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Abstract Civil society organizations in Lebanon have a long history, pre-dating

even the existence of the Lebanese state itself, which has directly shaped their major

phases of development since its creation. Based on the social origins theory and

using the framework developed by Marchetti and Tocci (Peace Secur Former Pac

Rev Peace Secur Glob Chang 21:201–217, 2009), this paper analyses the rela-

tionships that have developed between the state and civil society organizations in

Lebanon. The main argument presented in this paper is that the scope of work of

civil society organizations, in addition to their freedom of action, is directly linked

to the social, political and economic development of the state. The main conclusion

of this paper is that a new social contract should be forged between associations and

the state in Lebanon, one that would allow them to carry out their functions

properly.

Résumé Au Liban, les organisations de la société civile ou OSC existent de longue

date, précédant même la naissance de l’État libanais, ce qui a directement modelé

les principales phases de développement de ce dernier. En se basant sur la théorie

des origines sociales et à l’aide du cadre de travail créé par Marchetti et Tocci

(2009), le présent article analyse les relations qui se sont formées entre l’État et les

organisations de la société civile au Liban. Le principal argument avancé ici est que

la portée du travail des OSC et leur liberté d’action sont directement liées au

développement social, politique et économique de l’État. Cet article conclut qu’un

nouveau contrat social devrait souder les associations à l’État du Liban, pour leur

permettre d’exercer leurs fonctions adéquatement.
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Zusammenfassung Bürgergesellschaftsorganisationen sind im Libanon seit langem

präsent. Sie existierten bereits, bevor es überhaupt den libanesischen Staat gab, der

seit seiner Gründung ihre wichtigsten Entwicklungsphasen geprägt hat. Beruhend auf

der institutionellen Theorie (Social Origins Theory) und dem von Marchetti und

Tocci (2009) entwickelten Rahmenwerk anlaysiert dieser Beitrag die Beziehungen,

die sich zwischen dem Staat und den Bürgergesellschaftsorganisationen im Libanon

entwickelt haben. Das Hauptargument ist, dass neben der Handlungsfreiheit der

Bürgergesellschaftsorganisationen auch ihr Arbeitsbereich direkt mit der sozialen,

politischen und ökonomischen Entwicklung des Staates in Verbindung steht. Man

kommt zu der wesentlichen Schlussfolgerung, dass ein neuer Sozialvertrag zwischen

Organisationen und dem libanesischen Staat in die Wege geleitet werden sollte, der

ihnen die angemessene Ausübung ihrer Funktionen ermöglicht.

Resumen Las organizaciones de la sociedad civil en el Lı́bano tienen una larga

historia, incluso anterior a la existencia del propio estado libanés, que ha dado forma

directamente a sus principales fases de desarrollo desde su creación. Basándose en

la teorı́a de los orı́genes sociales y utilizando el marco desarrollado por Marchetti y

Tocci (2009), el presente documento analiza las relaciones que se han desarrollado

entre el estado y las organizaciones de la sociedad civil en el Lı́bano. El principal

argumento presentado en el presente documento es que el alcance de la labor de las

organizaciones de la sociedad civil, además de su libertad de acción, está vinculado

directamente al desarrollo social, polı́tico y económico del estado. La principal

conclusión del presente documento es que debe forjarse un nuevo contrato social

entre las asociaciones y el estado del Lı́bano, un contrato que les permita llevar a

cabo sus funciones de manera apropiada.

Keywords Civil society � Associations � State � Lebanon � Ottoman law of

associations � History

Introduction

Debates about state–civil society relationship have long filled the literature

(Salamon and Anheier 1998; Young 1999, 2000; Najam 2000). Understanding this

relationship helps us to better understand issues of democracy, citizenship,

representation and values in the state (Brinkerhoff and Brinkerhoff 2002). The

major theories developed within this context have argued that this relationship

differs from one political context to another. The Lebanese state–civil society (CS)

relationship presents a controversial and unique case study. This relationship

developed in tandem with the different political and economic changes that the state

itself has undergone. The Ottoman Empire’s rule of Lebanon, the State’s

independence, the civil war, post-war regimes, the political events of 2005 and

the current Syrian crisis have all directly affected the development and changing

role of civil society organizations in Lebanon, and continue to do so. When it comes

to legal issues, civil society organizations (CSOs) in Lebanon are governed by what
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is often considered to be the most liberal law in the region (Abdel Samad 2007).

Despite this, those laws themselves are worded in such as a way as to make it

possible for the state to intervene arbitrarily in the governance and functioning of

such organizations.

To date, no comprehensive study of the number of associations functioning in

Lebanon has been carried out. Numerous estimations place the number of CSOs

operating within the country at between 5000 and 6000 (Joseph 2010). The

Lebanese Centre for Human Rights has estimated that there are around 1.3

associations per 1000 inhabitants in Lebanon (Joseph 2010). The latest official study

on the state of associations in Lebanon was conducted in 2005 and identified some

3360 associations functioning in Lebanon (Ministry of Social Affairs 2009).

