
A few years ago, the Arab region witnessed a wide and
controversial debate on reforming educational systems. Such
reform was perceived, especially after September 11, as a
fundamental basis for democratic reform in the region. It has
been widely argued that there is an inseparable relationship
between educational reform and democratic change. Civil
society organizations (CSOs), in both development and
human rights fields, are seen as pivotal actors in this potential
process. However many political, institutional, legal and
cultural factors are impeding CSOs from being active players.

Civil society and education
Arab countries vary in the degree of development of civil
society, depending on historical, political, and cultural
factors. Political despotism, dominance of traditional, social
and cultural relations, and conflicts greatly influence the
development civil society groups as well as their orientation,
independence and capacity. The development of civil society
in countries such as Morocco, Egypt, and Lebanon is
different from that of the Gulf countries and Libya. However,
many CSOs are seen as actors, with either charity,
developmental or human rights perspectives, in addressing
issues related to education as a service, education as a right,
or education as a central arena for democratic reform. 

Likewise, the relationship between CSOs and educational
systems is rooted in modern history in certain countries
while it is nascent or absent in other countries. Egypt is an
example of a country with long experience in this regard,
where CSOs have been contributing to the educational field
since the mid 1880s and where certain charity associations
have been active in providing educational services, building
schools, supporting students and providing informal
education opportunities. From the functional point of view,
such contributions were charity-based and service-oriented. 

In the 1960s, after the independence of some Arab
countries, a new category of NGOs emerged. The majority
of such NGOs were established amidst political systems
dominated by the post-colonial states, hence they were
perceived as part of the state apparatus instead of being
autonomous entities. Similarly, teachers’ syndicates in many
Arab countries are used to being entirely subject to state
domination and are among the professional groups which
lack autonomy to defend their rights. Educational processes
are, accordingly, greatly influenced. 

Since the 1980s, new NGOs have emerged as a response
of international development towards supporting civil society
participation and certain traditional associations, mainly
Christian groups, have adopted new values in newly

emerging fields such as human rights, gender and
development. Meanwhile, many other charity organizations
have received significant financial support from the
conservative governments of the region to carry out religious
education and to disseminate religious culture. Hence, civil
society has become a sphere of inconsistent educational
tendencies, ie. modern vis a vis traditional concepts.

Recently, many human rights and developmental NGOs
have shown interest in human rights, civic, and citizenship
education. CSOs are increasingly becoming active in
lobbying for values of human rights, civic, gender equality
and citizenship to be part of any potential educational
reform. In this connection, international, regional and local
actors have initiated activities, both formal and informal, to
enhance human rights education at society and school levels.
Some of these initiatives aim at introducing human rights in
curricula and in school environments, and others aim at
disseminating human rights and citizenship culture among
many social sectors, including teachers and students. 

Since the mid 1990s, local human rights NGOs in some
Arab countries have become increasingly concerned with
disseminating human rights culture and, to a lesser extent,
democratic citizenship education. These NGOs have become
prominent actors in providing human rights training,
organizing intellectual activities and attracting other actors to
discuss, analyze and address various aspects of human rights
and citizenship education at national and grassroots levels.
However, while there is no clear and accessible evaluation of
the efforts of these NGOs, it may be noted that such
activities are not effective as long as there are no significant
school-oriented activities or any cooperation or coordination
between human rights NGOs and Ministries of Education. 

Unlike human rights NGOs, many developmental NGOs
are not in the front line in defending human rights in Egypt.
However, some such NGOs have initiated activities to
disseminate and educate about human rights concepts and
have started adopting a so-called ‘rights-based approach’.
Many of them display increasing interest in educating about
and raising awareness of children’s rights and gender
equality. Compared to human rights NGOs, the local
developmental NGOs are more successful in approaching the
educational system. Such relative success is due to certain
factors. Firstly, some of these NGOs have a school-network
under their supervision. Hence, there is an opportunity to
find a space to include human rights and citizenship
concepts and activities in the school environment. As part of
both civil society and the educational system, they have had

The Development Education Journal Volume 12 Number 1 2005 • 17

G
ET

TI
N

G
IT

R
IG

H
T?

