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Abstract 

 

Once the cradle of civilisation, in 2003 portrayed as a failed state, and nowadays a post-

conflict country with a disastrous economy and infrastructure – all this was and is modern-day 

Iraq. The destruction caused by the 2003 invasion and its ramifications still places a burden 

on Iraq’s population. This study provides an overview of the debated concepts civil society 

and peace building in general and how civil society can contribute to peace building. 

Furthermore, civil society actors in Iraq are analysed within the context of the current debate 

on civil society, its composition and its role for post-conflict peace building nowadays. In 

order to understand this latter role, the following questions are addressed: How does the 

concept of civil society in Iraq fit into the Western model of civil society? Which actors 

compose Iraq’s civil society organisations nowadays? What are the main goals and ambitions 

of the organisations? Do they aim to fulfil any functions that contribute to the peace building 

process? In order to analyse the role of civil society in peace building and the context of a 

post-conflict environment like Iraq, the analytical framework of Paffenholz and Spurk was 

used as the main tool for a structured, focused comparison (Paffenholz (ed.), 2010). After the 

2003 invasion, many newly formed local organisations are dependent on international support 

for training and knowledge. This led to a civil society that is less based on historical and 

cultural roots and more influenced by a Western concept. Nowadays, the term civil society is 

mostly used in connection with various non-governmental organisations and initiatives that 

state their willingness to fulfil peace building functions and create a new Iraq based on 

democratic principles, including human rights and equal rights for men and women.  

Key Words: civil society, democracy, Iraq, post-conflict peace building.  
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1. Introduction 

 

The introduction provides a general description about Iraq, peace building and civil society 

followed by a presentation of the research problem and relevance. Then, the research 

objective and question are stated. Furthermore, a brief outline of the analytical framework and 

research methodology are given, followed by an explanation of the limitations and 

delimitations of this study. Lastly, the disposition of the Thesis is outlined.  

Once the cradle of civilisation, in 2003 portrayed as a failed state, and nowadays a post-

conflict country with a disastrous economy and infrastructure – all this was and is modern-day 

Iraq. In March 2003, armed forces of the U.S.A., U.K., Australia and Poland invaded Iraq 

under the pretext to disarm Iraq of Weapons of Mass Destruction and to end Iraq’s support for 

terrorism. None of the accusations brought forward at that time against Iraq proved to be true, 

and the real reasons for this war are still under debate. The war lasted for several years and the 

last British and U.S. troops are to leave in 2013. Until today, the country is marked by the 

destruction caused by the 2003 invasion and has to cope with its ramifications. The country 

needs to rebuild its infrastructure and social capital in order for a resurgence of a peaceful 

Iraq. An important part of the reconstruction of the social order and the transition to a stable 

and democratic future is the development of a strong and active civil society in Iraq. Fostering 

civil society in post-conflict country like Iraq is important because civil society plays a crucial 

role in post-conflict peace building (Parver and Wolf, 2008). However, this task is not without 

obstacles as both concepts – civil society and peace building – are controversial per se and to 

apply them jointly within the context of a post-conflict country like Iraq requires a deeper 

analysis. 

As Corrine Parver and Rebecca Wolf described it, civil society is able to provide all actors, 

internal such as government leaders as well as external such as international actors, with the 

necessary understanding of the country’s societal structures and cultural complexities like 

specific communal or tribal attributes. However, civil society is not meant to replace the 

state’s role or its functions but rather act coherent with the state institutions (Ibid; p.54). Most 

definitions
1
 accredit the role to function as a mediator and facilitator between the state and its 

citizens in order to secure the interests of the latter and monitor the actions of the former to 

civil society. Furthermore, civil society is part of every phase of conflict and its resolution 

                                                             
1 The different debates about civil society and its role are explained in detail in Chapter 3 
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and, according to Parver and Wolf, it is also a powerful actor in promoting social change, 

struggling for justice, and moving towards a more peaceful environment (Ibid; p.71). “Due to 

the profound effect of conflict on communities and individuals, civil society plays a critical 

role in the rebuilding and reconstruction process in a post-conflict environment” (Ibid; p.53).  

The term civil society is old: since centuries, it belongs to the main concepts of European 

philosophy about politics and society. Its meanings varied but it mostly referred to a social-

political life beyond the private sphere.  Furthermore, it referred to questions of coexistence, 

of community beyond individual interests, of the general and political, mostly normative and 

emphatic. The term got its modern influence in the 17
th

 and 18
th

 century, primarily by the 

authors of the Enlightenment (e.g. Locke and Montesquieu) and had a positive connotation. 

During the 19
th

 century, it came to a redefinition under the influence of the establishing 

capitalism and the beginning industrialisation (e.g. Hegel) and a sharper distinction between 

civil society and the state occurred. Later on, in the 20
th

 century, the concept of civil society 

took a backseat and played only a marginal role until the 1980s. However, from the 1980s 

onwards, civil society had its fulminant comeback. It became the key-concept of anti-

dictatorial critique especially in Eastern Europe, e.g. in Prague, Warsaw, and Budapest where 

dissidents antagonized soviet hegemony, totalitarian regimes and party-dictatorship in favour 

of freedom, plurality and social autonomy. Similar occurrences could be seen in Latin 

America. Hence, the ideas of the 18
th

 century reached new actuality at the end of the 20
th
 

century. Civil society gained new attraction in the victorious fight against dictatorships. 

(Kocka, pp.29-32) 

Traditional civil societies have existed in Iraq for centuries in the form of community-based 

charitable and social associations that offered social support to members of the same religious 

and tribal groups. Sami Zubaida (Zubaida, 2003), for instance, argued that, in the beginning, 

the civil society sector in Iraq coexisted with the ‘traditional’ sectors (e.g. guilds, patronage 

networks, diverse communal organisations) and was composed as well of these sectors. Those 

organisations were meant to assist those in need within the community and provide for 

instance social support and education. In modern Iraq (since the establishment of the Iraqi 

state in 1921) civil society has been most often analysed within the context of the country’s 

three main political phases: Monarchic (1921-1958), Republican (1958-1968) and Ba'athist 

(1968-2003). During the Monarchical period, civil activism was visible within ideological 

parties and politicized groups of the middle class and educated urban communities. It is 

argued that CSOs in this period had fewer restrictions in terms of operation and were granted 
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more independence from the state than in the following period. The political situation during 

the Republican phase was characterised through instability, several coup d’états, military 

objectives and regime changes. As very little was done to develop democratic institutions 

during this phase, civil activism became a forum for political confrontation rather than being 

an independent arena for the voice of the people. During the following Ba’athist Phase, Iraq 

had to face disastrous wars, international sanctions and an oppressive dictatorship. 

Furthermore, the independence of the already suppressed civil society was undermined by the 

regime through various restrictions and control measures (NCCI, 2011).  

Research Problem and Relevance  

Both terms – civil society and peace building – can be quite abstract and used in diverse 

contexts with different meanings as chapter three and four illustrate in detail. The nexus 

between civil society and peace building becomes more and more popular since the last 

decade. However, the existing research is not coherent in their studies on the impact of civil 

society in peace building mechanisms or what kind of peace building can be achieved through 

the contribution of civil society. Furthermore, an analytical framework is needed in order to 

analyse the connection of civil society and peace building in different contexts and phases of 

conflict. The nexus between civil society and peace building that is drawn by the international 

arena (donors and non-governmental organisations) and the view that Iraqi civil society is a 

crucial actor in the country’s recovery and future stability requires an analysis if and what 

kind of civil society exists in this post-conflict state and what it does and can contribute to 

peace building initiatives and future development of the country. As John Paul Lederach 

(Lederach, 2005; pp.75-86) argued, peace building occurs not only in an unpredictable 

environment but is also challenged by connecting people, processes and activities that are 

often not like-minded and like-situated. Furthermore, in order to achieve positive peace
2
 and a 

structural transformation it is crucial that peace-building approaches focus on community 

involvement and institutional change to advocate social transformation and empowerment. 

One way to achieve this is to strengthen civil society in the peace-building process and 

involve as many stakeholders as possible (Jeong; pp.291-298). Especially, in the context of 

post-conflict Iraq it is important for Western actors to cooperate with the local 

population/civil society in peace building and local capacity building programmes. In general, 

unfamiliar societies and cultures can pose problems for external actors, lead to 

misunderstandings due to differences in language and impede the already difficult task of 

                                                             
2
 The term positive peace is explained in Chapter 4 
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peace building. Implementing Western models of civil society and peace building in a country 

like Iraq which consists not only of a different cultural but also religious background – that 

highly influences the social life of its people – has to be done thoughtfully. 

In comparison to the Western perception and debate about civil society nowadays, the 

question remains if the kind of civil society that existed in Iraq pre-2003 is able to fit into the 

Western concept
3
. As a result of this research, the Western concept of civil society can be 

considered as “new” but it is of special importance for the future development of the Iraqi 

society. The majority of donors and international non-governmental organisations that support 

Iraq’s civil society organisations might have different views about civil society itself and 

therefore might have different perceptions about the goals and activities of the different 

organisation as well. Referring to post-2003 invasion Iraq, the term civil society is mostly 

used in connection with various organisations and initiatives that deal with democracy, peace-

building, human rights and gender equality. After the 2003 invasion, many local NGOs were 

formed in the hope of benefitting from democracy and freedom and the huge financial support 

by international donors. As civil society was mostly suppressed during the Republican and 

Ba’athist phase, the newly formed local organisations are dependent on international support 

for training and knowledge. This led to a civil society that is less based on historical and 

cultural roots and more influenced by a Western concept. 

Research Objective and Questions 

The research question is how the two debated concepts of civil society and peace building fit 

into the post-conflict environment of Iraq. Both concepts have their roots in the Western 

World and as Iraq is part of the Muslim world it appears that a contradiction of interests might 

occur about the two concepts. The intent of this study is to provide an overview of the debated 

concepts civil society and peace building in general and how civil society can contribute to 

peace building. Furthermore, the purpose is to analyse civil society actors in Iraq within the 

context of the current debate on civil society, its composition and its role for post-conflict 

peace building nowadays. In order to understand this latter role, the following questions need 

to be addressed: 

 

 

                                                             
3
 The topic is revisited in Chapter 5 
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I. How does the concept of civil society in Iraq fit into the Western model of civil 

society? 

II. What kinds of organisations compose Iraq’s civil society nowadays? 

III. What are the main goals and ambitions of the organisations? 

IV. Do they aim to fulfil any functions that contribute to the peacebuilding process? 

The results of this study contribute to the current research debate on the role of ‘modern’ civil 

society in post-conflict peace building and can be used as a point of departure for future 

research about the nexus between civil society and peace building in general as well as in the 

context of Iraq.   

Analytical Framework 

In order to analyse the role of civil society in peace building and the context of a post-conflict 

environment like Iraq, an analytical framework is needed. In 2006, Paffenholz and Spurk 

developed such a framework to analyse what civil society can contribute to peace building 

(Paffenholz (ed.), 2010). This analytical framework was chosen due to its general applicable 

functions that were needed in this research. The framework consists of four elements – 

context, functions, assessment, and conclusions – which are explained in detail in chapter two. 

The focus in this research is on the functions element as it serves as a basis for the analysis of 

Iraq’s post-2003 civil society and possible contribution to peace building. In order to conduct 

this research, a variety of civil society organisations in Iraq were assessed on the basis of their 

stated goals and activities. The analysed civil society organisations are: the National 

Democratic Institute; the Iraqi Civil Society Solidarity Initiative; Alternatives – Solidarity in 

Action; Al-Mesalla – Center for Human Resources Development; the Independent Iraqi 

Women Organisation; and the Iraqi Al-Amal Association for the Welfare of Humanity. Each 

function of the framework is analysed individually based on the means available. The context 

element is shortly dealt with in the beginning of chapter five in the findings part to provide the 

reader with a background understanding of present-day Iraq. Both the assessment and the 

conclusions functions are not part of this case study due to the limitations that secondary 

sources serve as the basis for the analysis.  

Research Methodology 

This research is designed as a qualitative case and desk study and the main sources are 

therefore secondary ones in form of articles, journals, and books. This study deals with a 

contemporary topic and therefore it is relevant to use the latest data and analyse up-to-date 

publications. The internet is a great and the most useful resource to get current information; to 
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make sure these data is from reliable sources, only well-known institutions such as the 

Economist Intelligence Unit and The World Bank were used. The method used for this case 

study is a structured, focused comparison, which is explained in further detail in Chapter 2. 

Limitations and Delimitations  

As this study is limited by time and secondary sources only, it does include the voices of the 

people in Iraq only to an extent. Furthermore, the research access is restricted by my own 

spoken languages – German and English – and therefore might not contain all relevant 

information for an appropriate analysis of the current status of civil society in post-conflict 

Iraq. In addition, it was not possible to conduct this research as a field study in the country 

itself and the evaluation of Iraq’s civil society organisations and their possible contribution to 

the post-conflict peace building process in the country is therefore only hypothetical and 

superficial  

The delimitation of this study is the choice of only a few organisations for the analysis.  As 

only limited information about Iraqi civil society organisations is available through the 

internet due to the language restrictions, only six organisations were chosen to analyse their 

goals and activities. Apart from one local organisation and two international NGOs, all other 

Iraqi organisations are newly established ones. The goals and activities are outlined in further 

detail in chapter five but could not be evaluated in terms of effectiveness and efficiency as the 

relevant information for that is not available.  

Disposition  

The second chapter following this introduction explains the research methods more in detail. 

In order to illustrate the perspective and point of departure of this study, it is described how 

the information is collected and what kind of information is used, its origin and why it is 

relevant. Furthermore, the applied analytical framework of Paffenholz and Spurk is outlined 

in greater detail – the different elements, why this method was chosen and how it is used in 

the study.    

