popular view, but the 

reality of the economic climate and the diversion of donor fund-

ing to many macro level issues means these measures now need to 

be considered. This does not mean we leave people in the lurch. It 

should make organisations even more eff ective at the delivery lev-

el when the resources they currently duplicate are gainfully em-

ployed in delivering services to a wider need base.
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2. Demolish silos

In the corporate world, silos represent the idea that each depart-

ment in an organization – sales, design, manufacturing, customer 

service, order fulfi lment, technical support, and so on, – is an in-

dependent vertical structure that is self-contained and independ-

ent from the others. You work in your own silo, communicate 

with people inside the silo (there are no windows, so you don’t 

even see anyone else), and have as little contact as possible with 

people in other silos. Management systems based on silos all too 

often leads to the creation of barriers, preventing organisations 

from making the most of their capacity to act within their given 

sphere of infl uence. Silos have become a serious obstacle to the 

ability of organisations to function eff ectively on a micro level as 

they do not allow for cross-fertilisation of ideas and activities, and 

everyone is too busy working within their own silo to think about 

what is going on around them.

A more effi  cient management system connects departments later-

ally into a cohesive structure in which people know the function, 

contribution and importance of all the other departments and the 

people working in them.

Civil society organisations create their own missed opportunities 

by blindsiding themselves to opportunities for cooperation and 

widening delivery. Many organisations address the same audience 

on diff erent issues. A more integrated approach will signifi cantly 

enhance the impact of our messages. A sense of ‘intersectionality’ 

off ers greater relevance to helping those we’re trying to support. 

According to Wikipedia, intersectionality, fi rst promoted by femi-

nists, is: ‘a sociological theory suggesting that – and seeking to ex-

amine how – various socially and culturally constructed categories 

of discrimination interact on multiple and often simultaneous lev-

els, contributing to systematic social inequality. Intersectionality 

holds that the classical models of oppression within society, such as 

those based on race/ethnicity, gender, religion, nationality, sexual 

orientation, class, or disability do not act independently of one an-

other; instead, these forms of oppression interrelate creating a sys-

tem of oppression that refl ects the ‘intersection’ of multiple forms 

of discrimination.” 
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Zackie Achmat, founder of the Treatment Action Campaign 

(TAC), an organisation in South Africa delivering support to HIV-

positive men and women, is a good example of someone who puts 

intersectionality into practice. He is an outspoken and respect-

ed voice on issues around women’s rights, domestic violence and 

many others, not just health. As a result, his organisation is tapped 

into every level of civil society and government, making it more 

eff ective at delivering the health services needed at the grassroots 

level. His organisation is relatively small, but punches well above 

its weight in recognition terms, which has created delivery and 

funding stream benefi ts. 

There are many reasons to bring informal and formal civil society 

organisations together. Breaking down the silos would bring in-

formal organisations, with their fi nger on the pulse, closer to the 

more detached formal organisations, breathing life into both and 

stimulating innovation.

3. Introduce accountability at every level

Accountability in the non-profi t sector today is almost exclusively 

orientated ‘upward’ to governments and private donors. There is 

very limited accountability to the actual communities that non-

profi t organisations serve. Horizontal accountability to each oth-

er intra-organisationally is insuffi  cient as well. Yet the concept 

of ‘ joined-up delivery’ can increase eff ectiveness exponentially. 

For example, NGOs today face issues of ministerial departmental 

‘turfs’ because funding streams typically go through particular line 

ministers. As a result, NGOs replicate one another instead of using 

their knowledge of one stream of work to inform another. A more 

innovative approach to accountability could also open up oppor-

tunities for funding that have not been previously considered. 

4. Redefi ne success at every level

The pressure on NGOs to constantly demonstrate success has had a 

massive impact on our value system. Organisations won’t embrace 

or report failure enthusiastically because of concerns about fund-

ing turn-off . However, as Albert Einstein observed, ‘Not every-

thing that can be counted counts, and not everything that counts 

can be counted.’ All plans tabled for donor approval anticipate a 

successful outcome. But sometimes they aren’t ‘successful’ in donor 

terms, and there are unforeseen reasons why. A smart, agile organi-

sation which can see it’s heading for diffi  culties can regroup and re-

strategise quickly if it knows its funding remains unaff ected. We 

tend to pursue strategies relentlessly as though determination itself 
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will make them work. Sometimes you have to know when to shift. 

More frequent internal checks and balances, a focus on objectives 

and the fl exibility to shift strategies during a programme are essen-

tial. At the end of the day the obligation to the community served 

should be as strong as the obligation to the donor.

5. Reduce the transactional cost of the resourcing relationship

Civil society can learn much from the business sector when it 

comes to transactional cost management. Staff  in the social sector 

are employed there because of their core competencies in deliv-

ery. This should remain the focus of people who are ‘experts’ in 

this area. But these same people are often called upon to deal with 

ineffi  cient, unwieldy reporting and application processes. This ul-

timately undermines the ability of CSOs to operate in their core 

competencies. Simple ideas like common, open source application 

and reporting formats would be a welcome innovation.