In order to better understand the role of associations in Lebanon, this paper will

attempt to answer the following questions: How can we define the relationship

between CSOs and the Lebanese state? In what ways do the actions of the state

affect the role and nature of those organizations? Have these organizations been

provided with an environment that will allow them to develop and flourish? To what

extent are the laws governing these organizations hindering them or allowing them

to develop? In particular, an analysis of the different faces of CSOs in Lebanon from

Ottoman era to the present day will provide us with insights into the concepts of

citizenship and civic engagement, and an understanding of how these are practiced

by citizens (Karam 2006). The main argument of this paper is that specific types of

CSOs have developed in order to respond to the varied political, historical and

social changes that the state has gone through, and that ‘‘a new social contract’’ must

be forged between the state and the CSOs sector in order for the best interests of

citizens to be advanced (Young 1999).

To better understand the state–CSO relationship, it will be useful to place it

within a theoretical framework of analysis: part I of this paper will review the

literature on the non-profit sector and its relationship with the state and present the

conceptual framework of analysis; part II will begin by providing a historical

background for the development state of Lebanon and will trace the historical

development of CSOs and their interactions with the state; part III will analyse the

relationship using the framework developed; part IV concludes with major findings,

recommendations and suggestions for future research.

Part I. Literature Review

Marchetti and Tocci state that CS can be ‘‘conceptualized as interacting with the

state, both influencing and being influenced by it’’ (Marchetti and Tocci 2009, 202).

Numerous theories and frameworks have been put forward to explain the nature of

that evolving relationship in both developed and developing contexts; and there is a

long-standing literature dealing with the state– non-profit sector relationship

(Anheier and Salamon 1998; Young 1999, 2000; Najam 2000). This section will

introduce the major state–non-profit sector relationship theories and present a

discussion of the different frameworks that have been developed to better

understand this relationship.
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The first set of theories put forward to explain the state–non-profit sector

relationship is based on sector failure. This set of theories is constituted by: (1)

heterogeneity theory, which focuses on market and government failure and (2)

interdependence theory focusing on voluntary failure.

Heterogeneity theory argues that the growth of the non-profit sector is principally

due to government and market failures (Salamon and Anheir 1996). This theory was

first presented in the 1970s and 1980s in the work of Weisbrod (1977). The theory,

known as ‘‘market failure/government failure’’ or ‘‘heterogeneity’’ theory (Salamon

and Anheir 1996) argues that since the market has limitations in presenting public

goods (i.e. market failure) and since government cannot satisfy the heterogeneous

demands of the different players in the society (i.e. government failure), it is non-

profit organizations that have to step into fill the resulting gap (Salamon and Anheir

1996). In doing so, non-profit organizations act as a supplement to government,

(Young 2000; Grønbjerg 1993; Salamon 1987a, b) and provide services in an

efficient way. Salamon et al. criticize this theory, arguing that decisions as to

whether one should ‘‘rely on market, third sector […] [or] state provision of key

services are not simply made freely by individual consumers in an open market as

advocates of the economic theories seem to assume’’ (Salamon et al. 2000, p. 15).

In addition to market and government failure, interdependence theory acknowl-

edges the inherent limitations of the non-profit sector to respond to public needs.

Salamon argues that the voluntary sector sometimes fails to provide the necessary

resources to respond to the needs of society mainly due to insufficiency and lack of

funds (Salamon 1987a, b). The government, on the other hand, recognizing the

importance of services provided by the non-profit sector, delegates services to this

latter and decides to fund and subsidize those projects. This in return creates

interdependence between the two sectors (Salamon 1987a, b).

This welfare state approach totally rules out the role of the non-profit sector in the

development of the state (Flora and Heidenheimer 1981; Huber et al. 1993). This

theory argues that the expansion of the state is directly linked to the economic

development; the more the states develop, the greater the social welfare services

increase; this would in return, reduce the reliance on the non-profit sector.

In contrast, social origins theory provides a comprehensive understanding of the

developing role of civil society. This approach argues that the historical patterns and

developments of the society are the main causes that, as Salamon and Anheir puts it,

will ‘‘significantly determine the range of options available at a given time and

place’’ (Salamon and Anheir 1996, p. 17). They also argue that the development of

civil society goes beyond the ‘‘large’’ and ‘‘small’’ dimensions (Salamon and Anheir

1996). Acknowledging the work of Seibel (1990) that argues that the non-profit

sector is embedded in the social, political and economic realities (Seibel 1990;

Salamon and Anheir 1996), Salamon and Anheir maintain that in order to

understand the role of CS in the state, it is necessary to go back to its social origins

and examine two different factors: the state’s degree of social spending and the

scale of the non-profit sector. Based on this theory, the non-profit sector is deeply

rooted in the historical background of the state (Salamon and Anheir 1996). This

theory argues that the choice whether to rely on the government, the for-profit and

the non-profit sectors for the provision of social services is not really a choice made
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by consumers but is mainly based on historical developments and social patterns

(Salamon and Anheir 1996). In the words of Salamon and Anheir (1996, p. 20) ‘‘the

particular constellations of social, economic, and historical developments that lead

to these different regimes can differ from place to place’’.