The third chapter presents in a descriptive literature overview the historical development and 

current debate on civil society because a coherent meaning or a universal definition of the 

term or concept of civil society is nowhere to be found in the literature. Therefore some 

examples are presented in that chapter – the timeframe covers the origin of the term civil 

society in ancient times and carries on with a short overview of the development and shifts of 
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the concept during each era until modernity. The views of the most influential thinkers are 

briefly presented and the current debate about civil society is outlined as well. 

The fourth chapter focuses on the concept of peace building. Peace building like civil society 

can be defined, interpreted and used in many ways. Furthermore, the concept of peace 

building, like civil society, changed with time and world affairs and many policymakers and 

field practitioners have developed different frameworks, timelines and priorities as well as 

tasks for it. In order to give a better understanding of the origin and concept of peace building, 

a broad overview of the debate is presented in that chapter. 

The fifth chapter is divided into two subsections: The first part provides an overview of civil 

society in Iraq before the 2003 invasion and answers the first three research questions. The 

second part analyses the findings of the research with respect to the outlined research problem 

and the fourth research question. Furthermore, the findings are interpreted within Paffenholz’s 

analytical framework as a variety of civil society organisations were assessed on the basis of 

their stated goals and activities in correlation with the function elements of Paffenholz and 

Spurk’s framework in order to analyse the possible contribution of Iraq’s civil society to 

peace building efforts within the country after 2003.  

The last chapter provides a brief summary and the conclusions of this research.  
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2. Methodology  

 

The Methodology chapter provides an overview of the sources used for the different parts of 

this thesis. Furthermore, the applied method – structured, focused comparison – is explained 

in further detail. The different elements of the analytical framework, which is used for the 

analysis part, are outlined as well.  

This research is designed as a qualitative case study and as it is designed as a desk study the 

main sources are secondary ones in form of articles, journals, and books. This study deals 

with a contemporary topic and therefore it is relevant to use the latest data and analyse up-to-

date publications. The internet is a great and the most useful resource to get current 

information; to make sure these data is from reliable sources, only well-known institutions 

such as the Economist Intelligence Unit and The World Bank were used. However, the 

necessary information about the goals and activities of the chosen civil society organisations 

in Iraq are based on the provided information on their websites and cannot be judged in terms 

of reliability.  

The sources used for the third chapter about civil society in general are mainly books, a few 

articles and some web-based information from the World Bank and the German Federal 

Agency for Civic Education. The latter are needed and used to give examples of different 

definitions of the term civil society these days. The books are considered as relevant as they 

provide historical views and conceptual shifts as well as insights of the current debate about 

the civil society term, such as: Barnes, ed. 1995 – The Complete Works of Aristotle – The 

Revised Oxford Translation. Volume II; Ehrenberg, 1999 – Civil Society: The Critical History 

of an Idea; Chandler, 2006 – Empire in Denial – The Politics of State-building; and Scholte, 

2002 – ‘Civil Society and Democracy in Global Governance’.  

Books, journal articles and websites are used in chapter fourth to cover the broad spectrum of 

the peace building debate and provide the reader with relevant and linking examples to the 

case of Iraq. The sources reflect the different opinions and perceptions about the peace 

building discourse and therefore provide the reader with a necessary and relevant overview of 

the topic. Among the used sources are for example: Galtung, 1996 – Peace by Peaceful 

Means: Peace and Conflict, Development and Civilization; Lederach, 2005 – The Moral 

Imagination: The Art and Soul of Building Peace; Ramsbotham, Woodhouse, and Miall, 2011 
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– Contemporary Conflict Resolution; and Paris, 1997 – ‘Peacebuilding and the Limits of 

Liberal Internationalism’.  

The findings part of chapter five begins with a country profile of Iraq and data from websites 

such as the Federal Foreign Office Germany and the Economist Intelligence Unit were used 

in order to present the reader with current information. However, not much information was 

available on the history of civil society in Iraq pre-2003 part and the information given is 

therefore mainly unilateral based on a few articles and one book. Those are: Davis, 2005 – 

‘History Matters: Past as Prologue in Building Democracy in Iraq’ and ‘The Uses of 

Historical Memory’; Edwards, 2009 – Civil Society; NGO Coordination Committee for Iraq, 

2011 – ‘Iraq’s Civil Society in Perspective’; Zubaida, 2003 – The rise and fall of civil society 

in Iraq; Iaria, 2012 – ‘Attempting Return: Iraqis’ Remigration from Iraq’; and Center for 

Applied Policy Research at the University of Munich, 2004 – Der Irak auf dem Weg in die 

Souveränität – Handlungsoptionen für die Europäische Union. As only limited information is 

available about civil society in Iraq pre-2003, the information provided by the NCCI, Davis, 

Iaria, and Zubaida is only called into question by the Center for Applied Policy Research at 

the University of Munich. 

The sources for the analysis part of chapter five contain the websites of the chosen NGOs and 

CSOs. The choice for the organisations was based only on relevant information - available in 

English on the internet - about their goals and activities. Furthermore, the approach was to 

provide a rather complex overview of the diverse aspirations these organisations have, that 

also fit in the peace building functions of the analytical framework, instead of choosing more 

organisations which aim for the same goals.  

In general, it is rather difficult to find any reliable information about civil society in Iraq 

before and after the 2003 invasion. The focus in the literature about the post-2003 period is 

mainly on the Iraq war itself and Iraq’s civil society is mostly just mentioned in articles about 

civil society in general, respectively in the debate about civil society in the Middle East. 

Concerning the pre-2003 phase, the interest about Iraq’s civil society simply did not exist as 

the centre of attention laid on civil society development in Eastern Europe and Latin America.  

Structured, Focused Comparison 

George and Bennett illustrated in their book ‘Case Studies and Theory Development in the 

Social Sciences’ (George and Bennett, 2005) the method of structured, focused comparison. 

The first element – structured – is based on the concept that a set of general questions are 
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asked by the researcher for each case study in order to standardize the data collection. The 

second element – focused – refers to a limited, historical time frame of the case study. The 

authors stated that, after World War II, many case studies were undertaken by almost 

enthusiastic political scientists to develop new knowledge and theories. However, these case 

studies were criticized because they were so specific that their results were not applicable to 

other case studies. “Individual studies may have made interesting contributions to knowledge, 

but a basis for systematic comparison was lacking” (Ibid, p.68). Therefore, this method was 

designed to avoid future incomparable results of individual case studies. In this case study, the 

structured element refers to the below outlined seven civil society functions for peace building 

of the analytical framework. Each of the functions are compared to the stated goals and 

activities of the civil society organisations in Iraq in the attempt to find out if Iraq’s civil 

society aims to contribute to peace building in the country. The focused element refers to the 

time frame of post-conflict Iraq to the present (2003 – 2013) and that only the aspect of the 

nexus between civil society and peace building is addressed within the context of post-conflict 

Iraq.  

Analytical Framework 

In 2006, Paffenholz and Spurk developed a framework to analyse what civil society can 

contribute to peace building (Paffenholz (ed.), 2010). This framework came about as a 

response to the research gap on the nexus between civil society and peace building. Since the 

mid-1990s, both topics became more and more apparent on the international agenda although 

it was unclear if and/or to what extent civil society is conducive to peace building. Therefore, 

Paffenholz and Spurk began a three-year research project that aimed to facilitate a better 

understanding of civil society’s role in peace building, during as well as after the conflict. 

After pilot testing this framework in 2007 in some case studies, a number of limitations were 

discovered and the framework was revised. It consists of four elements – context, functions, 

assessment, and conclusions. Each of these elements can further be subdivided into different 

parts. The context element requires a conflict analysis of the country case study with regard to 

its socio-political, cultural, economic, regional, global aspects. Furthermore, the perception of 

peace building and the role of civil society have to be analysed (Paffenholz (ed.), 2010; 

pp.65&66). Paffenholz and Spurk’s findings provide a substantial contribution to the analysis 

of civil society’s role in peace building and can effectively be applied to the context of post-

2003 Iraq.  
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The ‘functions element’ provides seven different civil society functions of peace building: 1) 

protection; 2) monitoring, 3) advocacy and public communication; 4) in-group socialisation; 

5) social cohesion; 6) intermediation and facilitation; 7) service delivery. Protection is based 

on the idea to guard citizens and communities against violations by the state, for example, 

through international accompaniment, humanitarian aid, or the creation of ‘zones of peace’. 

Monitoring is a combination of Montesquieu’s separation of powers and development-

cooperation perspectives and its main focus is on political early-warning systems and human 

rights abuses. The advocacy and public communication function can be divided into two types 

of advocacy: non-public or informal advocacy and public communication/advocacy. This civil 

society function intends to bring up social and political topics on the public agenda. In-group 

socialisation is generally responsible for strengthening democratic behaviour, attitudes and 

values within a society but it shows a number of limitations in its practices. Social cohesion is 

oriented to form ‘bridging ties’ between people in order for them to learn how to live with 

each other in a peaceful coexistence. Hereby, three different types of such social cohesion 

activities can be identified: first, relationship-oriented cohesion for peace; second, outcome-

oriented cohesion for peace; and third, outcome-oriented cohesion for business or 

development work (non-peace). Furthermore, civil society aims to serve as an intermediator 

or facilitator between the citizens and the state, or between and among different groups and 

levels of society. Service delivery, in the form of aid and service provision, is mostly a civil 

society function in the context of armed conflicts (Ibid; pp.67-74). 

The assessment element takes the above seven functions as a point of departure and then 

follows four steps in order to assess them comprehensively: first, each function has to be 

analysed in context; second, its relevance has to be assessed based on this context 

understanding; third, the activities of civil society actors have to be identified within the 

different phases of the conflict; and fourth, the effectiveness of activities in each function has 

to be assessed. Following this individual assessment of each function is the last element, 

conclusions, a comprehensive assessment of all functions. This is done by analysing the 

importance of functions, their relation between each other, the causation and then drawing the 

overall conclusions for the role of civil society in peace building in the specific case study 

(Ibid; pp.75&76).  

The focus in this thesis is on the functions element as it serves as a basis for the analysis of 

Iraq’s post-2003 civil society and possible contribution to peace building. In order to conduct 

this research, six Iraqi civil society organisations were assessed on the basis of their stated 
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goals and activities. Each function of the framework is analysed individually based on the 

means available. The context element is shortly dealt with in the beginning of chapter five in 

the findings part to provide the reader with a background understanding of present-day Iraq. 

Both the assessment and the conclusions functions are not part of this case study due to the 

limitations that secondary sources serve as the basis for the analysis. However, the findings of 

this thesis can be used for further research in a field study on Iraq’s civil society. 

Both terms, civil society and liberal peace building, are not only quite abstract and contested 

concepts but can be used in diverse contexts with different meanings, too, as illustrated in the 

following chapters. The nexus between civil society and peace building becomes more and 

more popular since the last decade. However, the existing research is not coherent in their 

studies on the impact of civil society in peace building mechanisms or what kind of peace 

building can be achieved through the contribution of civil society.
4
 

 

                                                             
4
 The debate about the connection between civil society and post-conflict peace building is amplified in chapter 

four 
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3. Civil Society 

 

The Civil Society chapter outlines the ‘Evolution of the Concept ‘Civil Society’ – a Historical 

and Conceptual Approach’. The origin of the term and concept civil society begins in Ancient 

Times and is followed by short overview of its development in the Late Antiquity and middle 

Ages; during Absolutism and Enlightenment; until the 19
th

 Century / Modernity. The chapter 

concludes with ‘A Short Overview of the Current Debate about Civil Society’. This historical 

overview of the concept civil society is important for this case study about Iraq. Different 

(traditional) forms of civil society existed earlier in the country
5
 might not fit into the civil 

society debate of the 21
st
 Century but can be linked to earlier stages of the Western 

development of civil society. 

Evolution of the Concept ‘Civil Society’ – a Historical and Conceptual Approach 

In the era of concepts like multilateralism and global governance, the term civil society is 

more and more used by many actors that advocate for causes like democracy, good 

governance, and human rights. It is also used in different arenas, national as well as 

international, whereas the international arena gets growing attention through cosmopolitan 

theories that focus on the global neighbourhood. As Nick Bisley (Bisley, 2007; p.178) argued, 

‘one sees also the dramatic growth and influence in activist and civil society groups which 

seek to advance global and human causes that clearly identify interests and basic questions of 

being with the human community, and indeed with the planet, as opposed to the narrow 

conception of the national’. The important question in these current debates is – what is 

actually meant by civil society? A coherent meaning or a universal definition of the term or 

concept of civil society, however, is nowhere to be found in the literature and therefore some 

examples are presented below. 

According to the definition used by the World Bank (2010), the term or concept of civil 

society refers to  

“The wide array of non-governmental and not-for-profit organizations that have a presence in 

public life, expressing the interests and values of their members or others, based on ethical, 

cultural, political, scientific, religious or philanthropic considerations. Civil Society 

Organizations (CSOs) therefore refer to a wide array of organizations: community groups, 

                                                             
5
 as described in more detail in chapter 5 
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non-governmental organizations (NGOs), labour unions, indigenous groups, charitable 

organizations, faith-based organizations, professional associations, and foundations”.  

This is one definition but, as the concept of civil society dates back to Ancient Greece and 

changed several times throughout history in its meaning and interpretations, many more exist 

and depending on which school of thought one follows it can be used in different ways. 

Research about civil society mostly deals with its development since the late 18
th

 Century due 

to its establishment as an independent notion from the state at that time. Even the 

Encyclopaedia Britannica refers to Hegel
6
 in its definition about the term:  

“Civil society, term defined in the 19
th

 Century by the philosopher Georg Hegel to mean the 

set of institutions that meets the needs of economic life and regulates people’s pursuit of their 

private affairs. Earlier theorists equated civil society with what is now called the state, but for 

Hegel the state combined the values of civil society with those of the family and transcended 

both of them” (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1982a; p.959).  

However, this timeframe neglects important aspects of the modifications that the concept civil 

society underwent throughout history and in order to get an understanding one has to deal 

with its origin in the ancient Greek and Roman world. Therefore, a brief historical overview 

of origin and development of the concept civil society is presented below. 