Civil society and education in the Arab region: 
an overview

Yousry Moustafa discusses the efforts of civil society organisations in the Arab region to incorporate human
rights, civic and citizenship values in education systems and the restrictive legal, political and culture factors which
undermine civil society initiatives.



the opportunity to provide human rights training to teachers.
Secondly, unlike human rights NGOs, developmental NGOs
present themselves and are seen as apolitical groups. Such
apolitical identity facilitates their movement and provides
them with a relatively free space to act. Finally, many of
these NGOs are working at grass roots level and have
opportunities to deal directly with local communities and to
provide educational services. Hence, while they are
providing services, they succeeded in being value-carriers.
Therefore, one can observe that local developmental NGOs
are showing relative effectiveness in addressing human rights
and democratic citizenship education issues. 

In addition to local NGOs, other actors have initiated
efforts related to different aspects of human rights, civic and
citizenship education. Certain regional and international
human rights NGOs and other international organizations
have made their own contributions either through intellectual
activities, training or providing educational materials.
Besides, over the last years, analytical studies about formal
pedagogy and curricula were carried out by motivated
academics and experts. Some of these studies were
supported by civil society organizations, while others were
based on personal efforts. Gender equality and religious
tolerance are key analytical concepts in the majority of such
studies. Nevertheless, considering these efforts in supporting
human rights and citizenship education, their impact remains
very limited due to financial, political and organizational
factors. 

It might be argued that the above-mentioned efforts are
futile as many of them have been carried out without an
overall strategic plan. Many of these efforts seem to be
random due to the lack of a strategic framework for human
rights, civic and citizenship education. Hence, it would be
useful to identify the restraints and challenges undermining
the initiatives of civil society groups. 

Challenges 
It is widely known that CSOs in the Arab region have been
aggressively restricted due to political and cultural
despotism. This situation varies from one country to another;
from the entire absence of ‘modern’ CSOs to the relatively
growing NGOs in other countries. Political, legal and
cultural barriers are very evident. Therefore, human rights,
civic and citizenship education are perceived, by civil society
institutions, as pivotal for political reform. There is a clear
interrelatedness between education reform and democratic
change in all Arab countries. 

However, it is clear that integrating human rights and

citizenship values in the educational system is still one of the

most controversial issues. Some of these controversies are

related to the conceptual framework of all the new concepts

that need to be incorporated by CSOs while others are

related to the political and cultural resistance of educational

reform. 

On the one hand, governments and conservative groups
are expressing resistance under the pretext of national

security and cultural specificity. There is no real
partnership between governments and independent civil
society groups, rather confrontation. It is obvious that the
political attitude of the government towards human rights
NGOs and activities in general is the main reason behind
the gap between such NGOs and the school environment.
Human rights groups are always perceived by the
government as being suspected ‘political’ groups. 

In addition, cultural relativism is widely manipulated by

governments and non-governmental groups to challenge the

incorporation of modern human rights values in the

educational system. Moreover, some of the supporters of

cultural relativism are lobbying against internationally

recognized human values claiming that they are Western

values that contradict our inherited cultural values. The

impact of such a situation is clear not only in practice, but

also in the ongoing intellectual debate on the conceptual

framework of human rights, civic and citizenship education.

It is useful to build concepts that reflect domestic needs and

are not merely imported from Europe and US experiences,

but such debate is overwhelmed by the issue of cultural

relativism. 

Hence, while educational reform is recognized by all

parties as a crucial requirement for the entire process of

social and political reform, human rights and democratic

citizenship education is still a challenge as far as it is a

controversial issue. Such an inconvenient situation has a

negative impact on the abilities of CSOs to accumulate

notable experiences in this field and to develop significant

educational materials. 

Conclusion 
It is evident that there are many legal, political and cultural
challenges that delay the emerging efforts of civil society to
contribute to the imagined educational reform in the Arab
region and to incorporate internationally recognized values
in the educational system. Considering all the previous
challenges, it would be difficult to claim that the current
critical need to reform the educational systems in the region
is easily achieved. However, many local, regional and
international CSOs are struggling towards this objective
which is deemed by many parties as a critical venue for
democratic transformation in the Arab region. 

Useful websites 
http://www.mengos.net/
http://www.hrinfo.net/egypt/
http://www.ngo-monitor.org/archives/infofile.htm
http://www.arabcivitas.net/english/civicsrole.htm
http://www.aihr.org.tn/
http://www.cihrs.org/HOME/HRLeterares/HRLeterares_home.htm
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