Frameworks of Analysis for the State–CS Relationship

To better understand this relationship numerous frameworks have been developed to

provide an improved understanding of the state–CS relationship. In 1992, Gidron

et al. analyse the state–CS relationship by taking the social welfare system as a basis

for their framework (Gidron et al. 1992). In that framework, the authors presented

four different typologies of the relationship: (1) government dominant (government

being the main funder and provider of services); (2) third sector dominant (this

sector being the main funder and deliverer of services); (3) dual (both sectors

working in parallel in different spheres and not cooperating); (4) collaborative (both

sectors collaborating where the government is funding and the third sector is

delivering the services). In this fourth typology, Gidron et al. stressed the need to

analyse the degree of autonomy of service provision, since such an arrangement

could lead either to the third sector acting as the agent of the state or to enjoying a

high degree of autonomy (Gidron et al. 1992).

Coston presents a macro framework of the government–non-profit relationship at

a national level. The framework is divided into two major categories. The first

category is based on government rejecting institutional pluralism, resulting in

repression, rivalry and competition. The second category is based on government

accepting institutional pluralism, resulting in cooperation, complementarity and

collaboration (Coston 1998).

While acknowledging that his taxonomy has its own limitations and basing his

work on the rational choice models, Young categorizes the state–CS relationship

into three broad categories: complementary, supplementary and adversarial (Young

1999, 2000). Najam further develops this theory, arguing that the state–CS

relationship is based not only on government initiative, but also on the interest of

both parties. He introduces a ‘‘Four ‘C’s’’ model, in which relationship is defined by

ends and means: confrontation occurs when the ends and means of both players are

dissimilar; cooperation where both share the same ends and means; complementary

where both share the same ends but have different means; co-optation where both

have similar means but different ends (Najam 2000).

In 2009, Marchetti and Tocci developed a framework of analysis to understand

the effect of the nature of the state on the role of civil society in conflict and post-

conflict society. Arguing that ‘‘the state inevitably shapes the nature and role of civil

society’’ (Marchetti and Tocci 2009, p. 202), they presented four different

contextual categories that would help to identify and better understand the specific

contexts in which civil society in conflict operates; and thus the nature of Civil

Society organizations that would develop.

The first category is whether civil society is functioning in state or non-state

context, failing or failed state context. The second being the actual nature of the

state in question; issues such as level of democracy, openness of the regime, legal
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frameworks and associative freedom should be examined; the third category is the

socio-economic development or underdevelopment of the state in question and the

fourth is the nature and role of the international community. These different

categories would directly shape the role, functioning and nature of civil society

organizations in question.

Conceptual Framework

Taking as a basis of analysis the social origins theory that argues that Civil Society

in the state is based on historical developments and social patterns and since no

official studies are available as to the degree of Social Spending of these

associations in Lebanon and the scale of the non-profit sector, this paper will use the

framework established by Marchetti et al. to analyse state–civil society relationship

in Lebanon. In this regards, this paper will review the historical development of

civil society and in each phase will analyse the four contextual features as presented

in Table 1 and the effect of each on the development, role and functioning of civil

society.

Conceptual Definition

The controversy as to the number of associations functioning in Lebanon is mainly

due to the absence of a clear definition of what constitutes an association in

Lebanon. The term ‘‘association’’ can be variously used to refer to cooperatives,

trade unions, advocacy agencies, voluntary associations and cultural associations

(Bennett 1995).

In order for us to be able to better understand the relationship between CS

associations and the state in Lebanon, it is important for us to introduce a definition

of CSOs in the context of this paper. Such a definition is crucial to understanding the

nature of these associations and the challenges that they face, in addition to the legal

framework that governs them (Abdel Samad 2007). In this paper, the terms ‘‘CSO’’

and ‘‘NGO’’ are understood to have similar meanings and are used to refer to a

variety of different groups, including associations, foundations, religious institutions

and communitarian organizations. These terms will be used to refer to associations

that are governed by the 1909 law of associations, which defines an association as

‘‘a group of several persons permanently unifying their knowledge or efforts for

nonprofit objectives’’ (Baroud et al. 2004, p. 13). This definition includes all

associations established for non-profit purposes, excluding youth and sports

associations, trade unions, cooperatives and syndicates (Moukheiber 2009c).

This paper will further differentiate between two types of associations present in

Lebanon. The first are administrative associations, which focus on development and

habitually work hand-in-hand with the government in order to elevate poverty and

provide social services for citizens. These include family associations (which are

widely present in rural areas) and religious associations (which constitute

approximately 80 % of the local voluntary sector (Karam 2006)), in addition to

developmental organizations that always coordinate their activities with the sate.

The second types of associations are advocacy associations. These focus on
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addressing political problems and have a frequently confrontational relationship

with the state (Ben Nefissa 2002).