Ancient Times 

The Greek philosopher Aristotle argued that citizens could only come to fulfilment through 

participation in the community, this civic engagement, however, is limited within the frame of 

the existing city-state, the polis
7
. Aristotle

8
 was the first to mention the concept of politike 

koinonia
9
, political community, which emphasised civic virtues and political participation of 

the good citizen. Furthermore, he stated that the main purpose of people was the coexistence 

in different communal spheres in the polis. The polis was hereby illustrated as a community 

of citizens that unite for the purpose of a ‘good’, virtues and happy life (Maier and Denzer, 

2007a; pp. 33-52). Men therefore formed the politike koinonia, the state community or civil 

                                                             
6
 Hegel, a German philosopher, concentrated his studies on the understanding of the revolution and bourgeoisie 

on the one hand and political changes in diverse countries on the other hand. His perception about civil society is 

explained subsequently in the chapter.  
7
 The Greek word polis (ό) means urban community as well as the ancient Greek city-state.   

8
 Aristotle (384-322 BC) wrote in politika (о/politics) the foundation of political philosophy about 335 

BC.  
9
 The Greek words politike koinonia (оὴ оί) are usually translated into English as ‘political 

community’ and are also used as ‘civil society’. 
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society. Aristotle also coined the term zoon politikon
10

 and with it entered the main figure the 

civil society stage – the citizen who was oriented to organise himself within society and to act 

in it. This approach became one of the main guidelines of civil society behaviour: citizens 

were to organise themselves and command over themselves. However, in Aristotle’s 

understanding, which rested on an aristocratic republicanism, polis and civil society consist of 

virtuous, male, and free citizens who had enough possessions and free time to deal with 

political and therefore public issues (Schmidt, 2007; pp.34-47; Adloff, 2005; pp.17-20). 

Civil Society also appears in the Roman philosophy (Cicero used the term societas civilis), 

although it did not have the same systematic significance as in ancient Greece. Cicero
11

 seized 

the idea of Aristotle’s politike koinonia in his works De re publica and called on the citizens 

to be active for the res publica. His idea of politike koinonia / societas civilis was not based on 

a common ground of interests, abilities or wealth, but rather on political equity and equality of 

rights. According to Cicero, a functioning res publica was dependent on participatory 

elements and institutional structures which enabled to equilibrate tensions between different 

interest groups.  Looking at the political situation of present-day Iraq, the participatory 

elements as well as institutional structures clearly lack efficient checks and balances. 

According to the 2012 Iraq country report of the Bertelsmann Stiftung, Iraq can record a 

‘technical’ success of holding elections but administrative irregularities, including vote 

buying and bribery, cast a shadow on Iraq’s democracy (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2012; 

pp.11&12). However, it can be positively noted and seen as a step forward that local civil 

society watchdogs gathered this information and more importantly reported it. 

Late Antiquity and Middle Ages  

Aristotle equated civil society with polis, figuratively the state, and considered it as something 

‘good’ – citizens unite in order to obtain a virtuous and happy life. This concept, however, 

was criticised by Augustinus (354-430). He associated the civil society with the original sin 

because it was characterised by self-interest and violence. The true citizens of God could only 

find realisation in the divine kingdom (civitas dei). The state, still synonymous with civil 

society
12

, is viewed just as a necessary evil to be responsible for the containment of conflict, 

fight and war in the secular kingdom. Augustinus believed that ‘good’ could only originate by 

                                                             
10

 The Greek words zoon politikon (ῷо оό) are usually translated into English as ‘political animal’ 

and describes men as social beings. 
11

 Cicero (106-43 BC) wrote his works de re publica, 54-51 BC, in the face of the crisis of the Roman Republic. 

The leadership of the first triumvirate (Pompeius, Caesar and Crassus) revealed the weakness of the republican 

structures. De re publica is usually translated into English as ‘On the commonwealth’.  
12

 Only between 1750 and 1850 gets the term civil society isolated from the state.  
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the grace of God and not as Aristotle argued be achieved through political participation in the 

state (Kaiser, 1969; pp.140-142).  

The translation of Aristotle’s work from Greek into Latin in the 13
th
 and 14

th
 Century led to a 

renewed interpretation of the term civil society by Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274). Similar to 

Augustinus, his political philosophy evolved around the two poles civil society (communitas 

civilis) and the transcendent community in God (communitas divina). Civil society and the 

state are still regarded synonymously but civil society in mediaeval times encompassed a 

greater plurality of socialisation forms and types of rule than in ancient times. Furthermore, 

Thomas Aquinas ‘followed Aristotle in deriving the state from human nature and in doing so 

he derived a powerful justification for civil society’ (Ehrenberg, 1999; p.46). He placed civil 

society in the cascading of the social system between Aristotle’s oikos and Augustinus’ 

civitas dei.   

Absolutism and Enlightenment  

The trend towards absolutistic regimes in Europe marked the separation line between the 

traditional and the modern meaning of the term civil society. Societas civilis was no longer 

associated with the political power of the state and its ruling elite.  

Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) diverged from the Aristotelian view that man unites because it 

is in his nature and he can only develop his positive features in the civic community. Hobbes’ 

contrasting understanding was based on the assumption that people antagonise each other in 

their endeavour of power which would lead to bellum omnium contra omnes (the war of all 

against all). His masterpiece Leviathan, or the Matter, Form and Power of a Commonwealth, 

Ecclesiastical and Civil (1651) was grounded on the natural right to self-preservation. The 

ideal state was constructed to ensure peace and security for all mankind and only a sovereign 

ruler could achieve that. According to Hobbes, the participatory civil society had not only to 

accept a subordinate role to the state, it was also regarded as something dangerous because it 

could jeopardise the state through its individual interests. Absolutism and Hobbes’ Leviathan 

led to two conclusions about civil society: first, it could not exist without a state and second, it 

was regrouped as an antagonist of the state (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1982b; pp.970-972). 

Hobbes’ opinion that everyone could claim his rights at the expense of others was contrary to 

John Locke’s believes. John Locke (1632-1704), also known as ‘the father of liberalism’, was 

the radical pioneer of the modern constitutional state. He argued that every person had 

inherent rights such as life, liberty and property. The state’s obligation was to guarantee these 
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fundamental rights through mutual restrictions. Locke set limits to the state’s legitimate 

activities in order to protect the private sphere. Protection against the despotism of the state is 

also one of the core functions in Paffenholz and Spurk’s analytical framework: ‘During and 

after armed conflict, protection becomes almost a precondition for fulfilling other roles and 

functions, as civil society actors are hindered from taking up peace building roles when 

threatened by armed groups’ (Paffenholz (ed.), 2010; p.67).  

Liberalism is not an undifferentiated doctrine but knows several varieties. Individual freedom 

and individual choice are the so-called ‘core values’ all Liberals agree on. John Locke’s 

central concept in his political philosophy is his ‘theory of natural law and natural rights’ 

which again is central to the works of Hobbes and Philosophers of the French Enlightenment 

like Charles de Montesquieu. 

Charles de Montesquieu (1689-1755) was a member and defender of the monarchy and his 

interest was to maintain and stabilise this form of government. Nevertheless, he also looked 

for ways to limit the monarchic power. The focal idea of Montesquieu’s political theory was 

the separation of powers into legislative, executive and judiciary. He saw the strength of the 

monarchy in the intermediate authorities (puissances intermédiaires) that contributed to the 

balance between all actors in the state. These intermediate authorities between the state and its 

citizens were regarded as civil society. Paffenholz and Spurk pick up on this subject as well in 

the ‘intermediation and facilitation’ function and further illustrate that this civil society 

function can also play a significant role in the peace building context if it happens not only 

between the state and its citizens but also among groups and different levels of society 

(Paffenholz, (ed)., 2010; p.73). Although Montesquieu divided between the state and civil 

society, he did not view the civil society sphere as exclusively apolitical and especially not as 

solely economic. Instead he attributed this mediating sphere with great political meaning 

because it should prevent the absolutistic monarch from despotic rule (Schmidt, 2007; pp.82-

84; Adloff, 2005; p.26). 

The 18
th

 Century was ground-breaking for the concept of civil society. Georg Wilhelm 

Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831) connected the experiences of the French Revolution with the 

ones of the arising civil society. The latter was, for Hegel, the historical place of the 

realisation of modern freedom and equality and at the same time it was the irruption of 

amorality into morality of life. However, like the French Revolution, civil society was not 

able to preserve the freedom and equality with its own strength. Hegel was also the first 

philosopher who dissolved the unity of society and state when he differentiated between the 
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sphere of ‘civil society’ and the one of the ‘state’. Therefore, as mentioned earlier, research 

about civil society mostly deals with the debate about the concept since the late 18
th

, due to 

Hegel’s establishment of civil society as an independent notion from the state at that time 

(Maier and Denzer, 2007b; pp. 136-142). 

19
th

 Century / Modernity 

A huge part of the debate on civil society refers to Alexis de Tocqueville’s (1805-1859) work 

Democracy in America. In the centre of Tocqueville’s social science analysis is the relation of 

three modern concepts which he encountered in the U.S.A.: democracy, equality and 

individualism. According to him, the advantages of the American political and social system 

were that the state was not ruled by a top-down process but on the contrary the state was 

designed and ruled by a bottom-up process. He regarded civil society as an intermediate level 

between isolated individuals and the state. It was not economically interpreted, rather genuine 

social and political and referred to democracy as a form of government and lifestyle (Adloff, 

2005; pp.36-40; Schmidt, 2007; pp.168-177).  Tocqueville’s mediation element is also 

covered in Paffenholz and Spurk’s social cohesion function because it enables not only 

community building but it is also ‘an essential civil society function within the context of 

peacebuilding, as ‘good’ social capital is often destroyed during war and thus needs to be 

rebuilt, mainly in order to reconstruct trust and to prevent ‘uncivil virtues’’ (Paffenholz, (ed.), 

2010; pp.71&72). 

Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937) classed the term civil society not with the economic sphere but 

rather gave it strong cultural implications. His concept indicated links to the liberal tradition 

of the civil society debate, but he developed his own autonomous-Marxist notion of civil 

society that was contradictory to the liberal tradition due to the ambition to break the 

hegemony and the dissolution of the state within the society (Schmidt, 2007; pp.221-228). 

Robert Eccleshall et al (2003; p.232) stated: ‘Gramsci also challenged the claim that politics 

was principally concerned with control of the state. The superstructure
13

 had two significant 

dimensions: the state and civil society, each operating via different methods’.  

A Short Overview of the Current Debate about Civil Society 

In the 20
th

 Century, the concept of civil society took a backseat and played only a marginal 

role until it reached new actuality in the 1980s. Civil society gained new attraction in the 

victorious fight against dictatorships (Kocka, 2004; pp.29-32). Potter, Binns, Elliot and Smith 
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 the realm of politics, culture, law and ideology  a term used by Marx 



 
 

24 
 

(2004; pp. 118-119) argued that the rise of civil society in the 1980s and 1990s was also due 

to the increasing relevance of social capital during that time. The term social capital became 

popular in connection to promoting development in the 1990s by many international agencies, 

governments and NGOs. The idea behind it was that enhancing social capital within a given 

social context would lead to development. Although the definition as well as the attempt to 

measure social capital were in general rather vague, ‘one commonly employed definition sees 

social capital as comprising the informal norms that promote cooperation between two or 

more individuals. These norms also lead to cooperation and the pursuit of mutual benefit in 

groups and organisations’ (Ibid; p.119). That pursuit of mutual benefits in groups and 

organisations is comparable to Aristotle’s perception of civic virtues.  

Nowadays, however, such civic virtues, which are found to be necessary for democracy, 

cannot be taught by either the market or the state. As Michael Walzer (1992; p.104) puts it, 

‘the civility that makes democratic politics possible can only be learned in the associational 

networks’ of civil society’. John Friedmann and Mike Douglass (1998; pp.1-2) also consider 

that civil society is an important factor of any ‘democratic state to flower’ because the 

different parts of this society are interconnected through common histories, memories and 

shared cultures. Will Kymlicka (2002; p.305&306), however, argues that civil society – 

theorists require too much from voluntary associations
14

 because their main purpose is not to 

function as an institution that teaches democratic civic virtues. People join such associations 

because they want to honour their values and beliefs or participate in shared interests.  

Moreover, it is important to note that civil society is often used synonymously with NGOs 

because NGOs are often considered to have an advantage in promoting democracy towards 

other parts of civil society which might be less organised and institutionalised such as social 

movements. These social movements are regarded as rather ‘new’ because they aim to 

mobilise people for causes like environmentalism and feminism instead of the ‘old’ causes 

like class and labour struggles. However, it is often recognised that ‘the occasional 

incorporation of localised community actions into wider development processes’ is not 

sufficient for an alternative development that aims for democracy and empowerment. These 

issues often need a reconstruction of the social relations and power dynamics within a given 

societal context (Potter, Binns, Elliot and Smith, 2004; pp.308-313). NGOs, however, are 

under critique as well. David Chandler (2006; pp.115-117), for instance, argues that civil 
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 Such as churches, families, unions, ethnic associations, cooperatives, environmental groups, neighbourhood 

associations, support groups, and charities 
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society organisations, especially NGOS are extremely dependent on international funding and 

it is therefore questionable whether they serve any other interests than the ones of their 

external funders. He states that, on the one hand, external funding gives NGOs the incentive 

to take part in policy-making processes, to distribute information more widely and efficient, 

and to espouse the interests of minorities which may be excluded by regular political parties. 

On the other hand, though, the external funding places NGOs in the situation that they 

promote and advocate the policies of their external donors but often fail to achieve any long-

term goals of social change in their given societal context.
15
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 The argument about financial dependence of NGOs is also brought up by the NGO Coordination Committee 

for Iraq and is mentioned later in chapter 5. 
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4. Peace Building 

 

First, this chapter about peace building provides an overview about the origins of the concept 

‘peace building’. Then, under the heading ‘Structural Transformation versus Creative 

Adaption’ different approaches to peace building are described and they are also linked to the 

analytical framework and the context of Iraq whenever possible. Peace models changed like 

every other international concept over time – ‘From Liberal Peace Building to a Cosmopolitan 

Peace Building Model’ – and civil society became part of the discourse as well. This 

overview of peace building, with its links to the analytical framework and the context of Iraq, 

is presented to give a better understanding of the role that civil society is ought to perform in 

this research.  

