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MAKING COMMON CAUSE: OVERCOMING DIVIDES WITHIN CIVIL SOCIETY  

TO ADVANCE SOCIAL JUSTICE. 

 

A working paper prepared by Melanie Beth Oliviero, USA 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Civil society is constituted by many groups.  There are formal associations organized 

around common interests – like human rights or fair trade.  There are also more ad 

hoc groupings, where people are allied less by conscious purpose than by shared 

experiences.  Examples of community members organizing to rebuild their homes 

and businesses after a natural disaster, or …. 

 

We are all members of civil society.  We gather in Glasgow from a variety of home 

bases precisely because we recognize the power that resides in collectives of 

individuals who rally jointly in pursuit of a common goal.  In advancing social justice 

where all members of our home societies – and of all human society – have equal 

opportunity to exist and thrive, we readily see the cause that binds us together.  

However, upon closer examination, we also see there are a diversity of tactics, an 

array of priorities and …that we each embrace. 
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What happens to our progress is advancing the goal of social justice that we have in 

common when our priorities and approaches compete and clash? 

 

One obvious answer is that our progress is slowed.  Our energies get diverted in 

working at cross-purposes.  But the consequences can be more profound.  Divides 

can occur that fracture alliances and actually impede any further progress.  Left 

unaddressed these internal conflicts can paralyze and set back work for social justice, 

leaving the existing inequities and dangers unchallenged.  Not only is progress in 

pursuit of justice slowed, but more unjust and destructive practices thrive and wreak 

damage to precisely those fellow constituents of civil society whom we seek to help. 

 

This meditation on overcoming divides across civil society sectors by strengthening 

the common bonds of social justice advocacy examines the phenomenon in two 

stages.  The first section addresses the roots of competing priorities and explores the 

consequences they have for advancing social justice.  The second section 

concentrates on strategies for bridging the divides.  It suggests alternative 

approaches for cohesion and builds upon lessons learned from past advocacy efforts 

that signal more coordinated and effective civil society pursuit of social justice.  
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PART I:  COMPETING PRIORITIES AND STRATEGIES 

 

Good news, bad news 

All societies that function at even basic levels of civility (i.e. not in the throes of total 

chaos or violent conflict) develop communal strategies for allocating resources and 

distributing power in order to ensure their survival.  Yet, few do so in a manner that 

accords equal worth to each member of society.  And so here we are in the 21st 

century still striving to shift the distribution of power and resources into more socially 

just patterns that elevate the survivability of each person to a viable and equitable 

plane. 

 

That women and children remain among the most vulnerable sectors of the 

population worldwide is a fact reinforced repeatedly from statistical analyses and case 

study presentations from a variety of authoritative sources.  [insert brief discussion of 

sample sources such as HDR, WIDE, Action Aid, etc.]  Countries in conflict, both 

cross-border and intra-state, reveal another recurring pattern of social injustice – 

ethnic and religious minorities are among the most victimized by genocide and 

displacement [check UN Special Rapporteur data, refugee/IDP reports]. 

 

Despite this evidence that the demands for energetic and self-conscious movements 

for social justice are still vitally necessary and important, we do find ourselves at a 

point where civil society is as organized and powerful as it has ever been.  This is the 

good news. 
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While the phenomenon of individuals organizing themselves formally and informally to 

advance a cause dates backs to antiquity, the terminology and study of “civil society” 

is relatively new.  Its appearance in the social science literature dates mostly from the 

period of political transitions of the 1980s.  Within countries and across borders, 

social movements have formed in ways that engage the general populace in wresting 

power from government and commercial markets.  Among the most mature ‘modern’ 

movements are trade unions and labor rights advocates.  They are joined with a 

century or more of women’s equality campaigning.  Another of the oldest and most 

enduring social justice movements is organized around peaceful resolution of conflict.  

Somewhat less venerable, but as sophisticated and effective are movements focused 

on environmental protection and the promotion of universal human rights. 

 

These causes may have immediate goals such as a civil protest to draw public 

attention to an impending political decision.  Or the cause may be more remote where 

civil action occurs over time in a series of cumulative steps like securing the right to 

vote in an open and representative political process. 

