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From June 7 to 8 an International Conference on ‘Civil Society in Southeast Asia’ took place 

at the Buddhist Institute in Phnom Penh, Cambodia. The conference was planned and 

organized by the Munich Institute for Social Science in cooperation with the Buddhist 

Institute and the Heinrich-Boell-Foundation and supported by German Technical Cooperation 

(GTZ), InWent, the Asia Development Bank and others. More than a hundred-fifty interested 

people from the region and beyond visited and participated in five discussion panels and 

three focus group discussions throughout the two days. The participant’s background varied 

widely – academics, political decision-maker, activists from diverse organizations, 

community council members from Cambodian provinces, and expatriates from the field of 

international development cooperation – which reflects the variety of the conference’s topic 

very well.  

 

Why have we chosen ‘civil society’ as the focus of our discussions on Southeast Asia? The 

political scientists amongst us certainly point out civil society’s central role in 

democratization processes. While the sociologists mainly see the integrating function of civil 

society. Yet, both fields of academia share the American/European perspective of the 

discourse on civil society. The ‘Asian’ perspective had so far, not been integrated in the 

discourse - a fact that this conference changed. 

 

The conference was officially opened by His Excellency CHEA SAVOEUN, Minister of Religious 

Affairs and Cult after several brief and remarkable introductory speeches by the First 

Counsellor of the European Commission to Thailand ANDREAS LIST, MISS Director GERD MUTZ, 

LUC DE MEESTER, Team Leader of the GTZ, and Vice Director of the Royal University of Phnom 

Penh NETH BAROM.  

 

GERD MUTZ and HEMA GONATILAKE introduced the first panel, Panel A on The Local Civil Society 

- Influences, Concepts and Initiatives, which was completed by THIDA KHUS, OK SEREISOPHEAK, 

NICK TAN, LANG SENGDALA, PORA VANNA, and SOMKID MAHISSAYA.  
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The discussion in Panel B The Cultural and Religious Dimensions - Civil Society in Southeast 

Asia under Pressure of Modernization was chaired by HENG MONYCHENDA and brought forward 

by WALTER ASCHMONEIT, ARNALDO PELLINI, PETER GYALLAY-PAP, SRI YUNANTO, SHAARAD KUTTAN, and 

DAVID MUELLER.  

 

In Panel C MICHAEL NELSON, NOR AZIZAN IDRIS, NGUYEN MINH TAM, and VINEETA SHANKER 

discussed the topic Economic Institutions and Civil Society.  

 

In Panel D the General Setting for Civil Society and Political Practice was discussed by ROGER 

HENKE, KYAW YIN HLAING, HEIKE LÖSCHMANN, MICHAEL NELSON, and KIM SEDARA. 

 

In order to focus on some selected issues addressed especially to the local conference 

participants, the conference offered three Focus Group Discussions on Coping with Health 

Problems in Different Cultures - Civil society, Participation and Empowerment  chaired by 

MANFRED ZAUMSEIL,  Management of Local Civil Society Groups by THIDA KHUS, and Gender 

and Civil Society by SUSANNE MUELLER. Additionally to the discussion program the conference 

enhanced ones knowledge by means of three keynote speeches held by MANFRED CRAMER on 

Transnational Expert Culture and Local Civil Society, by SHAMSUL AMRID BAHARUDDIN on 

Modernization and Civil Society in Southeast Asia, and by GRANT CURTIS on ADB-Government-

NGO Cooperation. A Résumé and Round Table Discussion closed the successful conference. 

 

The central aspect from where each Panel started its evaluation and discussion was What is 

civil society, and How can we best describe and evaluate civil society in Southeast Asia? To 

structure the subsequent debate, Gerd Mutz compared two approaches to discuss civil 

society: the topographic approach and the action-oriented approach.  

 

There are two Approaches on Civil Society 

 

Basically, there are two conceptions of civil society: First, civil society is defined as a specific 

social realm apart from the market and the state. This definition clearly separates the three 

spheres of society: market, state and civil society. It is a widely used concept, and we call it 

the topographical approach. The problem is, that while the spheres of market and state are 

relatively easy to describe and analytically distinct, much greater difficulties incur to the 

attempt of assigning certain fields of societal action to this third sphere and, subsequently, 

to demarcating it against the other two. While the market sphere incorporates companies 

and business organizations with profit orientation, the state sphere incorporates 

government, bureaucratic organizations related to the state, and political parties, the civil 

society sphere has not such clear distinction. This is why the concept of civil society in the 

topographic tradition often serves as a residual category only - civil society is what is left 

over from society after subtracting the spheres of the market and the state.  
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Furthermore, it is noteworthy that this concept of civil society is US- and Eurocentric as it 

derives from a typical western pluralistic system. Moreover, within the topographic approach 

it is common practice to solely obtain an organizational perspective, thus restraining the 

concept of civil society to the existence of Non-Government Organizations (NGOs).  