Origins of the Concept ‘Peace Building’ 

Peace building like civil society can be defined, interpreted and used in many ways. The 

concept of peace building originated in the field of peace studies nearly 40 years ago and two 

of the most influential scholars have been Johan Galtung and John Paul Lederach. However, 

the concept of peace building, like civil society, changed with time and world affairs and 

many policymakers and field practitioners have developed different frameworks, timelines 

and priorities as well as tasks for it. In 1992, in his report An Agenda for Peace, the former 

UN Secretary General Boutros Boutros-Ghali mentioned the term peace building – among 

preventive diplomacy, peacemaking and peacekeeping – as a crucial instrument for the 

protection and preservation of world peace. Thus, peace building in a post-conflict 

environment can be defined as a measure that is geared to reinforce and develop structures 

which ought to prevent the reoccurrence of violence (Boutros-Ghali, 1992). In order to give a 

better understanding of the origin and concept of peace building, a broad overview of this 

debate is presented below.  

The Norwegian Johan Galtung, one of the founders of modern peace and conflict studies, 

distinguished between direct, structural, and cultural violence and between negative and 

positive peace. Direct violence is the evident infliction of verbal or physical violence that 

affects body, mind or spirit of the victim. Structural violence may be no overt manifestation 

but results in equal or greater suffering through economic exploitation or political repression 

for the victim for instance. Cultural violence, in Galtung’s view, is what legitimises direct and 
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structural violence in that it motivates actors to either commit direct violence or implements 

obstacles to counter structural violence.  

Negative peace is regarded as the absence of direct violence and positive peace includes also 

the absence of structural and cultural violence. Furthermore, Galtung developed a conflict 

triangle which describes the constitution of a conflict as composed of attitude/assumption (A), 

behaviour (B) and contradiction (C).  

(Galtung, 1996; pp.71-72) 

When violence occurred, regardless of its form, the question arises what can be done in order 

to overcome the conflict, recover a peaceful situation and prevent the reoccurrence of 

violence. Galtung distinguishes between peace-keeping which is B-oriented, peace-making 

which is A-oriented, and peace-building which is C-oriented. Peace-building, in his regard, 

aims to overcome the contradiction at the origin of the conflict and its activities are designed 

to build structural and cultural peace. The most important thing in this regard is not to solve 

all structural conflicts but rather to recognise them in order to move towards a positive 

transformation. Consequently, vertical structural violence (such as repression, exploitation 

through penetration, segmentation, fragmentation, and marginalisation) and horizontal 

structural violence (e.g. groups that are too close to each other or too far apart from each 

other) need to be identified. In order to move towards positive structural and cultural peace, 

repression and exploitation need to be replaced by freedom and equity through dialogue, 

integration, solidarity, and participation. Replacing cultural violence by positive cultural 

peace requires an overall institution of a culture of peace in religion, law, ideology, language, 

art and science, schools and universities, and the media (Ibid; pp.31-32; p.271).  

Structural Transformation versus Creative Adaption – Different Approaches to Peace 

Building 

The question, however, is how this positive transformation should proceed? Creativity and 

flexibility are the most common named features in this debate like Kai Frithjof Brand-

Jacobsen and Carl G. Jacobsen (2000; p.252) stated that ‘today’s challenge is not only to be 

able to come up with mechanisms and institutions to prevent war, but to develop the creativity 

and the imagination necessary to come up with creative and viable alternatives’. This is also 
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reflected in John Paul Lederach’s opinion on peace building. Lederach (2005; pp.75-86) 

argued in his book The Moral Imagination: The Art and Soul of Building Peace that the 

quality and nature of people’s relationships is the core to building sustainable peace and 

justice. The reason for this is that relational spaces create a social energy that is centripetal 

and centrifugal at the same time which makes them to a ‘centre that holds’. Peace building 

occurs not only in an unpredictable environment but is also challenged by connecting people, 

processes and activities that are often not like-minded and like-situated. Lederach associates 

the web making of spiders with peace building because it ‘is the process of creating 

complicated structures in an unpredictable environment’ (Ibid; p.84). Peacebuilders, like 

spiders, need to be able to weave their relational webs strategically and imaginatively across 

social spaces in order to produce constructive change within the environment of conflict and 

violence. This may sound like a complex task but it actually relies on three simple principles:  

I. Understand the social geography 

II. Always think intersections 

III. Be smart flexible 

 

The first one, ‘understand social geography’, refers to finding strategic anchor points which 

are all linked together at one centre and create a frame for the web. These anchor points can 

be constituencies, processes or geographic localities which may all be different but necessary 

to create sustainable social change for and with people that are not like-minded and like-

situated. This principle is similar to the context element in the analytical framework of 

Paffenholz and Spurk. The objective of this element is to detect the variables that are 

determined for the role of civil society in peace building within a given context. On the one 

hand, it is important to analyse the role of the state (and its political regime) as well as 

regional and international actors, and on the other hand, it is necessary to understand society 

and to what extent the media, gender roles, or ethnic and religious differences, for instance, 

affect people’s life. All these variables make it possible to find anchor points and to create a 

more resilient peace building model in the given context. Especially, in the case of post-

conflict Iraq it is important to understand the social geography or context (past and present) as 

any peace building effort has to consider not only the cultural context but also the deep 

embedded distrust and social division among the population that resulted from over 40 years 

of suppression and dictatorship. 
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The second, ‘always think intersections’, refers to identifying and building possible cross-

links that connect the different threads/relational spaces of the anchor points with each other. 

These intersections that strengthen, create and bind relational centres are the key to peace 

building approaches. Many social spaces exist where people, even not like-minded and like-

situated, cross in natural, and often necessary but unnoticed ways. For example schools, sport 

clubs, hospitals, markets, public transports, service centres and the like. Gerard F. Powers 

(2010; p.331) argues that religious institutions are particularly effective intersections because 

‘they are deeply rooted in their own communities, representing a complex web of 

relationships that often cut across economic, political, and ethnic divisions’. This is also 

apparent in the case of Iraq because the ‘traditional’ civil society organisations were always 

present in the country in the form of charitable and social organisations which provided 

communal support for those in need based on tribal and religious obligations. Similar to the 

‘always think intersections’ principle is the ‘social cohesion’ function that Paffenholz and 

Spurk (2010) illustrate in their framework. They argue that this is a crucial civil society 

function within peace building because rebuilding ‘good’ social capital after a conflict helps 

to foster community building and active civic engagement. 

The last one, ‘be smart flexible’, means ‘the ability to adapt to, respond to, and take advantage 

of emerging and context-based challenges’ (Lederach, 2005; p.85). Lederach argued that 

peacebuilders too often aimed to create solutions, assuming they will be permanent, for social 

change instead of creating a platform that has the capacity to generate creative processes and 

ideas to respond to changing environments. The only permanence one can rely on in peace 

building is the continuity of emerging obstacles, issues and difficulties and the best way of 

dealing with it is permanent innovative adaption. 

However, in a post-conflict peace-building context it is most important to prevent the 

reoccurrence of violence even if this means that only a negative peace can be achieved in the 

short run. In the long run though, the structure of peace becomes more important as for 

example psychological healing; structural transformation is needed to overcome injustices and 

create a positive peace. In order for this change to happen it is crucial that peace-building 

approaches focus on community involvement and institutional change to advocate social 

transformation and empowerment (Botes, 2003; pp.280-284). One way to achieve this is to 

strengthen civil society in the peace-building process and involve as many stakeholders as 

possible in projects that encourage dialogue and exchange, for instance technical training 

programmes and local peace commissions and grassroots workshops. On the one hand, 
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gradual rather than rapid change is needed to construct new political structures and 

institutional procedures that are favoured by all parties and the general population. On the 

other hand, it is necessary that internal and external actors work together in order to create a 

sustainable and positive peace in the long run (Jeong; pp.291-298). International actors are 

most often crucial in the beginning as they function as catalysts and NGOs might be able to 

facilitate informal dialogue and motivate people but ‘no matter how deeply third parties get 

involved, the participation of local groups is essential due to external experts’ unfamiliarity 

with a local culture, language, social structure, and past political history’ (Ibid.; p.296). 

Especially, in the context of post-conflict Iraq it is important for Western actors to cooperate 

with the local population/civil society in peace building and local capacity building 

programmes. Unfamiliar societies and cultures can pose problems for external actors, lead to 

misunderstandings due to differences in language and impede to already difficult task of 

peace building.  

From Liberal Peace Building to a Cosmopolitan Peace Building Model 

Roland Paris (1997) argues that after the Cold War, many peace building initiatives and actors 

became more and more influenced by liberal internationalism. This influence was most 

notably in the policies of the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, the Organisation 

of American States, the Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe, the United 

Nations, and many international Non-Governmental Organisations.   This is due to the shift of 

power balance towards the West after the breakdown of the Soviet communism. ‘The Western 

or “procedural” conception of democracy […] has become increasingly accepted as the 

correct definition, just as [free-] market oriented economies are now almost universally 

accepted as the fastest route to prosperity’ (Paris, 1997; pp.60&61). Although peace building 

operations have fostered and facilitated many negotiations and peace accords, liberal 

internationalism has not been as successful as wished and hoped for. Au contraire, as Paris 

argues it has been at best brought along unforeseen problems and at worst counteracted the 

peace it was meant to reinforce. One of the arguments for liberal internationalism is the 

opinion, held by many political scientists, that ‘democracies rarely go to war against each 

other’ (Ibid; pp.59&60) and therefore enhances peace within and between states. The problem 

that arises with this concept is that democracies as well as capitalism paradoxically promote 

conflict and competition
16

. War-torn countries, however, lack the institutional structures that 

are needed to control these internal disputes and channel them in peaceful ways. For example, 
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 Both promote societal competition in order to achieve political stability as well as economic prosperity 
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he argues that an active and energetic civil society is needed for democracy just as welfare 

policies are necessary to counteract economic inequalities – both features exist in developed 

states. As Paris states: 

“Not only are [developing countries] expected to become democracies and market economies 

in the space of a few years – effectively completing a transformation that took several 

centuries in the oldest European state – but they must carry out this monumental task in the 

fragile political circumstances of states that are just in the process of emerging from civil 

war.” (Ibid; p.78) 

Paris does not condemn the concept of liberal internationalism as a method for peace building 

but he advocates for a different approach to achieve the goals of it. He calls this alternative 

‘strategic liberalisation’ and presents five core elements of his approach (Ibid; p.82):  

I. More gradual and controlled processes of democratisation. 

II. Greater focus on electoral arrangements that reward moderation rather than 

extremism. 

III. Promoting equitable, growth-oriented economic adjustment policies.  

IV. Creating effective, central coordinating bodies for peace building operations. 

V. More realistic timeframes for peace building programmes. 

 

Another approach to the liberal peace building discourse comes from John Heathershaw 

(2008) who argues that one cannot talk about one single form of peace building but rather has 

to distinguish between three basic discourses of the liberal peace which outline the principal 

positions in the international community. He takes Michael Banks’ conceptions of peace – 

conflict management, justice and order – and Oliver Richmond’s graduations of the liberal 

peace – orthodox, emancipatory, and conservative – as points of departure and creates his 

own discourses of peace building (Banks, 1987 & Richmond, 2005 cited in Heathershaw, 

2008; p.604):  

I. peace building-via-democratic reform (democratic peace building), 

II. peace building-via-civil society (civil society), 

III. peace building-via-state building (statebuilding) 

(Heathershaw, 2008; p.604) 

 

The second discourse, peace building-via-civil society, became popular during the 1990s 

when considerable attention was drawn on intrastate wars and also the security-development 
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nexus. In 2003, the International Peace Academy held a conference of the Security-

Development Nexus Programme and one of the results was that since the end of the Cold 

War, intra-state conflicts were predominant to inter-state conflicts (Hurwitz and Peake, 2004; 

pp.1-11). Although, the Iraq war has to be considered as an inter-state war, the time before the 

2003 invasion was characterised by internal conflicts and violence based on ethnicity, religion 

and political affiliation. Furthermore, research on peace building in the 1990s (Curle, 1999; 

Boulding, 2000) showed that after the end of the Cold War, peace building was mostly 

influenced by bottom-up perspectives which advocated for cultures of peace and strong civil 

society involvement. ‘Peace building from below became linked with the idea of liberating 

communities from the oppression and misery of violence in a project whose main goal was 

the cultivation of cultures and structures of peace’ (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse and Miall, 

2011; p.235). Iraq and its people suffered more than 40 years from suppression by two 

Ba’athist regimes and needs to rebuild its social capital and promote a culture of peace in 

order to resurrect in the international arena. 

Moreover, Iraq still has to face many obstacles and the political development of the country is 

marked by positive steps forward and serious setbacks. ‘Although the work of the state 

institutions is improving compared to previous years, they still suffer from a loss of human 

resources associated with massive displacement of the Iraqi middle class. Institutional 

performance remains crippled by corruption’ (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2012; p.2). In order to 

bridge the gap between short-term peace implementation and long-term peace building 

Stedman outlined two important tasks: ‘the reform of civilian police and judiciaries and the 

strengthening of local civil society organizations’ (Stedman, 2001; p.19). Nevertheless, 

Ramsbotham, Woodhouse and Miall argued that strong civil society involvement is not the 

quintessence for peaceful activity and values within a society:   

“Local groups may not be benignly autonomous actors, and they are susceptible to the effects 

of structural global forces, structural pressures, and national and regional power plays that 

characterise most violent conflicts. Indeed local groups operating at the grassroots may well be 

highly disempowered and fragmented and lacking any capacity for peace activity; […] or they 

may be genuine peace building organisations with authentic roots in the community, but 

compelled to speak the language of peace building as defined by powerful donors and 

patrons.” (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse and Miall, 2011; p.244) 
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They claim that both bottom-up and top-down peace building approaches face the problem of 

power asymmetry and often have to deal with the same or similar problems, limitations and 

uncertainties. Therefore, they outline the concept of a cosmopolitan peace building model that  

1) takes into account the role of the state and global norms and values as well as 

indigenous empowerment and local cultural norms and values,  

2) is able to facilitate between these both levels, 

3) ought to be a reflection of an extensive negotiated practice rather than a technically 

defined ‘one fits all’ blueprint. 