 

With all this experience and depth of solidarity networks within civil society sectors, 

social movements constituted by civil society still haven’t succeeded in allying 

themselves with sufficient force to ameliorate, and let alone eliminate, social injustice.  

This is the bad news. 
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While it is not inaccurate to say that the effectiveness of opposing forces (in whose 

interests social inequities lie) has similarly matured and become more sophisticated 

over the decades, thereby imposing considerable counter-force to social change.  

Civil society groups are also at fault in this lack of progress.  Their own 

preoccupations and often perilously fragile foundations inhibit their ability to 

concentrate their skills and resources to intervene effectively in changing unjust 

practices. 

 

Leadership 

It is not really surprising that cohesion does not come naturally to civil society groups.  

Despite the obvious kindred goal of securing social justice, groups are organically 

distinct.  One distinguishing characteristic of most organized civil society groups --no 

matter how formalized or not they are -- is their leadership.  Often this is a single 

individual who has the energy and passion and vision to mobilize others around a 

cause.  Individuals with such leadership qualities often function best when they 

operate autonomously. 

 

This is not to say that such leaders do not see the value in allying with others.  

Indeed, many realize this is an imperative element in their strategic planning for 

advancing the cause.  It is more a function that leaders are accustomed to being 

followed.  Working in alliance with others requires suspending that expectation in 

order to share power and leadership duties. 
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Not all civil society groups are led by a single individual.  It is not at all uncommon for 

a group to have a core group of leaders.  These might be community members who 

share a revered status in that society – like elders, educated persons or members of 

a religious hierarchy.  They may also be a very democratically aligned steering 

committee – the business model inspired by micro-lending to small circles of co-

investors/borrowers comes to mind. 

 

This leadership-by-committee has similar inelasticity, however, to that of a single 

charismatic-type leader.  Either roles are sufficiently defined that individuals within the 

leadership structure are not comfortable or feel equipped to add attributes such as 

outreach to and coordinating with other groups.  Or the very process of collective 

leadership is balanced among a closed loop of individuals.  Opening this loop 

destabilizes the control of their own group. 

 

Organizational culture 

Closely related to the impact leadership has on the operational elasticity of a civil 

society group to form broader alliances is its organizational culture.  Again, this 

phenomenon is present regardless if the group is a loosely formed, community-based 

collective, or a formally incorporated national or international not-for-profit corporation.  

The people in leadership generate a pattern that often gets institutionalized as the 

culture of the civil society group.  Sometimes, this takes the form of a cult of 

personality.  The leader as a person, or as a small group of people, becomes 

indistinguishable with the identity if the group itself. 
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While this can be an empowering force for impact in the group’s effectiveness, it also 

makes it difficult for groups to work harmoniously with one another when personalities 

clash.  Not coincidentally, it can also lead to burn-out on the part of the over-burdened 

leader. 

 

Organizational culture generally mirrors the priorities and tactics of the leadership, 

even when this identification with specific individuals is not a factor.  For example, if 

the leadership has blazed a trail of high profile, public actions, the likelihood of such a 

group finding common cause with a civil society group that operates much more 

quietly with a diplomatic, non-confrontational approach is low.  This, notwithstanding 

that both groups are dedicated to the same social justice mission. 

 

There are numerous examples of these cultural barriers being overcome.  However, 

they tend to be one off cases, with the groups returning to their separate paths after 

the joint campaign has run its course.  The goal of this paper is to examine how to 

build sustainable relationships across civil society groups overcoming this 

gravitational pull to forge ahead in their own cultural comfort zones. 

 

Mission and orientation 

The ‘glue’ that holds a civil society group together may also be an impediment to 

forging alliances with other groups.  Even as social justice may be central to a group’s 

mission, the orientation that allies members of the group to this cause may set 

boundaries that preclude collaboration with other groups.  If a peace group dedicated 
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to non-violence, for example, finds itself in league with a student group equally 

committed to turning out a political regime that is fueling conflict among minority 

populations and the students organize a confrontational demonstration that endorses 

violence, a clash of deep philosophical orientation may ensue.   

