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Executive Summary 

In June 2012, the Institute for Defense Analyses (IDA) and the West Africa 
Research Center (WARC) co-hosted a workshop on Civil Societies in Africa.1 IDA 
subsequently commissioned a number of short papers, inviting conference speakers to 
expand upon the ideas that emerged over the course of the three days of discussion. In 
these papers, each author presents his or her own views of various aspects of the 
challenges facing African civil society. In addition, however, a few overarching themes 
emerge that are of particular relevance to the state of civil society in West Africa at the 
beginning of 2012 in light of the crisis in Mali, recent presidential elections in Senegal 
and Ghana, and the ongoing sectarian violence and Boko Haram attacks in Nigeria.  

• The relative degree to which civil society organizations have matured in West 
African states proved to be a key factor in the outcome of pivotal events in the 
region in 2012. Civil society contributed to successful and, ultimately, peaceful 
transitions of presidential power in Senegal and Ghana, in both cases helping to 
mitigate concerns over possible electoral violence. Mali’s nascent civil society, in 
contrast, proved unable to resist the gravitational pull of competing political 
factions in the aftermath of the March coup d’état. In Nigeria, the record was 
mixed, with civil society playing a key role in shaping the outcome of the January 
crisis over fuel subsidies but still struggling to carve out an effective role as an 
advocate and watchdog for democratic reform and good governance.  

• In the 1990s, civil society organizations (CSOs) emerged as a decisive force in 
demanding an end to abusive regimes and political violence in countries across 
the region (Liberia, Sierra Leone, Côte d’Ivoire). In the subsequent process of 
consolidating democracy, however, the record of CSOs has been mixed. As a 
result, civil society in West Africa has not yet established itself as the sturdy 
“third leg of the stool” needed to balance governing regimes and opposition 
political parties to build stable democratic institutions.  

• The nebulous boundaries between government, political parties, and CSOs 
constitute the principal limitation on the ability of the latter to fulfill the role of 
“watchdog of democracy.” West Africa still lacks a critical mass of CSOs that are 
truly non-partisan and non-profit. 

1
  See Caroline F. Ziemke-Dickens, et al, Civil Societies in Africa: Promoting Civic Awareness, 

Engagement, and Tolerance, Conference Report (Alexandria, VA: IDA, 20 July 2012). 



• African political institutions at both the national and international levels have not 
developed a political culture of interacting with non-partisan CSOs as 
independent stakeholders. National governments, political parties, and 
transnational institutions such as the African Union and ECOWAS still see CSOs 
as irritants either to be suppressed or co-opted. 

• One of the most important potential roles for civil society is in partnering with 
other “socializing” stakeholders – particularly religious communities and the 
education sector – to instill democratic political cultures and habits in West 
African societies in order to turn “subjects” into “citizens.” 

• West African civil society needs to be “decolonized,” reducing its dependency on 
external donors and political parties. Only in this way can it become a sustainable 
stakeholder in local, national, and regional democratic reform and good 
governance. 
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The State of West African Civil Society 

IDA commissioned a number of short papers, inviting conference speakers to 
expand upon the ideas that emerged over the course of the three days of discussion. In 
these papers, each author presents his or her own views of various aspects of the 
challenges facing African civil society.  We have synopsized the articles below; they are 
reprinted – some in their original French – in sections following. 

• In “The Role of Civil Society in a Democratic Change in Power,” Alioune Tine 
argues that while most West African nations have adopted the “appearance” of 
democracy – glitzy campaigns and elections – few have made any significant 
progress toward developing a truly democratic political culture. Civil society has 
the potential to change this status quo by balancing the ambitions authoritarian 
ambitions of elected leaders.  Today’s civil society organizations are too 
“porous,” with no clear lines between themselves and the governments, political 
parties, and external donors that support them. West Africa needs truly non-
partisan and non-profit civil society organizations. 