Heathershaw’s peace building-via-democratic reform and peace building-via-state building 

discourses can be seen as part of fundamental changes in the foreign development policies 

framework of major powers throughout the 1990s and the first decade of the 21
st
 Century. 

During the Cold War, the interests of the major powers were based on East-West rivalry in 

political, economic and ideological terms. Development and financial aid to developing 

countries were dependent on the national interests of the foreign power. The intervention of 

the superpowers in conflicts in developing countries, for instance, in Africa resulted mostly in 

proxy wars to support the political cases of the Cold War powers. With the end of the Cold 

War, the interests of the superpowers in the African continent diminished and foreign policies 

were no longer determined by national security or financial interests (Zartman, 1995; p.235). 

Iraq’s internal conflict was not only based on political and social features but also on 

economic ones because the country has many oil resources and was therefore a subject to 

economic interests by the different internal groups: Several territories, especially the oil-rich 

provinces of Kirkuk and Mosul, were controlled by Kurds as well as claimed by Iraq’s central 

government. In the south of Iraq, the dominating Shiite community claimed the control over 

the oil fields in the province Basra and over the oil refinery in Umm Qasr and the city of 

Basra (German Federal Agency for Civic Education, 2011b). 

The 1990s experienced a decade of ethical policy-making frameworks. ‘It is not just that 

democracy and development have been reinterpreted and ambitions lowered, to take into 

account the newly discovered constraints of global norms of good governance and the need 

for environmental and social sustainability – even the location of power and responsibility 

appears to have shifted’ (Chandler, 2006; p.73).  Ethical foreign policy was still determined 

by the ‘us’ and ‘them’ divide but it was covered under different aims. The moral dualism of 

‘us’ as upholders of human rights and ‘them’ as perpetrators of human wrongs has been the 

leitmotiv of the post-Cold War shift to foreign policy-making and came into high criticism 
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with rising numbers of failed so called humanitarian interventions like in Somalia or the 

Balkans and later on in Iraq and Afghanistan. Michael Ignatieff argued that ‘we intervened 

not only to save others, but to save ourselves, or rather an image of ourselves as defenders of 

universal decencies’ (Ignatieff, 1998; p.95).  
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5. Civil Society in Iraq 

 

The first part of the chapter Civil Society in Iraq is the ‘Findings’ part. It begins with ‘Iraq’s 

History until the 2003 Invasion’ is illustrated, though it only starts in 1920 because that is the 

relevant time frame for this thesis. The existence of ‘Civil Society in Iraq pre-2003’ is divided 

into the Monarchic, Republican and Ba’athist Phase. The findings part concludes with ‘Civil 

Society in Iraq post-2003’ and a list of the analysed civil society organisations within Iraq.  

I. Findings  

Iraq is situated in the Middle East and shares borders with Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, 

Syria, Turkey and Iran. The country has direct access to the Persian Gulf between Iran and 

Kuwait. Iraq’s capital is Baghdad and the official languages are Arabic and Kurdish. The 

main ethnic group is Arab (about 80%) followed by Kurdish (circa 17%) and the major 

religion is Islam
17

 (Federal Foreign Office Germany, 2012). Iraq’s economy is dominated by 

the oil sector. This state run sector provides more than 90% of government revenue and 80% 

of foreign exchange earnings. The oil export earnings recently have returned to levels seen 

before the war
18

 and remaining high oil prices led to a substantial increase in government 

revenues. August 2012 oil exports reached 2.57m barrels per day and are predicted to 

continue its increase reaching over 5m barrels per day in 2017. Iraq’s earning commodities 

are: crude oil (84%), crude oil materials excluding fuels, food, live animals, and fertiliser. The 

country’s key export partners are the U.S., India, China, South Korea, Italy, and Japan. The 

main import commodities are: food, medicine, and manufactures. Iraq’s major import partners 

are: Turkey, Syria, the U.S., and China (Economist Intelligence Unit, 2012).  

Iraq’s History until the 2003 Invasion 

Iraq was once known as the cradle of civilisation and its 5,000 years of recorded history 

contain many great accomplishments such as development of writing, accounting and the 

codification of laws. It was part of the Ottoman Empire until the occupation by the United 

Kingdom (U.K.) during the First World War; the U.K. created in 1920 the Iraqi state as a 

League of Nations mandate. The country underwent many structural modifications since then 

and the most important ones are briefly outlined below:  

                                                             
17

 95%  Muslim with approximately Shia 60% and Sunni 35%, Christian or other 5% (Federal Foreign Office 

Germany, 2012). 
18

 1999: 2,024.900m barrels per day, 2000: 2,071.664m barrels per day (U.S. Energy Information 

Administration).  
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In 1932, Iraq gained its independence from the U.K. as a kingdom though the monarchy only 

lasted until its overthrow in 1958 and a republican government along with several other 

modernising reforms were introduced instead, however, the power rested largely in the hands 

of the military. After two coups d’états in 1968, the Arab nationalist Ba'ath party came to 

power and an authoritarian political system was gradually installed. Saddam Hussein became 

president in 1979 and throughout the years, the nation’s power structures became evermore 

controlled by members of Hussein’s inner circle. Territorial disputes with its neighbouring 

country Iran led to an eight-year war from 1980 to 1988. The first Gulf War started after 

Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990 and lasted until 1991 when an immense U.S.-led military 

campaign forced Iraq to withdraw. Following this event, a trade embargo was imposed on 

Iraq by the United Nations between 1991 and 2003. The year 2003 was a crucial turning point 

for Iraq and its people as the country’s destiny changed from the long-lasting dictatorship into 

a disastrous war led by an Anglo-American coalition. ‘In the wake of the terrorist attacks of 

9/11, the U.S. administration began focusing on Iraq’s alleged WMD programmes, and 

developed a grand design for transforming the Middle East as a whole. Despite uncertain 

findings during the mission of the new United Nations Monitoring, Verification and 

Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC), American and British troops invaded Iraq in March 

2003, a move illegal under international law’ (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2012; pp.3&4). 

Although, the original intention was not to stay in Iraq once the old regime was overthrown, 

Iraq slipped into chaos and the short-term plans for a quick handover turned into long-term 

plans for a takeover (Ibid.) 

Civil Society in Iraq pre-2003 

According to the NGO Coordination Committee for Iraq
19

 (NCCI, 2011; pp.7-13),  civil 

society organisations, which also fit into the Western perception of civil society, have existed 

in present-day Iraq since the establishment of the Iraqi state in 1921 and are most often 

analysed within the context of the country’s three main political phases: Monarchic (1921-

1958), Republican (1958-1968) and Ba'athist (1968-2003). During the Monarchical period, 

civil activism was visible within ideological parties and politicized groups of the middle class 

and educated urban communities. It is argued by the NCCI (Ibid.) that civil society 

organisations in this period had fewer restrictions in terms of operation and were granted 

more independence from the state than in the following period. The political situation during 

the Republican phase was characterised through instability, several coup d’états, military 
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 NCCI was established in 2003 by NGOs working in Iraq and has a membership of many local and 

international NGOs that work with humanitarian projects throughout the country 
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objectives and regime changes. As very little was done to develop democratic institutions 

during this phase, civil activism became a forum for political confrontation rather than being 

an independent arena for the voice of the people. Nevertheless, the mere fact that civil 

activism was still present can be seen as a contribution to democratic efforts. J. A. Scholte 

argued in his article Civil Society and Democracy in Global Governance that civil activism 

gives a voice to the people and thus is able to empower stakeholders that in turn can shift 

politics towards more participatory democracy (Scholte, 2002; p.293). During the following 

Ba’athist Phase, Iraq had to face disastrous wars, international sanctions and an oppressive 

dictatorship. Furthermore, the independence of the already suppressed civil society was 

undermined by the regime through various restrictions and control measures. Even during the 

moderate Monarchic phase, civil society organisations were monitored by the authorities if 

their agenda was based on ideological claims that were regarded as threatening for the state’s 

power.  

Monarchic Phase (1921-1958) 

The Iraqi nationalist movement
20

 (INM) developed after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire 

in World War I. The movement was created by Sunni and Shi’a out of the unifying desire for 

an independent and sovereign Iraq that is exempt from centuries of foreign domination and is 

ruled within the boundaries of Islam. The nationalist movement promoted interethnic 

cooperation, political participation, social justice, and cultural diversity. That this kind of 

policy was possible became apparent in the 1920 revolution against British rule in Iraq: ‘Iraqi 

Muslims went to the houses of Christians and Jews […] and insisted that they join protest 

marches and demonstrations because they were Iraqi citizens like everyone else’ (Davis, 

2005a; p.231). The British used their power under the League of Nations mandate and 

installed a monarchical regime, run by the Hashemites
21

. The monarchy fostered civil society 

organisations that promoted social services and they tolerated the ones with moderate political 

demands as long as those were nonthreatening to the authorities. However, civil society 

organisations that could jeopardise the state were closely monitored by the monarchy: 

‘Organizations with an ideological agenda were subject to close surveillance from the 

authorities, who prevented members of such organizations from crossing a red line on 

sensitive issues that had potential to weaken the state’ (NCCI, 2011; p.9). The Hashemites 
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 INM was a political opposition movement to the British rule and the monarchy. Although a political oriented 

movement, the INM was also concerned with socio-economic and cultural issues. 
21

 A prominent family, from the Hijaz region (today Saudi Arabia), which traced its linage to the Prophet 

Muhammad and were the guardians of the Muslim holy cities of Mecca and Medina. 
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favoured a Pan-Arabist political tendency which stood in opposition to the Iraqi nationalist 

movement. These two main political tendencies could not be more different:  

On the one hand, the state-supported Pan-Arab wing was determined to transform the 

minority status of Iraq’s Sunni Arabs into a majority one once Iraq was part of a larger Pan-

Arab state. Therefore, the military and political elite of the country were mostly composed of 

Sunni while Kurds and Shi’ites were generally excluded. The political system was 

characterised by, inter alia, instability, corruption, and increasing socio-economic problems 

(Davis, 2005b; p.57). ‘The Pan-Arabist tendency rejected pluralist notions of Iraqi political 

community, instead emphasizing a xenophobic and chauvinist interpretation of Arabism that 

promoted Sunni Arab domination of Iraqi politics and society’ (Davis, 2005a; p.232). 

On the other hand, the INM advocated cross-ethnic political cooperation, including Sunnis, 

Shi’ites, Kurds, Jews, Christians and other minority groups. Furthermore, the Iraqi nationalist 

movement did much to support smaller civil society organisations and civil society in general, 

for instance, independent public associations, literary and artistic innovations, labour unions, 

coffeehouse culture as well as a vibrant press were promoted. ‘Defying efforts at suppression, 

these civic-minded associations flourished until displaced by the corporatist organisations that 

Iraq’s new republican regimes created after the toppling of the Hashemite monarchy in July 

1958’ (Davis, 2005b; p.56). 

Republican Phase (1958-1968) 

After the Hashemite monarchy was overthrown, General Abd al-Karim Qasim took power 

and installed an authoritarian (but non-violent), republican regime. Qasim advocated a 

moderate authoritarian rule that was aimed to improve the living conditions of Iraq’s 

population. Although he was sympathetic to Pan-Arabist tendencies, his focus was on the 

country’s internal development problems. Furthermore, under his rule, recruitment for 

political and military positions was no longer determined by sectarian loyalties (Davis, 2005a; 

p.233). Qasim used the media to promote social justice, such as a long needed land reform; to 

controvert sectarian policies and counteract ethnic separation. ‘Iraqis responded especially 

well to folkloric programmes that recalled their rural roots and emphasized the cultural 

commonalities shared by all Iraq’s ethnic groups’ (Davis, 2005b; p.65). Nevertheless, the 

period of Qasim’s rule was also characterised by political instability (including several coup 

d’états and political assassinations). The country’s political parties became more and more 

divided into Ba’athists, Communists and Islamic factions. According to the NCCI, in the light 

of those political unrests it is rather difficult to present a satisfying analysis of Iraq’s civil 
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society: ‘This hostility was reflected within the CSOs that splintered along ideological lines 

between the Ba'athist and Communist parties. Civil activism became an arena for political 

confrontation, as opposed to an independent forum for the voice of the people’ (NCCI, 2011; 

p.9).  

Ba’athist Phase (1968-2003) 

In 1963, Qasim was overthrown and killed by the first Ba’athist regime. The new regime 

reversed many of the social reforms that were installed under the former regime and the INM 

had to suffer from brutal repression. The country was ruled by rather a weak Pan-Arabist 

government until an interparty coup in 1968 led to the seizure of power by Saddam Hussein 

and Ahmad Hasan al Bakr. Both regimes gradually destroyed Iraq’s civil society because 

intellectuals and political activists were exposed to relentless pursuits, detentions, torture, 

executions or they were expelled from the country. Both Ba’ath regimes used various 

strategies in order to seize control of civil society: 

I. The control of preexisting organizations consisted of a policy of invitation and 

intimidation. In exchange for allegiance and subordination rewards were offered, 

whereas rebelliousness carried punishments. 

II. New associations and organizations, mostly called ‘popular’ were created under the 

umbrella of the Ba’ath party. The Office of Popular Organizations, a high-level office 

central in the Political Bureau of the Ba’ath party was assigned to monitor and control 

these organizations. Central offices for youth and students, workers, farmers and other 

social groups also existed at the ‘Ba’ath National Command. 