6. Aggregation resources for generic purposes throughout the sector

All formal civil society organisations have to meet legal, fi nancial 

and environmental requirements. Human resources best equipped 

for specialised delivery of services are too often diverted to attend 

to these fairly generic requirements. Greater strengthening of ge-

neric aggregation could help to meet these human resource chal-

lenges. For example, if donors and national governments, in the 

interests of maximising their investments, worked to fund shared 

generic resources, this would hugely reduce the proportion of op-

erating budgets funding organisational running costs.

7. Transnationalise intelligence for better local practice

Organisations that can be formally defi ned as global tend, as a 

matter of course, to share best practices across borders. Those 

that are locally based ought to be creating similar opportunities 

through coalitions and other sources. For example, CIVICUS has 

created an affi  nity group of national organisations which seeks to 

enable intelligence-sharing. This is less about exchanges of techni-

cal information and more about valuable, practical learning, such 

as South–South exchanges of intelligence.

Even global organisations in the social and environmental sector 

often fail to share best practices between organisations. Practical 

intelligence can come from outside an organisation’s own special 

interest area. We should be more open to learning, irrespective of 

where this learning comes from. Forums for sharing and the will 
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to listen are all that is required to enact this strategy, ultimately 

leading to less duplication of eff ort and resources.

Donors, too, should foster intelligence-sharing as it ultimately im-

proves the ability of programmatic and organisational grants to 

achieve their aims. Donors should, as a matter of course, include 

fellowships for knowledge-sharing as a means to guarantee the 

best possible outcomes.

Finally, organisations need to interact in order to create forums for 

deliberation with regard to the long-term assumptions and princi-

ples underlying the work they are collectively doing. Civil society 

is in a unique position where it can constantly assess and evaluate 

the wider context of its activity, a process that needs to be engaged 

in across organisations on a micro level. 

8. Break down the barriers within civil society

According to Wikipedia, civil society is ‘composed of the totality of 

voluntary civic and social organizations and institutions that form 

the basis of a functioning society as opposed to the force-backed 

structures of a state (regardless of that state’s political system) and 

commercial institutions of the market’. In institutional terms this 

includes NGOs, social movements, trade unions, faith-based organ-

isations, community groups and more. Yet, quite often in discourse 

and practice civil society is used interchangeably to refer to NGOs, 

voluntary organisations or not-for-profi t organisations. Unless we 

fi nd better ways of working together across the full breadth of civil 

society – as we have seen with such new movements as the Global 

Call to Action against Poverty (www.whiteband.org) or the Global 

Campaign on Climate Change (www.tcktcktck.org) – we will not 

have the ability to push those with power in government and busi-

ness to implement deep, substantive changes. 

How can we innovate at the meso/policy engagement level?

NGOs have the luxury of operating outside the bureaucratic frame-

work. The accumulated knowledge of micro-level programmes is a 

valuable reservoir of intelligence for improving policy. Democratical-

ly elected governments often deprive themselves of intelligence from 

the non-profi ts who fi ll so many social delivery gaps. There is a huge 

gap between textbook policy knowledge and experience. So before 

we look at innovation strategies at the meso level, we need to:
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examine how NGOs can have a higher level of policy knowledge »

recognise the irresponsibility of NGOs which sit on valuable  »

intelligence that could help policy

encourage donors to enable NGOs to resource better at the meso  »

level

enhance NGO culture so that it can become more self- »

challenging, rather than self-serving.

If we want to create a sustainable change of scale, government inter-

vention is essential. We need governments to take small-scale success 

models as a start. Furthermore, NGO practice today is not invest-

ing enough at the meso level because NGOs are almost exclusively 

measured on delivery. Consequently, donors have no responsibility 

for enabling NGOs’ participation at the meso level. So much of what 

NGOs can or cannot do within a given country is determined by its 

government, and this needs to be understood and addressed.

Here are six areas of innovation at the meso level:

1. Work intersectionally

Analyse carefully where the policy leverages are  »

– they’re not always obvious.

Identify targets for intervention more laterally. »

2. Make good the policy/implementation defi cit

CSOs need to develop a better understanding of how  »

national policies relate to sub-national frameworks.

We need to develop our understanding of the policy chain  »

and the disconnect between national and local/provincial 

levels of government.

CSOs need to make judgements on how to deliver a  »

greater outcome more quickly.

3. Aggregate through infrastructure investment

Allocate resources with a view to long-term planning and  »

development of working structures and practices.
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4. Take account of regionalisation

Invest in supporting policy change at transnational levels,  »

where the real power of infl uencing policy change is 

increasingly found.

National governments can’t always impact on currency and  »

economic realities. We need better understanding of what 

policies can be infl uenced, where the points of infl uence lie 

and how to intervene at multiple levels.

But we must remain mindful of our responsibilities at national  »

level too – national ‘ratifi cation’ of regional and global 

agreements is required.

NGOs have a massive opportunity to innovate through  »

developing an understanding of how diff erent levels of policy 

making interact; and as a result making smart choices of how 

to achieve policy success.