• In “Partisan Politics, Civil Societies and the Consolidation of Democratic 
Institutions in Africa,” Dr. Anthony Ubani concludes that while the past role and 
future potential of civil society for promoting and consolidating democratic 
reforms is substantial, its role remains undefined. Now that most West African 
states have at least begun the transition from dictatorship to democracy, civil 
society must shift its from service and advocacy toward a role as a “watchdog” for 
sustainable good governance, especially regarding such issues as “as the popular 
legitimization of power, the diffusion of democratic values, the stabilization of 
electoral rules, the initiation of judicial reform, the alleviation of poverty, and 
economic stabilization as well as the institutionalization of the notion of civilian 
supremacy over the military.” 

• Oumar Keita presents a case study of the deleterious effects of the political crisis 
in Mali on its fledgling civil society in “Role of Malian Civil Society in the 
Management of the Political Crisis since 17 January 2012.” 

• Traore Wodjo Fini, in “The Role of Civil Society and Political Parties in the 
Strengthening of the Rule of Law in Africa,” emphasizes the importance of rule of 
law and examines those parties that can contribute to strengthening this ideal – 
namely, civil society and political parties.  Although many African constitutions 
contain a provision regarding the separation of powers, this is not always a reality. 



Furthermore, there are African states in which the rule of law is not yet a reality. 
Rule of law must be strengthened, particularly in post-conflict situations in order 
to create a “new Africa.” 

• Mrs. Diye Ba argues, in “Civil Society and Religious Community Relations,” that 
while religion is often a source in conflict in West African society, there is 
actually a strong overlap in values between religious and secular civil society 
organizations. If mobilized carefully, she concludes, civil society and religious 
communities can become important partners in creating a common sense of 
community, patriotism, and civic responsibility in democratizing societies as well 
as in those recovering from periods of crisis or violence. 

• In “The Relationship between Civil Societies and Religious Communities,” Dr. 
Kouakou Kouamé concurs that religious and civil society organizations should 
share a common goal of protecting the common people from incompetent and 
abusive regimes. In order to do so, however, they must recognize and 
acknowledge that they may employ different means to achieve that goal. It is 
essential that they forge an effective partnership, however, in order to find a way 
for African democracies to escape the cycle in which every election is “a small 
civil war.” 

• Dr. Gilles Olakounle Yabi asks, in “Civil Society and Conflict Management in 
Africa: Some Open Questions,” whether it is time for civil society in Africa to 
move beyond its “defensive” mindset, which focuses on organizing and rising up 
to resolve conflict and become more proactive. In his view, civil society must 
move toward a model of conflict prevention and risk challenging the entrenched 
political and economic interests – at the local, national, and regional levels – that 
sustain the dysfunctional status quo. 

• In “Political Freedom and Democratic Culture in West Africa: Implications for 
Political Parties,” Dr. Gilles Olakounle Yabi explains that while ECOWAS has 
had a positive impact in the region, not all West African countries have fully 
integrated democratic structures and processes into their political systems. Party 
leaders’ understanding of good governance and democracy is critical. These 
elements must also be consistent with the political culture of West Africa and the 
will of the people. ECOWAS, therefore, may have an opportunity to influence 
and incentivize the development and implementation of democracy and good 
governance. 

• Dr. Sehlare Makgetlaneng, in “Civil Society and Conflict Management in Africa,” 
endorses the view that civil society must shift its focus from conflict management 
to conflict prevention and resolution in light of the shift in the nature of conflict in 
Africa away from state wars toward civil strife. In an environment in which 



conflict and violence are triggered by socio-political and economic insecurity, the 
role of civil society in anticipating and preventing tensions from erupting into 
violence is vital. 

• In “Civil Societies and the Promotion of Civic Education and Awareness among 
Youths in Africa,” Dr. Ousmane Sene issues a call for civil society to play a more 
active role in facilitating and promoting civic ideals among African youth: “love 
of country, volunteerism, belief in the virtues and riches of their own country to 
ensure a future there, [and the] conviction of a united Africa capable of taking up 
the challenge of its next rebirth.” 
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