III. Groups and parties who failed to comply with the party’s directives, suffered 

oppression and/or banning order (NCCI, 2011; p.10). 

 

Civil society is supposed to be a counter balance to the state’s power and thus it has to be an 

independent arena free from oppression and manipulation by the state. However, as argued by 

Davis, in the case of Iraq ‘it has been more than four decades since Iraqis have had the 

freedom to found civic associations independent from the state’ (Davis, 2005b; p.58) due to 

the authoritarian rule of the Ba’ath regime. Davis discussed in two of his articles about 

democracy in Iraq that ‘current Iraqi politics and society cannot be rebuild without 

understanding of the country’s past’ (Davis, 2005a; p.229). Further on, he argued that the 

resurgence of societies after an authoritarian rule is often hindered by wide-ranging distrust 

among the citizens (especially between the main ethnic groups) and the lack of social capital 
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that is necessary to rebuild civil society. Iraq and its people suffer from the trauma left by the 

Ba’athist regime; Saddam Hussein’s so-called Project for the Rewriting of History
22

, for 

instance, created an abstract image of Iraq as a nation and clientelism and favouritism 

dominated state employment in favour of Sunni Arabs. The population became divided by 

religious and ethnic features into Sunni, Shi’ites, and Kurds, Jewish and Christian people and 

were no longer solely Iraqi citizens. ‘The […] Ba’ath regimes endorsed instead a Pan-Arab 

unity discourse emphasizing a xenophobic and chauvinist interpretation of Arabism that 

promoted Sunni Arab domination of Iraqi politics and society, repressing Kurdish and Shiite 

claims to ethno-sectarian self-determination’ (Iaria, 2012; p.115). 

In contrast to Davis’ view is the Center for Applied Policy Research at the University of 

Munich’s argument that it was impossible to talk about a civil society in Iraq before the 

liberation of Baghdad in April 2003. All of the intermediary institutions between state and 

society were either restructured or destroyed by the ruling regimes since 1920. Furthermore, it 

is argued that Iraqi regimes have always tried (with varying success) to increase their 

autonomy with respect to the society because of their national, regional and international 

weakness. This autonomy was ensured through British government aid in the 1920s and 

1930s and since 1958, rising oil revenues guaranteed an increasing independence of the 

government to control and transform the society. This process reached its peak when the 

Ba’ath regime came to power in 1968 and used violence and patronage networks to either 

incorporate or destroy the remaining parts of an independent Iraqi civil society (Centre for 

Applied Policy Research at the University of Munich, 2004; p.5). Although, civil society 

became more and more restricted and undermined by each regime and is certainly not 

comparable to European or Western civil society in that given timeframe, there is clear 

evidence that one can speak about civil society in Iraq pre-2003.  

Sami Zubaida, who is more in the line of thought with Davis, on the other hand, discussed in 

his article The rise and fall of civil society in Iraq that ‘the tragedy of Iraq is the loss of the 

ties that bind, not their non-existence’ (Zubaida, 2003). The author argued that, in the 

beginning, the civil society sector in Iraq coexisted with the ‘traditional’ sectors (e.g. guilds, 

patronage networks, diverse communal organisations) and was composed as well of these 

sectors. ‘Traditional’ civil society organisations, like charitable or social associations that 

were based on tribal or religious obligations, were always present in Iraq during the 20
th
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 Allegedly created to reclaim the country’s history from domination by Western colonialism, the Project 

actually erased all positive achievements of the pre-1963 nationalist movement from the historical memory of 

Iraq’s population. 
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century. Those organisations were meant to assist those in need within the community and 

provide for instance social support and education. ‘The sadaqa (voluntary alms-giving) is well 

embedded in the ethical and traditional principles of Iraqi society and widely practiced across 

religions and ethnicities’ (NCCI, 2011; p.14). The religious beneficial organisations were able 

to maintain their fundamental influence within society during the Monarchic and Republican 

phase. However, many organisations had to close when the Ba’ath regime seized power. They 

were able to withstand the state suppression inactively because they were protected by 

religious institutions and shortly resurfaced after the fall of the Ba’ath regime with mostly 

intact fundamental structures (Ibid.). 

Michael Edwards stated that traditional civil society in the Muslim world was comprised of 

‘tribal institutions, merchant’s groups, secular organisations’ and voluntary associations such 

as ‘guilds (or asnaf), trusts and foundations funded by endowments (called waqfs), charities 

funded through tithes, or zakat, and ayan, or groups of “urban notables”’ (Edwards, 2009; 

p.40).  

Civil Society in Iraq post-2003 

The development of a modern civil society during the 20
th

 Century brought along an internal 

division of the people because ideological and political affiliation as well as commercial 

interests became the basis for political and cultural networks instead of communal solidarity. 

‘It is the suppression of this autonomous process under successive governments, and their 

near-elimination under the Ba’athist regime, which now makes the internal divisions based on 

ethnicity and religion so threatening and significant’ (Zubaida, 2003). However, it is not 

apparent from the available literature what exactly happened to the traditional civil society 

organisations and if they are simply replaced by new forms of organisation or if they survived 

the suppression of the authoritarian regimes and later the destruction caused by the invasion in 

2003. Statements concerning this topic are for example: ‘[Iraqi civil society] is fundamentally 

shaped by the state’s and political parties’ attempts to penetrate and control civil society. […] 

These organisations struggled to maintain independence from the state and political groups. 

New organisations emerged rapidly after the 2003 invasion and regime change.’ (NCCI, 

2011; p.27). ‘The breakdown of the Ba’athist state, sudden absence of political control, 

emergence of a humanitarian crisis, and influx of INGOs and donors are all factors which 

prompted the creation of numerous new CSOs’ (Ibid; p.16).  

The kind of civil society that existed in Iraq pre-2003 appears to be rather contradictory to the 

‘modern’ Western concept. Edwards, for instance, described civil society as a ‘desirable 
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social order or self-image of modernity defined in normative terms’ (Edwards, 2009; p.47). 

Those norms, although varying, include tolerance, freedom, trust, non-discrimination, non-

violence, democracy and cooperation. However, he further argued that ‘one of the most 

important aspects of the vibrant contemporary debate about civil society in the Muslim world 

is the conscious rejection of imposed Western models and the “clash of civilisations” thesis 

that sometimes accompanies them, in favour of a much more nuanced exploration of how 

patterns of associational life are taking shape on the ground in different contexts’ (Ibid; p.39). 

Therefore, civil society norms, such as freedom and democracy, should not be solely defined 

in Western terms as that leads to the ostensible contradiction of Islam and civil society or 

respectively democracy. This ostensible contradiction, which is much more common in the 

West than in the Muslim world, is due to the shifts of Western civil society during the 1980s 

and 1990s. O’Connell described the emergence of civil society in Eastern Europe in the 1980s 

as a pivotal symbol to ‘institutionalise the principles of citizenship on which modern liberal, 

democratic politics are based’ (O’Connell, 1999; p.125). Since the 1990s, however, civil 

society in the West experienced another shift away from the liberal-democratic connotation 

towards a more global ideological and cultural based concept. As Nick Bisley (2007; p.178) 

argued, ‘one sees also the dramatic growth and influence in activist and civil society groups 

which seek to advance global and human causes that clearly identify interests and basic 

questions of being with the human community, and indeed with the planet, as opposed to the 

narrow conception of the national’. Those ideological and cultural positions include 

opposition movements in developing countries, the global justice movement, women’s 

emancipation in the economic world, and protests against ‘self-interest as the basis for social 

and public policy’ (Edwards, 2009; p.46).  

The traditional civil society in the Muslim world was based on other principles as outlined 

above but even civil society nowadays is not coherent with the Western concept of it. Some 

countries in the Middle East, like Morocco and Yemen, have opened up and created space for 

pro-democracy and human rights organisations. In other countries, such as Saudi Arabia, 

Qatar and the United Arab Emirates, however, independent civil organisation are restricted by 

the law and ‘state-run NGOs’ are the norm. Furthermore, some civic and political movements, 

which base their principles on Islam and are politically involved such as Hamas, Hezbollah 

and the Muslim Brotherhood, cast a shadow on civil society in the Muslim world.  

Nevertheless, Edwards stated that there is no such thing as ‘radical Islam’ and these Islamist 

movements should not be generalised with civil society as a whole in the Muslim world and 

the focus should be rather on ‘associational life [which] consists of a fascinating mix of the 
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secular and the religious, the traditional and the modern, co-operation, independence and all 

shades in between’ (Ibid; p.40). 

Consequently, the Western civil society concept of the last decades can be considered as 

“new” to Iraq or at least different to the one dominant previously in the Muslim world but it is 

of special importance for the future development of the Iraqi society.  Furthermore, the case 

of Iraq is different to other countries in the Middle East as the country is still in a post-conflict 

situation. The majority of donors and international non-governmental organisations that 

support Iraq’s civil society organisations might have different views about civil society itself 

than Iraq’s citizens and therefore might have different perceptions about the goals and 

activities of the different organisation as well. Local Iraqi CSOs must therefore evaluate if 

they adopt the interests of their donors or stick to their own agenda. Andréa E. Vermeer 

described in her book Peacebuilding in Iraq – Risks and Opportunities of Changing 

Normative Orders the Iraqi Al-Amal Association as ‘a good example for the shift of the 

interests in civic engagement and the attempt to adapt to the agenda of international donors, in 

order to run the projects. […] The earlier focus on health awareness, on mother and child care, 

and the construction of hospitals, later changed in favour of advocacy projects, e.g. the 

approval of the constitution and gender equality’ (Vermeer, 2009; p.36). 

The conducted research showed that referring to post-2003 invasion Iraq, the term civil 

society is mostly used in connection with various non-governmental organisations and 

initiatives that deal with democracy, peace-building, human rights and gender equality. After 

the 2003 invasion, many local NGOs were formed in the hope of contributing to and 

benefitting from democracy and freedom and the huge financial support by international 

donors. As civil society was mostly suppressed during the Republican and Ba’athist phase, the 

newly formed local organisations are dependent on international support for training and 

knowledge. This led to a civil society that is less based on historical and cultural roots and 

more influenced by a Western concept. As the NCCI argued: “The rapid growth of national 

NGOS and CSOs is [was fuelled by] the international humanitarian community’s pressing 

need to find local partners for project implementation […] and has prompted the creation of 

thousands of new local NGOs, which initially hoped to benefit from the promise of 

democracy and freedom, and from billions of dollars of support pledged by international 

donors” (NCCI, 2011; p.17). Furthermore, many of these local NGOs or CSOs are suspected 

to have close affiliations with political parties.  
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That claim is based on two reasons: the first one is that the sources for funding and other 

support of the organisations are often not transparent. The second one is that political parties 

often create NGOs to implement social welfare programmes and as soon as elections lead to a 

change of power, these organisations vanish and new ones come into place (Ibid; pp.16&17). 

The latter argument is in contrast to Gramsci’s perception that civil society and political 

society coincide within the state. The state was synonymous with public institutions such as 

the government, the police and the judiciary which acted either through coercion or 

domination. Civil society, au contraire, was placed in the private sphere and constituted inter 

alia, schools, churches, cultural and voluntary associations as well as political parties. After 

the 2003-invasion, many of the new established NGOs were formed as a substitute for 

political parties as a reaction to the suppression of the Ba’athist government and to profit from 

the tremendous amounts of humanitarian aid that swept over the country. Although there are 

no claims against it, the accusations made by the NCCI are not proven with any stated 

evidence or examples and, therefore, cannot be taken as a fact but rather as an expression of 

the organisations opinion. However, as the NCCI provides the only critical view towards the 

Iraqi civil society organisations, their expressed concerns and accusations are crucial for a 

critical and balanced treatment of the provided information. 

A variety of civil society organisations were assessed on the basis of their stated goals and 

activities in correlation with the function elements of Paffenholz and Spurk’s framework in 

order to analyse the possible contribution of Iraq’s civil society to peace building efforts 

within the country after 2003. The statements about activities and goals made by the assessed 

organisation cannot be verified by any independent source and therefore cannot be regarded 

as truly reliable. However, for the purpose of this study and in order to apply the analytical 

framework the information given is treated without doubt of reliability.  

The analysed civil society organisations in Iraq are:  

The ‘National Democratic Institute’ (NDI), was created in 1983 as a non-profit, impartial 

(international) NGO and has its headquarters in Washington D.C., U.S.A. the organisation 

aims to encourage and strengthen democratic institutions throughout the world. NDI, in co-

operation with its local partners, focuses on active citizen participation, safeguard elections, 

development of political and civic organisations, transparency and government accountability  

Among the activities of NDI are, for example, cooperation programmes ‘with local civic 

groups to help them develop the capabilities needed to undertake organized political actions, 
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such as civic and voter education efforts, issue advocacy campaigns, political-process 

monitoring initiatives, and community organizing campaigns’ (NDI, 2012). 

The ‘Iraqi Civil Society Solidarity Initiative’ (ICSSI) emerged, in 2003, out of a coalition by 

local activists that organised a demonstration against the Iraq War, as an advocacy initiative. 

It is an umbrella organisation with the purpose of uniting Iraqi and international civil societies 

through joint actions for the common goal to antagonise corruption, violence and sectarian 

divisions in order to create another Iraq characterised by peace and human rights. Part of the 

ICSSI activities are the following campaigns: ‘Freedom of the Press and Freedom of 

Expression – A campaign struggling for the freedom of expression and the freedom of the 

press in Iraq, and for the respect of international standards by the Iraqi government; 2012: a 

Year of Civic Peace in Iraq! – A grassroots campaign across Iraq for peace and harmony 

among Iraqis; Baghdad Marathon – An on-going campaign to promote sport and peace and 

dialogue through sport, which will culminate with the first international marathon in Baghdad; 

Children’s Health in Iraq – A campaign to promote actions in support of the health sector in 

Iraq, especially aimed at children’s health; Nonviolence in Iraq – The on-going campaign by 

the Iraqi wide LaOnf grassroots network to promote non-violence within Iraq; Stop private 

military companies – An international campaign to regulate the Private Military and Security 

Companies and put an end to their crimes and impunity’ (ICSSI, 2012). 