5.  Recognise the centrality of parliaments

CSOs don’t invest enough time and energy in parliaments as a  »

source of infl uence

Yet CSOs often have better access to global governance than  »

elected national representatives.

CSOs must realise the value of their spheres of infl uence to  »

negotiate better access at parliamentary level in democratic 

countries.

6. Break down the silos

As we discussed at the micro level, there are opportunities at  »

the meso level to locate points of intersection, cooperation 

and coordination between the broadest spectrum of CSOs 

working in the interrelated areas of human rights, human de-

velopment and human security.

Promote dialogue on the values that are important for society. »

NGOs should aim not only to present alternatives and solu- »

tions, but also to ask questions that penetrate the heart of the 

matter and provoke society to collectively explore resolutions 

to problems that have previously been neglected or ignored.
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How can we innovate at the macro/systemic level?

On a macro level it’s now clear that the strategies we’ve employed for 

the past decade or two are not eff ective and need a radical overhaul. 

Even longstanding democracies need constant re-assessment. Policies 

are made within particular political paradigms, which may be fl awed. 

NGOs in this globalised world must infl uence policy in global insti-

tutions, to ensure that the very institutions themselves keep up with 

the changing times. Even the UN, a largely benign institution, was 

driven in its formation by the victors of World War II and its govern-

ance is consequently still stuck in the geopolitics of 1945. The chal-

lenges on the macro level are imposing, but they need to be faced, and 

mechanisms for engendering change need to be developed.

Areas where we could seek to innovate at this level are outlined below:

1. Time frame rethinking

The biggest defi cits to be addressed are at this macro level.  »

Innovation at the macro level cannot be technical by defi nition; 

it must be imbued with the values of equity and justice.

Good micro-level programmes show results in a year or more.  »

Policy/meso-level changes have cycles which, optimistically, 

occur over two to fi ve years, but are often longer. However, 

governance changes take decades.

In spite of this, non-profi t organisations’ revenue fl ows are  »

based on a quantifi ed return on investment in one-to-fi ve year 

time frames. This encourages NGOs to focus less on both 

holistic policy change and breakthrough governance change. 

Resource providers need to be vigilant about how to struc- »

ture resourcing relationships, ensuring they’re not exclusively 

focused on incrementalism. A no-brainer would be to make 

multi-year funding programmes a norm.

2. Divorce conditionality of micro programmes from macro needs

Over the past 10-15 years changes have occurred in bilateral  »

agencies so that larger numbers of smaller organisations can 

apply for programmatic funding, above and beyond the big 

NGOs.

Governments have used NGOs as public service contractors. »

In developing countries governments are subjected to  »

conditionality, or ‘delegated conditionality’.
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This often aff ects NGO perceptions of where their loyalties lie  »

(in their reporting relationship to the developed country gov-

ernments which provide resources for the poor in developing 

countries.

3. Mainstream the issues

The media environment constantly redefi nes what is deemed  »

newsworthy.

Governments respond to large constituencies expressing  »

themselves in mainstream public environments.

NGOs need a bigger investment in media capacity to articu- »

late policy demands in a mainstream, popular way.

The use of ‘celebrocacy’ to generate attention creates a cer- »

tain level of discomfort (Bono and a few others being excep-

tions). While fully supporting the engagement of celebrities in 

campaigning for justice, I concede that this must be managed 

carefully, otherwise the voice of those who should be heard, 

will be drowned out by the power of celebrity.

Technology is slowly democratising the media, but the digital  »

divide still poses challenges in developing countries; the real-

ity is that notwithstanding the possibilities online media off er, 

they are still insuffi  cient to balance the penetrative power of 

corporate and government dominated media.

The media environment 
constantly redefi nes what is 
deemed newsworthy.
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This volume off ers the insights and 

refl ections – both critical and self-critical 

– of a prominent civil society activist 

who has been engaged in local and global 

struggles for emancipation for over 30 

years. On the basis of his own experiences 

in many diff erent contexts Kumi Naidoo 

pleads for the involvement of ordinary 

people in the work for greater justice in 

this world. His point of departure is that 

civil society cannot be strengthened in 

a vacuum. Its achievements must be the 

result of actions by real people dealing 

with real problems. 

The volume deals with several of today’s 

most burning issues and also touches 

on sensitive matters within the global 

movements engaged in struggles for justice 

and equality. It does not avoid unpopular 

views on several issues, and advocates 

engagement with representatives of various 

agencies, including controversial ones 

such as faith-based organisations and the 

business community.

While being guided by a notion of 

non-violent forms of resistance, the 

author nonetheless promotes radical 

alternatives to the existing reproduction 

of societies as a necessity to meet the 

challenges in securing the survival of 

the human species and a decent life for 

all. His refl ections add to the search for 

sustainable alternatives and the potential 

contributions that concerned citizen 

action can off er. This volume thereby 

also contributes to a better understanding 

of the potential that a so-called ‘third 

United Nations’ can off er to global 

governance issues currently at stake.
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