Part II. Socio-Political Background of the State

To better understand the role of CSOs, we need to analyse the socio-political

background of the state; analysing Lebanese history provides us with insights into

the developing and changing policy of the state towards CSOs. Lebanon is governed

by a system of consociational democracy. This democracy emerged in 1943, with

the National Pact and national independence. It is based on a system of power

sharing, in which positions in governmental and public institutions are divided

among the state’s different religious communities (Krayem 2010). While the pact

has allowed the different confessional groups to coexist, it has also created division

between them by legitimizing their sectarian identities. The pact was challenged

during a 1958 crisis (Karam 2006) and again in 1975 by the outbreak of a civil war

that was to last for more than 19 years, leading to the total failure of the state and

the paralysis of its institutions. While that war officially ended in November 1989,

with the signing of the National Reconciliation Accord or Taef Agreement, and the

institution of a system of Syrian tutelage that was to last until 2005, this agreement

additionally revived the Lebanese system of consociational democracy that had

collapsed in 1975 and introduced a number of reforms at the legislative and

executive levels (Krayem 2010). Although political confessionalism had initially

been considered to be a temporary arrangement, Taef act reinforces it and gives it

judicial legitimization. Furthermore, the agreement failed to institute a process of

governmental rule and exercise of power. All of these background events and

factors have directly influenced the role and development of CSOs in Lebanon.

As illustrated in Table 2, the relationship between CS and the state continually

changes according to composition of the governing political coalition or regime at

any given time. This relationship has passed through six different stages; during

each of these, the role and function of associations changed to cope to the

developing nature of the state.

Table 1 Conceptual framework

Contextual feature What to examine

1. Context of civil society State or non-state context

Failing or failed state context

2. Actual nature of the state in question Level of democracy

Legal framework governing associations

3. Socio-economic underdevelopment Level of social development

Level of economic development

4. Role of international community Donor’s support
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Phase I: 1900 Ottoman Empire—1958 Civil War

The emergence of associational life in Lebanon occurred during the cultural

explosion at the turn of the twenty-first century (Karam 2006). Lebanese

associations provided cultural, social, political movements with a ‘‘safe heaven’’

in which to develop their ideas and preserve their interests (Karam 2006).

Threatened by these recent changes and the rise of these new movements, the

Ottoman Empire, governing the Lebanese territories, decided to regulate the sector

through the introduction of the 1909 Ottoman law of associations. The primary aim

of the 1909 law was to restrict the development of voluntary associations that could

threaten the empire’s existence. Accordingly, the law strictly forbids the establish-

ment of associations that are nationalist in character (Karam 2006; Abou Jaoude

1985).

Throughout this whole period (the fall of the Ottoman Empire, the institution of

the French Mandate, the creation of the state of Lebanon in 1920s and the

independence of the state) until 1958, the state remained weak and reliant on

associations to respond to the basic needs of society: it failed to develop any social

policies, instead leaving the issue to private initiatives (Karam 2006).

Table 2 Historical development of state–CS associations in Lebanon

Phase Years Political

background

Type of associations Relationship

1 1900–1958 Ottoman empire/

French Mandate/

Independence/

1958 Civil War

Religious family and

village associations

(administrative) based

on sectarian lines

Administrative associations

working with minimal

interference from the state

2 1950–1975 Shehabism/IRFED

recommendations

Developmental

organizations/voluntary-

type associations

Partnership between the 2

sectors

3 1970–1990 Civil War/total

destruction of

government

institutions

Revival of the family and

sectarian association

Administrative type of

associations working

without any interference

from the state

4 (a) 1990–2000 Taef Agreement/

Syrian

tutelage/closed

political system

Charitable and community-

based associations

Voluntary-type

associations

Voluntary and advocacy

associations co-opted by

the state; administrative

association growing in

importance

(b) 2000–2005 Changes in

International

agenda/Syrian

withdrawal

Voluntary-type

associations

Success of advocacy

campaigns

5 2005–

present

Assassination of

Prime Minister

Hariri/2006 war/

Syrian Crisis

Development of

administrative

associations/advocacy

associations working ad

hoc project

Patron–client relationship
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Phase II: 1958–1975: The Golden Years

With the arrival of President Chehab to power in 1958, a new type of relationship

developed (Karam and Catusse 2009; Karam 2006). Chehab, realizing the

importance of these associations, decided to partner with them: At this time,

numerous organizations working in the socio-economic domain and for the local

development of rural areas joined their efforts with those of the ministries and the

new public offices that were created during that area (Karam 2006). These reforms

led to a change in the concept of the work of associations in Lebanon. Their work

surpassed that carried out by charitable organizations, focusing on projects working

for social justice, citizen participation, development, and administrative decentral-

ization to benefit rural areas (Karam 2006). The scope and duties of the different

associations increased, with many organizations being linked to students and

universities. Non-sectarian and non-political groups came into being. These

organizations started to call for equality, unity, increased participation, peace and

development.