‘Alternatives – Solidarity in Action’ is a Canadian based international solidarity organisation 

that was established in 1994 with its headquarters in Montréal, Québec, Canada. Its projects 

and campaigns in alliance with many social movements, volunteers and dedicated staff strive 

after universally respected human rights and dignity, democracy, international solidarity and 

environmental sustainability. ‘In 2003, Alternatives […] put in place a programme dedicated 

to the emergence of a dynamic civil society and a pluralist and independent media, which 

together can effectively promote the economic, social, political and cultural rights of all Iraqis 

while supporting the long-term and institutional democratization of the country’ (Alternatives, 

2012). The programme is based on two core principles; first, reinforcing Iraqi civil society 

and second, supporting independent Iraqi media.   

‘Al-Mesalla – Center for Human Resources Development’ is a non-governmental and non-

profit organisation for human resource development. It was founded in Baghdad in 2004, is 

dependent on voluntary work and has financial and administrative independence from the 

state. The financial independence is possible through revenues of organisational activities, 

donor support and contributions by other associates of the organisation.  The major goals of 
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Al-Mesalla are establishing a human rights culture (particularly women’s rights); promoting a 

non-violence culture in order to fight against discrimination based on gender, religion or race; 

capacity building with special focus on youth and civil programmes that are aimed at political, 

economic, social, and educational changes; and strengthening the role of former suppressed 

communities that had to suffer from violence and poverty and reintegrating them into society. 

Part of their programmes are Enhancing Local Protection of Women and Girls At-Risk of 

Gender-based Violence in the Kurdistan Region, Iraq; Supporting the Lawsuit by 

Representatives of Civil Society Organizations in Iraq at the Federal Supreme Court; Women 

Watch Projects – 1) Sewing Training Programme for Women – Small Investing Project with 

the focus on training poor women who faced violence, providing the needs of this programme 

for those women, joining those women with the society and erasing the violence trace on 

them. 2) Women Health Awareness Programme - the programme was broadcasted live via the 

local radio station in Erbil and aimed, inter alia, at warning women in Erbil city about women 

diseases, and encouraging them to take care of their health (Al-Mesalla, 2012). 

The ‘Independent Iraqi Women Organisation’ (IIWO) is a non-governmental civil society 

organisation that was established in Baghdad in 2003 by Iraqi women. The aspirations of the 

organisation are, inter alia, capacity building; to empower women socially, economically and 

also politically; to fight against violence and discrimination; to cultivate a culture human 

rights and peace; to take care of handicapped and paralysed women;  to gain and teach 

expertise in conflict resolution and peace building. The activities of the organisation are for 

instance: ‘designing & publishing folders about hygiene, environment, culture and politics; 

holding cultural and hygienic meetings in many areas in Baghdad especially public areas; 

conducting projects using art to express political themes; and leading advocacy campaigns 

concerning women issues; holding four successful conferences to bring together women to 

discuss important social issues such as unemployment and education’ (IIWO, 2012).  

The ‘Iraqi Al-Amal Association for the Welfare of Humanity’ (IAA) is a voluntary 

organisation that aims to improve the well-being and living standards for all Iraqi citizens 

without restrictions to race, gender, religion, or political affiliation. Furthermore, the 

organisation explicitly states that they are a non-profit, non-political and non-sectarian 

association. The association was founded in 1992, to provide aid to the Iraqi population that 

suffered from the Second Gulf War and to create a just and democratic society for all 

ethnicities in Iraq - Arabs, Kurds and others. In 2003, Al-Amal opened a head office in 

Baghdad and their main goal is to establish a modern Iraqi civil society through rehabilitation 
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and social awareness programmes. Among the implemented programmes of the Al-Amal 

association are ‘the Challenge Project, a literacy campaign among women; and many other 

projects that aimed provide people, especially women and children in distant villages with 

health services and other projects such as supplying of drinking water, starting literacy 

classes, and lobbying on authorities to improve the conditions of medical centres there’ (IAA, 

2012).  

Apart from the two international NGOs and the Al-Amal organisation, all other analysed local 

Iraqi organisations are newly established ones. Although it was argued before, that the 

traditional forms of Iraqi civil society should not be neglected it was not possible to obtain 

information about any traditional civil society organisations, except the Iraqi Red Crescent 

Society, that might be still active.  

The NCCI stated that only a limited number of local Iraqi civil society organisations can be 

considered as truly independent from the state
23

. Furthermore, most of them are still based on 

ethnic or religious constituencies. Not all political, ethnic or religious affiliations are clearly 

visible but the NCCI illustrated some examples: Many organisations in Shi’ite areas such as 

the Al Sadr City in Baghdad have strong ties with particular mosques or religious leaders, or 

with specific political offices. Within Sunni-dominated communities the affiliations are 

mostly with regional and tribal beneficiaries and revolve around different ideological aspects 

such as Pan-Arabism, Sunni Islamism, Communism, or Kurdish and Turkmen nationalism. 

Organisations in Christian communities serve mostly Chaldeans or Assyrian constituencies. 

However, unions, associations or committees of lawyers, engineers, investors, artists, athletes, 

or journalists are not completely independent from political parties or the government either 

(NCCI, 2011; pp.18&19). All these organisations are dependent on funding and support and 

often serve as proxies for the different agendas of their donors. ‘Many of these organisations 

are affiliated with political parties that do not have a significant stake or considerable 

representation in the current government. However, their independence is threatened by 

various groups inside the government that are attempting to seize control of their 

administrative boards’ (Ibid; p.19).  Consequently, the stated goals and aspirations of the 

analysed organisations within this research cannot regarded as truly reliable but in this case 

they are taken as facts in order to analyse the potential of Iraq’s civil society organisations to 

contribute to post-conflict peace building. 

                                                             
23 ‘Out of 8,000 NGOs estimated by the Norwegian Refugee Council to be active in the country, NCCI considers 

only a small fraction to be impartial, non-religious, and non-political’ (NCCI, 2011; p.18). 
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The Iraqi Red Crescent Society (IRCS) has been the country’s most prominent voluntary 

organisation since its establishment in 1932 and until the 2003 invasion. Iraq’s royal family 

and the country’s elite were active supports of the IRCS and set an example for the 

population. Voluntarism has always been one of the core principles of the association and 

until the fall of the Ba’athist regime it was able to implement community-based project and 

provide service delivery in case of emergencies or natural disasters only with the help of a 

volunteer workforce. Another important principle of the ICRS was the financial, even 

political, independence from the Iraqi government. The budget of the association consisted of 

donations and voluntary support during the monarchical period and afterwards of revenues 

from estates and properties that had been given to the IRCS by the Iraqi state during the 

1930s. After the First Gulf War in 1991, the ICRS had to accept funding from the 

International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement to maintain its financial independence 

from the Iraqi government. However, after the 2003 invasion, the ICRS was no longer able to 

collect the revenues from its estates and properties because of security issues. Hence, the 

association was forced to accept public funding so it could continue with its programmes. 

This led not only to a financial dependence but also to decreased voluntary action (Ibid; 

pp.19&20). ‘The ICRS now relies on paid staff, totalling about 3,000 people, and allows the 

government to intervene in its administrative affairs’ (Ibid; p.20). 
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The second part of this chapter is the ‘Analysis Part’ and outlines the seven functions 

elements – Protection, Monitoring, Advocacy and Public Communication, In-Group 

Socialisation, Social Cohesion, Intermediation and Facilitation, Service Delivery – of the 

analytical framework that are used for this research. 

II. Analysis 

Protection 

First, the ‘protection’ function is geared to defend the population against misuse of power by 

the state. Watchdog activities and humanitarian aid, inter alia, pertain to the main activities of 

this function. Although none of the evaluated civil society organisations carry out this 

function, the Bertelsmann Stiftung
24

 stated in their 2012 country report on Iraq that civil 

society watchdogs monitored some administrative irregularities in elections. ‘Local civil 

society watchdogs noted a number of administrative irregularities, including discrepancies in 

voter registers, the use of religious institutions for campaigning, non-transparent campaign 

funding, bribery and vote buying’ (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2012; p.11). Furthermore, the 

‘United Nations Assistance Mission for Iraq’ (UNAMI), though it is not a civil society 

organisation, mostly complies with the elements of the protection function. UNAMI was 

incorporated in 2003 by the UN Security Council on demand of the Iraqi government and 

serves as political mission. Financial support of the donor community, coordination of 

humanitarian aid, consultancy work for the 2005 Constitution and support in six elections 

rank among the main accomplishments of UNAMI since its establishment (UNAMI, 2012).  

Monitoring 

Second, the ‘monitoring’ function encompasses political early-warning systems and reporting 

on human rights abuses. ‘Alternatives’ outlines that civil society organisations in Iraq 

contribute to stabilising the country by focusing on human rights issues and encouraging 

ecumenical and multi-ethnic values. The National Association for the Defence of Human 

Rights in Iraq is one example of an Iraqi NGO that deals with human rights issues. Part of 

their work is the location of mass graves and the dealing with cases of ‘disappeared’ people 

under the Ba’ath regime. Another important aspect is the public dialogue campaign on 

depleted Uranium and military actions by U.S. troops such as arrests and shootings 

(Alternatives, 2012). The NDI contributes to the ‘political early-warnings system’ element of 

this function by concentrating on citizen participation, democratic governance, and elections. 

                                                             
24

 The Bertelsmann Stiftung was founded in 1977 as a non-profit organisation and is funded primarily by income 

earned from its shares in Bertelsmann SE & Co. KGaA. 
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‘Citizen participation’ is designed to empower Iraq’s population and inform them, inter alia, 

about their political rights and possibilities to hold public officials accountable. The goal is to 

encourage Iraq’s people to voice their interests and concerns, act jointly and enable them to 

exercise their rights.  ‘NDI’s citizen participation programmes – including support of civic 

and voter education, get-out-the-vote efforts, issue organizing and advocacy, budget oversight 

and government monitoring – help citizens master the techniques needed to initiate action, 

solve complex problems and become leaders in their own right’ (National Democratic 

Institute, 2012). ‘Democratic governance’ focuses mainly on fostering transparency, 

accountability, representation and pluralism in public sector institutions by providing 

technical and institutional support. The ‘election’ approach is designed to support the 

democratic progress of Iraq’s electoral and political procedures by encouraging citizen 

participation as voters and candidates, and diminishing the potential for political violence 

(Ibid.).   

Advocacy and Public Communication 

Third, the ‘advocacy and public communication’ function concentrates on bringing social and 

political issues on the public agenda. The NDI’s approach for ‘women’s political 

participation’ is based on the assumption that effective democracy is dependent on an equal 

participation of women and men in politics and government. ‘Comprising over 50percent of 

the world’s population, women continue to be underrepresented as voters, political leaders 

and elected officials. Democracy cannot truly deliver for all its citizens if half of the 

population remains underrepresented in the political arena’ (Ibid.). The programme’s 

activities are designed to empower and encourage women to become activists and leaders in 

legislatures, political parties and civil society organisations and to turn them into informed 

participants in general. The ICSSI advocacy initiative aims to bridge the gap between 

international civil society organisations and Iraqi civil society organisations. This is done by 

yearly conferences and a multi-lingual social networking platform. Furthermore, the initiative 

advocates for human rights and social justice in Iraq through projects that facilitate and 

support endeavours to fight corruption, violence and sectarian divisions. Some of these 

projects include the ‘Freedom of the Press and Freedom of Expression’, the ‘Children’s 

Health in Iraq’, the ‘Stop private military companies’ campaigns and the ‘Iraqi Social Forum’ 

(ICSSI, 2012). ‘Alternatives’ mission of building civil society in Iraq has two components. 

The second, ‘supporting Iraqi media’ meant to assist the independent media faction through 

diverse activities such as the training of journalists in the use of radio, television and written 

media. Furthermore, a Code of Ethics was developed in order to accredit Iraq’s press with 
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international journalism standards. This endeavour proved to be rather difficult as the diverse 

Iraqi media was not used to cooperate with their rivals instead of using the media against a 

different ethnic, religious or political group. ‘Kurds, Turkmen, Arabs, Sunni, Shi’a and 

Christians each owned their own media empires and promoted their own sectarian agendas, 

contributing relatively little to the public debate as they focused on supporting their allies or 

attacking their adversaries’ (Alternatives, 2012).  

In-Group Socialisation 

Fourth, the ‘in-group socialisation’ function is based on two different types: culture of peace 

and socialisation toward building or consolidating in-group identity. Al-Mesalla, especially,  

in their objectives stress the focus on building a culture of peace through supporting human 

rights principles and particularly women’s rights; rejecting all forms of discrimination and 

violence; generate a general non-violent behaviour in dealings with and resolving conflicts; 

capacity building and strengthening youth and civil community organisations; strengthening 

the identity of former oppressed and neglected groups of the community and reintegrating 

them into society (Al-Mesalla, 2012). IIWO, like Al-Mesalla, refer in their goals to the 

promotion of a culture of peace and a general awareness of political and cultural issues; and to 

the fostering of human rights, women and children’s rights in particular. Holding conferences 

to discuss social issues like unemployment or education; organize advocacy campaigns; and 

the publication of folders about politics, culture, environment and sanitation issues are among 

their activities (Independent Iraqi Woman Organization, 2012). Although these activities 

might better fit into the ‘advocacy and public communication’ function, they also serve to 

consolidate in-group identity of a former marginalised group, in this case Iraqi women in 

general. The first component of ‘Alternatives’ mission is labelled ‘reinforcing Iraqi civil 

society’ and led to the establishment of the Iraqi Democratic Future Network (IDFN), a 

national network for civil society organisations. This network concentrates on a peaceful 

coexistence of all Iraqi citizens and also aims to support Iraq’s socio-economic development. 