 

Beyond the cross-sectoral friction among groups oriented towards different 

philosophies and social justice goals, there is also a debilitating effect that can result 

from cross-border civil society engagement.  The larger social movements referenced 

above have increasingly fortified their effectiveness through the building of global 

alliances.  But these engagements have also revealed tensions among grassroots 

groups and more ‘elite’ NGOs.  There are stereotypes – sometimes based in fact, but 

not always – that sets these different types of organizations at odds with one another.  

Conflicts can arise over tactics and strategy, over language and dedication of 

resources, and also of geography. 

 

Women’s groups may find other groups insufficiently sensitive to gender issues.  

Human rights and trade groups may have profoundly different analyses of the value 

of inserting social clauses in international trade agreements.  Locally or regionally-

based groups may prefer a language other than English to ensure fuller participation 

from their civil society constituencies.  Divides such as these go so directly to the core 

defining purpose of a group that overcoming them may require an effort that depletes 

an already taxed group dynamic.  Which brings us to the issue of resources. 
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Competition for resources 

Another aspect of civil society life that can erode rather than bind social justice 

alliances lies in the precious human and financial resources that are its lifeblood.  

Relying on deeply-engaged, over-burdened individuals to partake in coalitions is often 

a strain on their workload not seen as worth the effort.  This is compounded when 

combined with the leadership effect discussed above.  As the locus points for 

collaboration are narrowed to individual people, the scarcity this creates – artificial as 

it may be – further sets back civil society coalition-building. 

 

Financial resources are as pivotal to the capacity of civil society writ large to survive 

and prosper as they are to a single group.  By their very definition, civil society groups 

are citizen-based, rarely funded by any self-generating revenue stream.  Therefore, 

most groups rely on charitable sources of support.  This may be volunteer labor.  It 

make be donations of materials and services on a contribution “in-kind” basis.  And 

often support to civil society groups comes from donors – governmental and non-. 

 

To acquire the donor funds, there is almost always some sort of competitive process 

of application.  This quite literally pits groups against one another.  In the 

philanthropic world (where funding still predominantly flows from North to South) one 

successful grant puts a group on the donor radar screen.  This profile helps attract 

other donors.  While the work supported is generally well-vetted and worthy of the 

grantmaking investment, for every grantseeker who succeeds, there are dozens who 

are turned down.  This not only weakens the viability of the ‘losers’ in the 
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grantseeking lottery, but it shreds the fabric of an interlocking civil society that works 

collaboratively and shares resources strategically. 

 

In sum 

This overview has highlighted several key aspects of civil society organization that 

cause divides and impedes coordinated social justice activism.  The consequences of 

these impediments can be enormous.  They not only miss opportunities to making 

greater impact, but they squander resources and divert energy from the cause they all 

share. 

 

The primary targets for overcoming these challenges lie in strategies for power-

sharing among civil society leaders on the one hand, and cultivating a culture of 

cooperation and mutual self-interest for working in alliance, on the other hand.  The 

resource issue requires consideration by donors as well as civil society.  That 

dynamic is as entrenched and may even be more intractable than civil society groups 

own intra-sectoral relations. 

 

 

PART II:  COHESION AND COORDINATION 

 

Mutual self-interest interest 

We can take for a given that all civil society groups active in the cause of social 

justice have this over-arching belief that they are engaged in a righteous fight.  But 
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the dynamic of fighting too often takes on a parochial character.  A group fights for its 

own influence -- in many cases, its own legitimacy and survival.  This internal drain on 

energy works at cross-purposes with the need to harness energy in a way that 

maximizes impact and minimizes duplication of effort in the larger goal of social 

justice reform. 

 

One approach to overcoming these tensions is to find common cause – and nurture 

the mutual self-interest in cooperating to achieve it.   

[examples of what’s in it for me?] 

 

To achieve such a shift from the self-interest that naturally underlies many civil 

society groups one must recognize the efficacy in delegating responsibilities and 

dividing the labor.  This is manifested literally at the level of individual.  No matter how 

convinced any of us is that we can devote limitless hours and energy to the cause, we 

all are human beings with finite stamina.  We do our organizations no favor if we take 

on more and more work without factoring in time to rest and to think. 