Phase III: 1975–1990: The Civil War Period

The outbreak of the civil war led to the collapse of the reformist projects introduced

by Chehab (Karam and Catusse 2009). During the 15 years that it lasted, the conflict

altered both the nature and activities of Lebanese CSOs. In order to respond to the

state of emergency created by the war, these associations had to alter their activities

to focus on communitarian and local bases services. The paralysis of governmental

institutions allowed for an increase in the number of CSOs in Lebanon, as new

associations developed to fill the spaces left empty by the retreating state and,

citizens came to relying more and more on the services provided by these

associations. These organizations were able to benefit from the significant financial

resources coming into Lebanon from western northern countries (Karam 2006). As

the war increased, both communitarian and geographical cleavages developed,

making it impossible for trans-regional and trans-communitarian activities to

function: most of communities became intro converted and closed in on themselves,

while political parties started to regroup along sectarian lines. The insecurity of the

civil war years also led to the revival of the family associations.

Phase IV: 1990–2005: New Hope; New Phase

The new phase of the development of associations in Lebanon following from the

end of the civil war can be subcategorized into two sub-phases.

First Sub-Phase: 1990–2000

During the 1990–2000 a new type of association, distinct from the charitable,

communitarian, religious and social associations began to appear in Lebanon. In

reaction to the political closures that characterized Lebanese society post-1990, and

in the absence of any public space for reaction, CSOs started to mobilize in order to
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create a change in the society (Karam 2009). These organizations called for the de-

confessionalization of the political system and campaigned against the intervention

of the security services in the public life and restrictions on freedom of expression

(Karam 2009). While these associations were successful in the organization of

municipal elections, the adoption of the rights of the disabled and the creation of the

Ministry of the Environment (Karam 2009), the efforts of these organizations were

faced with resistance from the state. Their work and efforts were marginalized.

Second Sub-Phase: 2000–2005: A Lost Dream

Another factor affecting the functioning and role of these associations was the

assassination of the former Prime Minister al-Hariri, which led to the ‘‘upheaval of

independence’’. During these events, CSOs were the main mobilizers of citizens

calling for greater democracy and rights (Karam and Catusse 2009). As a result, new

associations appeared that became agents of change and played an active role in

negotiating the Lebanese national identity (Karam 2009).

Phase V: Summer 2005 and Onward… A Lost Dream

The dream of change and the high hopes attained in the aftermath of the events of

2005 were faced with a major failure. The hopes of associations that had voiced

their demands and worked without any interference from the government during

2005, independent from the Lebanese confessional system, were dealt a blow by the

renewed divisions that appeared in society. The two coalitions of parties that

divided the state at this time—known as the March 8 and March 14 alliances—

further reinforced the political divisions in the society, and the idea of patron–client

relationship once again came to the fore in society. Accordingly, the government

was more preoccupied with political issues that with paying attention to developing

social policies or carrying out national reform (Karam and Catusse 2009). This

failed to develop any meaningful social or economic policies, despite the fact that

the country was facing an economic crisis (Karam and Catusse 2009). This phase

had a negative effect on the development of CSOs and marginalized their reform

mobilization. In parallel, communitarian, charitable and social associations once

again had to step in and fill the gap and provide social assistance in place of the

absent state, in particular in the aftermath of the 2006 Israeli war and during the

current Syrian crisis.

Part III. Analysing the Relationship

Associations in Lebanon are constantly changing in terms of their nature, the scope

of their work and strategies they use, in reaction to the political, social and

economic policies of the state. This issue was evidenced by the analysis of the

different phases discussed in part II. Examining the Lebanese situation through the

lens of the framework developed by Marchetti and Tocci, we find that civil society’s
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role and function have developed and changed as a reaction to the political, social,

economic and International environment of the state.

Context of Civil Society

The first contextual feature affecting civil society associations is the nature of the

state. In the total absence of the state, the lines separating the state and civil society

become blurry (Marchetti and Tocci 2009). With the absence of the rule of the state,

civil society adapts to the situation and steps into fill the gap (Marchetti and Tocci

2009).

In the course of the civil war, Lebanon’s infrastructure had been completely

destroyed. The total disappearance of the state led to the closing up of the state in

which, more exclusive, communitarian types of organizations began to dominate.

These organizations were able to benefit from the significant financial resources

coming into Lebanon from western northern countries (Karam 2006). According to

official figures, during the 1980s and 1990s Lebanon witnessed the registration of

some 550 new associations. Karam, however, warns that care should be taken when

using this figure, as the government did not officially register many of the CSOs that

were formed during that time (Karam 2006). As the war went on, citizens came to

relying more and more on the services provided by these associations. These latter

began to function in the absence of any governing law, establishing what Marchetti

and Tocci term ‘‘systems of self-help and tribal justice’’ (Marchetti and Tocci 2009,

p. 203). Given the total absence of the state, these associations focused primarily on

providing health and educational services. This allowed for the development of

strong CS associations that were mainly administrative in nature, most of which

were based on religious and communal identities, acting to reinforce the societal

fragmentation and diminishing the idea of citizenship. Moreover, Patronage and

favouritism affected the functioning of these associations: CSOs were frequently

providing services to their own communities in return for political favours, leading

to the creation of, as labelled by Marchetti et Tocci, a ‘‘shadow state’’ (Poroznuk

2005; Marchetti and Tocci 2009). These organizations competed for sources of

international funding that were themselves more exclusive in nature (Karam 2006).