 

As discussed in Panel A, these are generally presumed to represent the institutional core of 

civil society - but it remains a typically western point of view. Consequentially, other forms 

of involvement and ways of conduct are lost out of sight. A narrow view, focused on NGOs 

only, is not sensitive enough to include cultural aspects and national characteristics. Hence 

civic potentials from non-recognized actors would remain hidden from the observer of the 

topographical approach. 

 

The second approach conceives civil society by the notion of civic structures and civic action 

- even by a civic habit or attitude. In other words, this approach changes the perspective on 

civil society from simply viewing the civil society sphere to viewing civic action, in which civil 

society actors are involved. We call this approach the action orientated approach towards 

civil society. From this point of view civic structures and civic action may well be enclosed in 

all areas, spheres and subfields of society.  

 

For instance, there are companies adhering to the non-profit principle as well as to social 

aims - this would represent an example of civic involvement in the realm of the market 

sphere. Especially the civil society-oriented structures of economic associations, as co-

operatives or co-op networks, are of similar relevance as party political structures for a civic 

state. The role of economic institutions in civil society was discussed by Panel C.  

  

Concepts of Civil Society have to be Culturally Sensitive 

 

Having diminished the ‘western’ organizational perspective, different cultural aspects - such 

as traditional practices - will become visible, when we look at civil society as a structured 

way of acting. These traditional forms are unique in local societies in Southeast Asia and 

often completely inconsistent with modern conceptions of civil societies. This inconsistency 

can be harmful to development aid by western organizations, aimed at building civil society 

that does not consider the unique traditional features of civic life.  Acknowledging that, some 

actors have created ways to bridge traditional and modern ways of acting; one can even 

observe that modern organizations reanimate old traditional practices. In order to cultivate a 

maximum potential in the development of civil societies, creative mechanisms of linking old 

and new forms of civic involvement have to be found.   
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One example can be given. One can traditional practices find in all societal fields, however 

predominantly in religious institutions, for example Buddhist communities. These 

communities are a well-integrated, organic part in some Southeast Asian societies such as 

Cambodia, Myanmar and Thailand. These religious institutions carry a variety of potentials 

for civic engagement, culturally, economically and politically. Of course, one must not deny 

that the importance of religious institutions is sometimes over-interpreted and idealized, and 

the danger of being misused or instrumentalized is always inherent. This discussion was 

central to Panel B.  

 

Only an action-orientated approach allows us to analyze and compare civil societies in a 

culturally sensitive way. Especially for an intercultural comparison - e.g. the development of 

civil society in different countries of Southeast Asia -, it is of utmost importance to bear in 

mind the varying culture-specific meanings of civic actions and structures in a given societal 

context. 

 

 Minimum Standards of Civic Structures and Practices shall be Discussed 

 

We have concluded that civil society in Southeast Asia is characterized by different cultural 

aspects that create various forms of civic actions by a variety of civil society actors in 

different societal environments. After recognizing the significance of cultural sensitiveness of 

civil society discourses, we need to qualify its meaning to the fact that certain values and 

norms must be developed in order to consider civic structures and practices as such. 

Cultural sensitiveness must not excuse the absences of common values and norms which for 

example is often the case in the Human Rights debate. Therefore we need a value- and 

norm discussion to find consent on minimum standards for structures and practices of civil 

society. We suggest following indicators to define civic practices:  

a) civic activities shall be voluntary;  

b) they should be not for individual profit; 

c) they should contribute to the benefit of society; 

d) they must be transparent and accessible for the public.  

 

These four criteria are necessary yet not sufficient and demand further differentiation.  

 

This realization - the need for the fulfillment of minimum standards for civil society activities 

- implies that civic structures and practices cannot just be put in the place (like an institution 

or organization) but they have to be learned, exercised and shaped, which depends on the 

right legal, political, and social framework. Hence there must be specific political structures 

and opportunities that allow people to engage in civic processes. These were discussed in 

Panel D. 
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Up to now, no alternative concept of civil society has gained as much influence as the one 

discussed so far. Rather than separating civil society from market and state, the action-

oriented concept thrives to understand civil society as a structured way of acting, generating 

effects, and being effective in every societal field. This implicates above all to widen the 

horizon of the notion. The horizon has indeed been widened for most participants at the 

conference, for the variety of the participants’ background, professional and national, was 

mirrored in the diversity of the discussions during the two conference days. Yet, this should 

only be the beginning for a series of discussions to furthermore deepen the understanding 

for the subject at hand. MISS and its partners already specifically plan further projects on 

this subject in Cambodia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar/Burma and Vietnam. This will continue 

the debate and provide a certain degree of sustainability to the discourse in the respective 

countries. 

 

 

Karl Lemberg/Eileen Maternowski/Gerd Mutz 
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