 

This same pattern is evident at the group level.  The group can feel very attached to 

its own approach and mission.  When collaborating with other groups, it is often 

easier to take the decision to divest some responsibility and share out tasks.  Where it  

might be very hard to recognize the predilections  of one’s own organizational culture 

on a day-to-day basis, when the perspective shifts to maximizing the impact of a 

conjoined effort, it becomes quite strategic to match up distinct strengths and talents 
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where the sum has great effect than the parts.  This forces a sort of introspection and 

inventory of one’s own group that makes the commonalities with others more evident. 

 

[Example] 

 

Diversity works both ways 

Another fundamental reality too often overlooked is that a single individual is usually a 

member of more than one civil society group.  Therefore, there is an instinctual 

capacity to move from one group to another and engage with different people on 

related but distinct issues.  For example, farmers may be organizing around the 

market manipulation for their goods due to subsidies some states invest in their 

agricultural sectors.  At the same time, many of the farmers may be active 

participants in a faith-based group.  While their participation in both shares common 

themes of human dignity and fairness, the way they engage calls upon distinctly 

different aspects of their personal and occupational life. 

 

This multiplicity of membership in civil society groups offers a bridge to formal 

coalition-building among diverse society groups.  As social equity at home becomes 

more distorted by global economic forces, alliances across labor rights, women’s 

empowerment and environmental protection advocates find common cause around 

something like factory conditions.  Women are increasingly entering the formal 

economy in the least developed countries through factory work for garments and 

manufacturing.  Labor rights advocates have long fought for worker representation in 
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dealing with management on issues of forced overtime and safety in the workplace.  

The environmental conditions inside of factories and in the air, soil and water 

surrounding these operations generate impacts for workers, their families, food supply 

and development potential.  This can lead civil society groups to make common 

cause within a locality or across state and regional boundaries. 

 

[power-sharing]  

 

Can you hear me? 

Communication is key to any alliance forming and cohering.  Literally speaking the 

same language may not be enough.  The ability to understand what groups have in 

common may require some translation of method and motive.  Very often 

misperceptions prevent groups from cooperating. 

 

It can sometimes benefit groups to have a third-party serve this translator role.  At the 

stage of coalition-building, this third-party applies the skill of a matchmaker, isolating 

the aspects of commonality among groups, helping to overcome contrasting views of 

social justice advocacy and misperceptions.  [more on potential actors for this role…] 

 

 

[internal communication….]  However, messages are not necessarily understood or 

internalized quickly.  So there is a different response when marchers convene week 

after week after week, in action after action after action, over weeks and months and 
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even years.  As opposed to effect of seeing a performance or getting media coverage 

for some eye-catching event.  [more on coordinating diverse tactics to strategic 

advantage…] 

 

 

Donor support 

Donor support for coalition-building has considerable capacity to overcome 

misperceptions and foster coalitions.  Donors are more commonly on the periphery of 

civil society even if they are non-governmental.  Governmental donors, of course, are 

distinctly an arm of the public sector.  The grantmaking entities that are structured as 

not-for-profit, charitable organizations nonetheless have the character – and often the 

structure – of a private sector entity.  This is not surprising as the vast majority of their 

resources stem from successful for-profit activities.  It is the rare non-profit donor 

organization that is formed around a social mission that then becomes the basis for 

raising funds for the purpose of giving it away.  More typically, a source of funds that 

is put into the service of a social justice mission becomes the rationale for creating a 

donor agency. 

 

It is somewhat beyond the scope of this paper – and the CIVICUS World Assembly – 

to reform philanthropy.  However, the role of donors is instrumental in the ability of 

civil society groups to work together, thus is bears some attention.   

 

[Convening power…examples from ICPD, Rio  et al….] 
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[Underwrite the costs of collaborating…] 

 

[Avoiding the cycle of anointing favorites and cherry-picking key leaders…] 

 

Ingredients for building bridges and overcome divides 

[Cost effective use of time and other resources…decision-making…] 

 

[Combating inertia, resistance to change…] 

 

[Examples …US civil rights and anti-war movements….Women’s empowerment and 

religious freedom…] 

 

 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

 

Bridges 

common cause 

mutual self-interest in collaboration 

multiplicity of civil society group membership 

matchmakers… 