This direct contact they had with citizens made it possible for these adminis-

trative associations to gain a high level of credibility and legitimacy, while at the

same time acting to strengthen communitarian ties. Such CSOs were frequently able

to work without any interference from the government and to develop an increasing

degree of political autonomy by providing services that the state could not (Karam

2006).

Thus, civil society reacting to the paralysis of governmental institutions and state

failure, developed to fill the spaces left empty by the retreating state. These in

return, became very strong players in the society masking the role of the state.

Actual Nature of the State in Question

The second contextual issue that should be considered is the actual nature of the

state. The nature and role of civil society is directly linked to level of democracy
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and the legal framework governing associations in the state (Marchetti and Tocci

2009). If a democratic environment is provided for associations, these would

flourish and develop later. However, if the freedom of associations is limited then

associations will attempt to co-opt the state rather than cooperating with it

(Marchetti and Tocci 2009).

Marchetti et al. argue that, in post-conflict societies, the state should invite civil

society organizations to define a clear strategy for the reconstruction phase, in order

to move on from clientelist society, build citizenship and strengthen civic

engagement (Marchetti and Tocci 2009). In such post-conflict situations, it is

crucial for CSOs to be able to step in and assist in rebuilding the state.

This, however, did not occur in the Lebanese context. In the post-war phase,

while administrative associations continued to enjoy a liberal environment in which

they could operate free-of-state interference, advocacy organizations found

themselves suppressed and marginalized at this time. In the course of the civil

war, Lebanon’s infrastructure had been completely destroyed. During the recon-

struction phase, while the state co-operated with the private sector, it was unable to

benefit from the expert advice from the CS sector, which was excluded from the

reconstruction process. Numerous CSOs were marginalized, principally, those that

focused on human, legal, political and cultural rights. The state–CSOs relationship

during this period sometimes involved conflict and co-optation, as it was with

regard to associations focused on issues such as the freedom of expression, human

rights and elections, which found themselves continually subject to suppression.

Thus, the initiatives of these organizations remained marginal as a result of their

inability to mobilize social groups. There were four principal reasons for this: (1)

the closed political system in which they were making political claims, such as

calling for political freedoms. (2) The Syrian tutelage in Lebanon that repressed

calls for reforms or changes in the political system. (3) Religious and communi-

tarian solidarity leading to the refusal of many of their drafts policies, especially

those calling for civil marriage or the establishment of civil personal status. (4) A

lack of the political support necessary to attain their goals and the marginalization of

their activities (Karam 2006).

However, throughout its historical development, civil society in Lebanon was

provided with the right democratic environment to flourish in two different

instances: during the Chehab era and during the years 2000–2005. During these two

periods, the government provided a suitable environment for CSOs to operate and

initiate developmental policies. Thus, associations grew and shifted their focus

towards development and advocacy. Reviewing these phases within the context of

the above mentioned framework, we can conclude that the level of democracy in the

state and the opening up of the system led the state to invite associations to

participate in the rebuilding of the country. However, this equilibrium were

jeopardized by the conflicts that started to develop beginning the 1970s and

escalated in 1975 and the 2006 war which led these associations to shift once again

their focus to humanitarian interventions.

Although in different phases these associations were provided with the right

environment to work and flourish, however, they were and are still affected by the

legal framework governing them. In Lebanon, the freedom of associations is
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secured by article 13 of the state’s constitution, which protects the freedom of

assembly and the freedom of associations. In addition, associations are governed by

the Ottoman law of August 3, 1909 (Baroud et al. 2004), which is based on the

French law of Association of 1901.

This Ottoman law of associations is widely considered to be the most liberal in

the Middle East (Abdel Samad 2007) and the legal framework of which it is part is

also generally viewed as being fair, since, in principle, it protects the rights of

associations to be recognized and function within the state. It allows the creation of

different kinds of associations and only restricts the creations of political

associations that promote Arab nationalism.

However, despite this, associations in Lebanon are facing numerous practical

challenges and problems resulting from the ambiguity of the law (Abdel Samad

2007). The nature of the law has provided public entities with the power to interfere

in the governance of associations (Altan-Olcay and Icduygu 2012). These

challenges can be divided into two broad categories: challenges embedded in the

writing and the law itself and challenges resulting from the meddling and

interference of the government in the functioning of the law.