Human rights, women and children rights, ethnic and religious minorities as well as education 

and democratisation are at the core of the organisations campaigns (Alternatives, 2012).  

Social Cohesion 

Fifth, the ‘social cohesion’ function is based on community building elements and rebuilding 

social capital. Three different types of social cohesion-oriented activities can be identified: 

relationship-oriented cohesion for peace, outcome-oriented cohesion for peace, and outcome-

oriented cohesion for business or development work. Examples for the third type of social 
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cohesion for business or development work are parts of ‘Alternatives’ national civil society 

network IDFN. The Iraqi Federation of Trade Unions and the Al-Rafdain Foundation for 

Agricultural Development, for example, are two organisations that fit into that category. The 

first one was originally founded in 1925 but had to operate underground for most of its history 

but was able to stay in contact with the International Labour Organisation. Furthermore, the 

trade union cooperates with the Kurdish Federation of Trade Unions and is the Iraq member 

of the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions. The latter, the Al-Rafdain 

Foundation for Agricultural Development, was founded in 2003 to assist farmers by helping 

them to increase the production by developing new crops, for instance, or simply by 

informing them about their rights (Alternatives, 2012). Another example for the third type is 

the goals of the IIWO to give women the opportunity to take part in economic rehabilitation 

programmes and to support them in finding a suitable job. This is done by working together 

with other organisations that care for women affairs and children and through public 

campaigns that deal with issues such as unemployment and education.  

Intermediation and Facilitation 

The sixth function, ‘intermediation and facilitation’ focuses the provision of conflict 

resolution and negotiation training as we as on mediation and facilitation between citizens and 

the state as well as among different groups. IIWO state in their goals the aim to gain and teach 

proficiency in the areas of peace and security, conflict resolution and peace building, and 

reducing conflicts in general. The activities listed by the organisation for example include the 

‘construction of rehabilitation and education centres for women in Alsadder city’ and that the 

organisation itself has received training inside and outside the country in ‘capacity building, 

conflict resolution, negotiation, organisation management, [and] resource development’ 

(IIWO, 2012). Nowadays, the Iraqi Al-Amal Association intends to enhance Iraqi civil 

society’s role in political decisions and serves as mediator or facilitator between different 

levels of the society in general. Furthermore, the association’s overall goal is to create a new 

Iraq based on tolerance and national identity and against or kinds of violence. ‘The initiative 

by the Iraqi Al-Amal Association came in order to enhance the participation of the CSO in the 

National Unity Process […] and was implemented in collaboration with 10 other 

organisations to form a preparatory committee, where multi-cultural backgrounds, with 

regional and gender balance was assured […]’ (IAA, 2012). Among the topics of this 

preparatory committee count, inter alia, ‘the security file, resolution of armed militias, and 

programmes to reintegrate them in civil society. Reconstruction / recovery of Iraqi economy 

based on transparency, monitoring and auditing’ (Ibid.).  
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Service Delivery 

The seventh function, ‘service delivery’ refers to the provision of aid in the forms of self-help 

groups, shelter, health and education. In 1992, the Iraqi Al-Amal Association was formed to 

provide aid delivery to the suffering population after the Second Gulf War. Many of its 

programmes and projects began in Iraqi Kurdistan but the association aimed to create a 

democratic and just society in Iraq for all people regardless their nationality or ethnicity. One 

of the programmes focuses on education, increasing literacy among women in particular, in 

order to accredit the participants with skills that qualify them to apply for jobs. The first part 

of the programme included activities like reading and writing lessons, health education and 

social culture classes, manual labour training like sewing, a youth literacy class in the 

countryside was also established. The second part of the education programme concentrated 

on the rate of early school leavings among girls and to encourage and prepare them to 

continue with their studies. Another programme focused on health, a very important issue as 

Iraq’s health sector suffered from medicine and medical supply shortages due to the wars in 

the past and never really had time to recover before the next war occurred.  The IAA focused 

in this programme especially on Iraq’s rural population because women and children in the 

countryside were often cut off from medical services. ‘The programme was able to access the 

closed areas due to tribal costumes, forming strong relations with locals, delivering them 

treatment services, developing their health […] and lobbying on authorities to improve the 

condition of medical centres there’ (Ibid.). The Independent Iraqi Woman Organization 

perform the tasks of service delivery as well, mostly through conferences and meetings that 

are aimed to aware women about hygiene, education, and other social topics in general 

though. However, the organisation constructed a rehabilitation and education centre for 

women and among their stated goals are tasks such as  ‘taking care of handicapped and 

paralysed women’, and ‘looking after maternity socially, economically and hygienically and 

focusing care on Iraqi children’ (IIWO, 2012).  

In conclusion, it can be said that the Protection function is not fulfilled by any of the analysed 

civil society organisation within Iraq. The Monitoring function is accomplished only by half 

of the organisations. Both, the Advocacy and Public Communication function and the In-

Group Socialisation function, are fulfilled by the majority of the organisations (four out of six 

organisations). However, most of the organisations were not able to accomplish the Social 

Cohesion function, the Intermediation and Facilitation function and the Service Delivery 

function. Which peace building functions are performed by which organisations can be seen 

in the table below:  
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Table I: 7 Peace Building Functions & Iraqi Civil Society Organisations 

 

 

  

  

NDI 

 

ICSSI 

 

Alternatives 

 

Al-

Mesalla 

 

IIWO 

 

IAA 

 

Protection 

 

NO 

 

NO 

 

NO 

 

NO 

 

NO 

 

NO 

 

Monitoring 

 

YES 

 

YES 

 

YES 

 

NO 

 

NO 

 

NO 

Advocacy & 

Public 

Communication 

 

YES 

 

YES 

 

YES 

 

NO 

 

NO 

 

YES 

 

In-Group 

Socialisation 

 

YES 

 

NO 

 

YES 

 

YES 

 

YES 

 

NO 

 

Social 

Cohesion 

 

NO 

 

NO 

 

YES 

 

NO 

 

YES 

 

NO 

 

Intermediation 

& Facilitation 

 

NO 

 

NO 

 

NO 

 

NO 

 

YES 

 

YES 

 

Service 

Delivery 

 

NO 

 

NO 

 

NO 

 

NO 

 

YES 

 

YES 



 
 

55 
 

6. Conclusion 

 

The Conclusion gives a summary of the previous chapters and a presentation of the main 

arguments and findings of the conducted research.  

The aim of this thesis was to present the two debated concepts – civil society and peace 

building – within the post-conflict environment of Iraq. Both concepts were introduced 

independently of each other and when possible linked to one another. Furthermore, a 

structured, focused comparison was undertaken through an analytical framework to analyse in 

how far civil society organisations in Iraq are aimed to fulfil peace building functions. As 

outlined in chapter three, civil society plays a crucial part in the political ideas of liberalism. 

The public – private distinction of liberalism, or state – civil society distinction, is a good 

example how the notion of civil society changed since its first development in Ancient 

Greece. The state and political participation within it (once synonymous with civil society and 

the good life) are only ascribed a minor role in liberalism – to protect personal freedoms in 

civil society. Aristotle’s polis/state in which the community of citizens united for the purpose 

of a ‘good’, virtues and happy life changed in liberalism to the private sphere in which people 

can obtain freedom and a good life through personal occupation and participation in civil 

society. In Ancient Greece, humans were considered to be by nature political oriented beings 

that were inherent to the coexistence in the community with others. Furthermore, their 

common goal was the welfare of the community which required the virtues of a good citizen.  

Nowadays, however, such civic virtues, which are found to be necessary for democracy, 

cannot be taught by either the market or the state. In addition, civil society is not meant to 

substitute state institution and teach democratic civic virtues. The main purpose of these 

voluntary civil society organisations is and should be to bring people together because they 

want to honour their values and beliefs or participate in shared interests. To return to the 

argument that civil society is a crucial element for democracy it is important to note that in 

this context civil society is often used synonymously with NGOs. The reason for this is that 

NGOs are often considered to have an advantage in promoting democracy towards other parts 

of civil society which might be less organised and institutionalised such as social movements. 

These social movements are regarded as rather ‘new’ because they aim to mobilise people for 

causes like environmentalism and feminism instead of the ‘old’ causes like class and labour 

struggles. NGOs, however, are under critique as well because they are extremely dependent 

on international funding and it is therefore questionable whether they serve any other interests 
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than the ones of their external funders. On the one hand, external funding gives NGOs the 

incentive to take part in policy-making processes, to distribute information more widely and 

efficient, and to espouse the interests of minorities which may be excluded by regular political 

parties. On the other hand, though, the external funding places NGOs in the situation that they 

promote and advocate the policies of their external donors but often fail to achieve any long-

term goals of social change in their given societal context. 

Nevertheless, as post-conflict peace building is a Western concept as well one comes to the 

conclusion that civil society organisations need to possess Western characteristics if they aim 

to contribute to peace building efforts. The concept of peace building originated in the field of 

peace studies nearly 40 years ago and like civil society, it changed with time and world affairs 

and many policymakers and field practitioners have developed different frameworks, 

timelines and priorities as well as tasks for it. Peace building – among preventive diplomacy, 

peacemaking and peacekeeping – is seen as a crucial instrument for the protection and 

preservation of world peace. Thus, peace building in a post-conflict environment can be 

defined as a measure that is geared to reinforce and develop structures which ought to prevent 

the reoccurrence of violence.  This prevention of the reoccurrence of violence in a post-

conflict situation often means that only a negative peace can be achieved in the short run. In 

the long run though, the structure of peace becomes more important as for example 

psychological healing; structural transformation is needed to overcome injustices and create a 

positive peace. In order for this change to happen it is crucial that peace-building approaches 

focus on community involvement and institutional change to advocate social transformation 

and empowerment. Furthermore, it is argued that civil society organisations are fundamental 

to local capacity building and that local organisations have longer time frames for realising 

their goals and that this is an essential requirement for peace building. They have the 

capabilities to ensure that peace agreements become more than an elite concern by addressing 

key issues (and often main causes of civil wars) like reconciliation, justice and human rights 

at the local level. Peace building, however, also aims for long-term goals like democracy, 

economic growth and equitable development. Although these goals are desirable they are 

simply not possible to achieve in a war-torn country without a functioning legal and political 

system. An active and energetic civil society is needed for democracy just as welfare policies 

are necessary to counteract economic inequalities – both features exist in developed states but 

not in post-conflict countries like Iraq.   
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Therefore, the country specific features and societal attributes which always influence civil 

society cannot be neglected in defining the necessary characteristics for civil society’s role in 

post-conflict peace building. Peace building occurs not only in an unpredictable environment 

but is also challenged by connecting people, processes and activities that are often not like-

minded and like-situated. Especially, in the context of post-conflict Iraq it is important for 

Western actors to cooperate with the local population/civil society in peace building and local 

capacity building programmes. Unfamiliar societies and cultures can pose problems for 

external actors, lead to misunderstandings due to differences in language and impede to 

already difficult task of peace building. On the one hand, it is important to analyse the role of 

the state (and its political regime) as well as regional and international actors, and on the other 

hand, it is necessary to understand society and to what extent the media, gender roles, or 

ethnic and religious differences, for instance, affect people’s life. Consequently, any peace 

building effort in post-conflict Iraq has to consider not only the cultural context but also the 

deep embedded distrust and social division among the population that resulted from over 40 

years of suppression and dictatorship.  

The above analysed civil society organisation can all be classified as NGOs. The result of the 

analysis fits into the above illustrated debate that NGOs are considered to have an advantage 

in promoting democracy towards other parts of civil society but might be too dependent on 

the requests of their donors. As outlined in the findings part of chapter five, traditional civil 

society in Iraq during the 20
th

 century was composed of charitable or social associations that 

were based on tribal or religious obligations. In contrast, after the 2003-invasion, Iraqi civil 

society organisation were designed around international principles such as democracy, human 

rights and gender equality because foreign financial support and international non-

governmental organisations that are located in Iraq have an effect on the national Iraqi civil 

society organisations too.  

With regard to the outlined accusations made by the NCCI, it is questionable if the portrayed 

goals and activities of the organisations are only means to get international funding and to 

what extent the organisations actually serve as proxies for the interests of their local donors. 

However, relying only on the information available, it can be said that civil society 

organisations in Iraq aim to contribute to peace building but it cannot be clearly seen that they 

fulfil the peace building functions presented in Paffenholz and Spurk’s analytical framework. 

The Protection function is not fulfilled by any of the analysed civil society organisations and 

the focus of the others is mostly on the Advocacy and Public Communication function as well 
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as on the In-Group Socialisation function. Yet, at least six out of seven peace building 

functions are targeted by Iraqi civil society organisations. Though, in how far they can 

effectively or efficiently perform these tasks cannot be analysed within this study as the 

needed data is not available. Based on the listed goals and activities of the analysed civil 

society organisations, it can be concluded that Iraq’s civil society is determined to create a 

new Iraq based on democratic principles, including human rights and equal rights for men and 

women. Although one has to keep in mind that the outlined goals and aspirations might not be 

reliable and a closer evaluation of the organisations is necessary to provide a comprehensive 

analysis. The will for change is the most important condition for any society to improve the 

current situation and achieve long term results. However, civil society in Iraq, based on the 

results of this research, might not be the most powerful and reliable actor in the peace 

building process, so only time and further research will show in how far the civil society 

organisations are willing and capable to achieve their stated goals. 

Another question is what happens once the last remaining troops leave Iraq. After the military 

support of peace keeping and building and protections of the civil society is drawn out of Iraq 

it can be assumed that media and international attention decreases as well because it is 

assumed and there are indications that Iraq has reached a stable and safe condition. 

Furthermore, international support for civil society organisations, technical or financial, might 

diminish as well due to the assumption that Iraq is on the way to a democratic future with a 

prosperous civil society, despite the need for support being more than important post-military 

intervention. However, this could limit the development of Iraq’s civil society due to the 

outlined reliance on foreign donor support and lead to a greater dependency on local religious 

and political organisations – a point already mentioned and criticised by the NCCI.  
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