The registration process in Lebanon is based on article 2 of the 1909 associations

law, according to which associations are required to inform the Ministry of the

Interior (MOI) of their establishment (Abdel Samad 2007). In return, the

government is required to issue a receipt recognizing the new association as a

legal entity (The International Center for Not-for-Profit Law 2015). However, since

the law does not state a time period within which the ministry must provide a receipt

(Rishmawi 2013), the MOI has interpreted this law in a number of different ways

(Moukheiber 2009c; Abdel Samad 2007). One common trend has been for the

ministry to issue the receipt only after a process of reviewing the documentation

submitted by the association has been completed, sometimes resulting in a delay of

months and even years (Arab NGO for Network Development 2005; Majdalani

1999; Moukheiber 2009a; Makary 2007; Joseph 2010). The government has

justified these delays by arguing that the process is a ‘‘permit request’’, rather than a

matter of simply informing the government. Furthermore, while article 6 of the law

of associations clearly states papers should be submitted to MOI if the association is

located in the centre (i.e. Beirut) and to civil officials if it is abroad (i.e. other areas

in Lebanon), districts have refused to receive the registration papers, insisting that

they be submitted to MOI in Beirut instead (Moukheiber 2009c). In addition,

Ministers of the Interior have requested that associations present a template of their

bylaws as part of the registration process (Abdel Samad 2007), an issue not

mentioned in the law itself. The administration has justified this request by stating

that it is one of the necessary ‘‘administrative procedures’’ for the process (Abdel

Samad 2007). Furthermore, while the law does not state any required minimum

number of founding members for the creation of an association, the Ministry has

required that there be at least two founding members (Moukheiber 2009c).

In addition to the above problems resulting from the inherent nature of the law,

associations in Lebanon have faced numerous problems caused by intentional state

interference in the running of associations. In particular, in the period prior to 2005

governmental agencies dealt with associations in an authoritarian manner, co-opting
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them through the manipulation of the law of associations (Abdel Samad 2007).

Describing this situation, Makary states that: ‘‘It is important to note that in the post-

war period and under the Syrian occupation of Lebanon, the government adopted a

repressive attitude towards CSOs’’ (Al Daif 2014, p. 12). According to the law, the

ministry could not impose pressure on the associations unless they were in breach of

the law (Abdel Samad 2007). Despite this, on many instances the government

attempted to co-opt associations illegally. For example, in 1992, based on Decree

no. 2231, the Council of Ministers decided to withdraw the licenses of and dissolve

some 138 political parties and associations (Moukheiber 2009a), claiming that

‘‘some political, social and charity associations exercise their activities secretly

contrary to the license given to them’’ (Al Daif 2014, p. 18).

The examples provided above clearly portray the problems inherent in the law of

associations as it currently stands. CSOs continue to be governed by an outdated law

that affects their functioning and their relationship with the state. Most of the legal

problems that associations continue to face involve the MOI, as it is the official

public entity responsible for the regulation. This means that if the MOI cooperates

with associations they will be able to function, and if it does not they will face

repression and co-optation. In effect, the outdated law of associations continues to

allow the government to intervene in the governance and structure of associations

(Cavatorta and Durac 2011; Elbayar 2005).

Socio-Economic Development

The third contextual condition is the socio-economic development or underdevel-

opment of the state. When the state is fragmented, civil society organizations based

on non-voluntary nature such as family, tribe, ethnic and religious will develop at

the expense of voluntary associations. These will be ‘‘in a stronger position to carry

out many of the ‘modern’ functions normally performed by civil society in

developed contexts (e.g. the health and education services provided by religious

charities)’’ (Marchetti and Tocci 2009, p. 204). Since the creation of the state until

today, the absence of socio-economic policies, combined with the divisions present

within the state, have allowed CSOs based on family and kinship to step in and fill

the gap left by the absence of the state, through establishing their own social

systems focused primarily on the delivery of health and education services: Since

the Lebanese socio-political system is based on a patron–client structure and divided

along confessional lines, many families, politicians and political parties have

established their own associations and in order to boost their status as ‘‘local

notables’’ (Beydoun 2009, p. 109). These associations, as a consequence, are

becoming important players. This was the case, for example, during periods in

which the state was entirely absent, such as during the first phase examined (from

the late Ottoman Empire to 1958) and the civil war (from 1975 to 1990), when

associations, operating according to a communitarian and clientelist model, stepped

in and filled the gap left by the state. In the absence of public welfare service, civil

society organizations are stepping in to provide the basic social services to the

citizens. These services can be transformed into reinforcement of political support

and group solidarity (Cammett 2011). In the words of Mona Fawaz, ‘‘the absence of
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the Lebanese state in providing services and the poverty of the residents in the

suburbs provided opportunities for various religious organizations to win the

support of residents by providing these absent services’’ (Fawaz 2000, p. 8).

These Administrative associations in Lebanon have, since the time of the

Ottoman Empire, enjoyed a cooperative relationship with the state. In doing so,

these associations have become crucially important elements in Lebanese society,

influencing their communities both socially and economically. They have in some

ways become more influential than the state itself and often have budget that far

exceed those of the related state ministries. Most of these associations provide

services for local constituents and in return politicians expect those constituents to

support them during elections, a situation that affects the idea of citizenship and the

state (Beydoun 2009).

The Fourth Contextual Framework is the Role of International Community

As of the 1980s, international donors started cooperating with grassroots associ-

ations in order to help the development of the states. Thus for the coming two

decades, more and more financial support was provided for local associations to

develop. Furthermore, as of the 1990s, associations were provided with a new

function: that of peace building. This in turn led to the mushrooming of liberal

associations focusing on democracy and human rights (Marchetti and Tocci 2009).

International community and funders have played a crucial role in affecting the

nature of associations in Lebanon. During the civil war, the role played by

international funders, who were able to work closely with local associations,

became important: The presence of such funders made it possible for associations to

flourish free from state interference. Doing so, these associations were to become

more powerful than the state itself.

Furthermore, beginning in 2000, Lebanon began to see increased cooperation

between government agencies, civil society associations and international institu-

tions (Karam 2009). Associations focusing on human rights, democracy and

transparency started to appear and flourish (Karam 2009). Thus, civil society

organizations were included in the reconstruction process through the direct

pressure from local and international organizations, especially the World Bank and

the United Nations. In this respect, civil society organizations started witnessing

financial support from international organizations, mainly the World Bank and the

European Union, especially on projects that focus on development of local

government, activating and strengthening the participation of women and youth,

environment issues and the respect and protection of human rights.

The major factors leading to this state support were ones that were present across

the different regions in the Arab world. First, changes in the international agenda:

There was international pressure pushing states to adopt programs of reform

whereby CSOs would be included in the reform programs through the international

organizations, mainly the United Nations and the World Bank. Thus the

Government responded to western pressure and adopted programs of reform

whereby the civil society included in the reform program and the public sector as

third partner. Second, the government’s commitment to the United Nations
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Millennium Development goals led the Lebanese state to amend the constitution to

give greater importance to human rights and public freedoms; and third, the arrival

of newly elected members in the parliament who were confident of having been

legitimately elected led to an opening up to the newly created associations and calls

for cooperation with them (Karam 2009).

Moreover, from the Ottoman Empire passing through the civil war, post-war

Lebanon, 2006 crisis and the Syrian refugees crisis, International organizations were

and are still cooperating with administrative CSOs to respond to the needs of the

different societies: Religious-based organizations have witnessed a great support

from foreign associations and even from different states. It is important to note that

most of religious-based associations in Lebanon are based on foreign donations

from either sister organizations or from foreign countries (Jawad 2009); these

associations were the least affected after the war and until now.

Part V. Conclusion

The relationship between CSOs and the political powers in Lebanon is not

systematically defined, and changes are based on the (1) context in which civil

society is functioning, (2) the level of democracy, (3) socio-economic situation and

(4) International interference. Associations have had to adapt to a constantly

changing political environment, an issue evidenced by the analysis of the different

phases that they passed through.

The absence of socio-economic policies, combined with the divisions present

within the state, have allowed CSOs based on family and kinship to step in and fill

the gap left by the absence of the state, by establishing their own social systems

focused primarily on the delivery of health and education services. Administrative

associations in Lebanon have, since the time of the Ottoman Empire, enjoyed a

cooperative relationship with the state. In doing so, these associations have become

crucially important elements in Lebanese society, influencing their communities

both socially and economically; these associations, as a consequence, are becoming

important players. They have in some ways become more influential than the state

itself and often have budgets that far exceed those of the related state ministries.

The legal framework has also affected CSOs in Lebanon by providing family-

based associations in addition to charitable and social associations with the

necessary space to function with minimal interference from the state. At the same

time, associations that are purely voluntary in nature, calling for reform have found

themselves repressed by the governing regimes and denied even the licenses they

require in order to function, especially in post-1990 era. In contrast to what

Marchetti has argued regarding the role of CSOs in post-conflict societies, such

organizations have not been invited to participate in the process of state building in

Lebanon (Marchetti and Tocci 2009). The cleavages and polarization present in the

state have been such that, since the time of the Taef Agreement, associations have

been prevented from stepping into assist in creating a citizenship society in which

rights and duties are mutually recognized.
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Changes must be made to overcome the problems currently faced by associations

in Lebanon. The law of associations should be reviewed and redrafted in such a way

as to ensure that it conforms to the international declaration of Human Rights

(Abdel Samad 2007). The legal framework should be altered to provide

suitable environment in which organizations can function. The law should be

redrafted in such a way that it will respond to the changing nature of associations

and allow them to better respond to the demands of the society (Traboulsi 2000). In

order to protect associations and prevent the state for intervening arbitrarily in their

affairs, the redrafted law should provide clear directions to insure transparent

relationship between associations and the state. In return, the law should contain

provisions to prevent associations from abusing their powers (Abdel Samad 2007).

The law should also clearly define the financial structure, legal framework and

governance structure in which associations operate.

In conclusion, despite the fact that its existence pre-dates even the creation of the

state, Civil Society Organizations in Lebanon is still in an early phase of

development and still lacks a legal framework that would allow it to function

efficiently. There is an absence of laws governing the legal, political, social and

civic rights of individuals. In order to enable CSOs to function properly, the state

should begin by writing a modern law of associations. It should also develop clear

strategies to organize the CS field, assess the role played by CSOs and create future

policies that would allow such organizations to become unambiguous partners with

the state. However, to better understand the role of civil society associations in

Lebanon, there is a need to examine the historical development of this society.

Furthermore, the importance of these associations and the influential role they are

playing in the society should be further understood and examined. Those studies

will provide us with a better insight about the crucial role that associations have in

Lebanon.
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