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in the throes of violent conflict, to those where

institutions have collapsed and the state is
deemed to have failed, to “strong authoritarian”
states that rule with an iron fist, are marked by
severe trust deficits between citizens and govern-
ments, and between different groups in society. In
these inherently unstable and conflict-prone con-
texts, it can be difficult to see how ordinary citizens
can organize and mobilize nonviolently to achieve
more inclusive and participatory political processes
and accountable governance. Yet, local actors and
local solutions must drive effective responses to
state fragility.

COLLECTIVE ACTION AND SOCIAL
MOVEMENTS IN FRAGILE STATES

Collective citizen action in places such as Colombia,
Liberia, Guatemala, Nigeria, and Afghanistan has

F ragile states, which run the gamut from states

played a key role in challenging exclusionary, preda-
tory governance and in advancing peace processes.
Collective action refers to action taken by a group

of people whose goal is to enhance their status and
achieve common objectives. Collective action is often
manifested in social movements, which are made

up of fluid groupings of different actors, including
individuals, organizations, and networks, which share
a common identity and use tactics including marches,
vigils, boycotts, sit-ins, strikes, monitoring, and other
nonviolent methods. More than ad hoc, uncoordi-
nated protests, social movements display a degree of
politicization and have change-oriented goals. Their
methods are extra-institutional and may involve
nonviolent confrontation with power-holders to open
up new democratic spaces. They have some degree of
organization and can draw on a critical mass of sup-
porters. They have at least some strategic continuity
over time, even if their specific goals, leaderships, and
collective action methods change.?

The Fragility Study Group is an independent, non-partisan, effort of the Carnegie Endowment for Interna-
tional Peace, the Center for a New American Security, and the United States Institute of Peace. The chair report
of the study group, U.S. Leadership and the Challenge of State Fragility, may be accessed here: http://www.usip.
org/fragilityreport. This brief is part of a series authored by scholars from the three institutions that build on
the chair report to discuss the implications of fragility on existing U.S. tools, strategic interests, and challenges.
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Grass-roots campaigns and movements around
the world have advanced civil and political rights,
challenged environmental degradation, promoted
economic justice, resisted corruption, and chal-
lenged institutionalized exclusion and discrimina-
tion.3 Corruption, whose link to protracted violent
conflict is well-established, has galvanized a number
of citizen-led movements in fragile and conflict-af-
fected states.* The social movement against
corruption launched in 2009 by Transparency
International Bangladesh in 34 districts achieved
successes in holding government officials account-
able for health, education, and other services.
Integrity Watch Afghanistan has empowered local
communities to engage in monitoring hundreds of
donor-funded reconstruction projects, leading to
dozens of exposed and resolved corruption cases.
In Kenya, Muslims for Human Rights (MUHURI) has
mobilized communities in conflict-prone Mombasa
to audit constituency development funds in order
to curb their misuse and fight poverty.> Last year in
Guatemala, a broad-based national movement used
boycotts, strikes, protests, and digital mobilization
to challenge entrenched government corruption,
forcing a kleptocratic president to step down with-
out violence. This was a remarkable achievement for
a country that had endured over three decades of
civil war and that even now has one of the highest
homicide rates in the Western Hemisphere.®

Historically, major nonviolent campaigns have been
twice as effective as armed struggle in achieving ma-
jor goals, including in contexts marked by high levels
of violence and repression. Erica Chenoweth and |
examined 323 major violent and nonviolent cam-
paigns from 1900-2006 and found that the nonviolent
campaigns succeeded, in terms of stated political
objectives, about 54 percent of the time, compared
with 27 percent for violent campaigns.” Chenoweth
and | furthermore concluded that nonviolent
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campaigns are positively associated with both demo-
cratic and peaceful societies. The power of nonviolent
campaigns and movements comes from broad and
diverse participation: When large numbers of people
collectively assert (or withhold) their economic, social,
and political power from state or nonstate authorities,
this can shift power to the marginalized and excluded
and incentivize new behavior from within existing
structures and institutions.

Nonviolent citizen-led movements have also helped
end armed conflicts that have been both a cause and
a consequence of fragility. Women have been at the
forefront of a number of them. In Argentina, where
a military dictatorship used state terrorism to wage
a decadelong “dirty war,” a group of mothers whose
sons had been “disappeared” began to march on the
Plaza de Mayo in Buenos Aires in 1977 holding placards
with pictures of their missing sons. Their public act of
defiance in front of the presidential palace put a spot-

Historically, major nonviolent
campaigns have been twice as
effective as armed struggle in

achieving major goals, including
in contexts marked by high levels
of violence and repression.

light on the human rights abuses and inspired further
collective action. The junta was later forced from power
nonviolently. In Liberia, a country that endured years
of brutal civil war between armed rebel groups and the
Charles Taylor government, a group of Christian and
Muslim women came together and organized a brave
direct action campaign that pressured the warring par-
ties to sign a peace agreement in 2003. Peace vigils, sex
strikes, and sit-ins were a few of their tactics to create
alternative spaces of debate outside official arenas
while sustaining pressure on the belligerents.®

It needs to be acknowledged that not all social
movements espouse socially and politically pro-
gressive goals. Mobilization that occurs along ethnic,
racial, or other identity lines that advances exclusive
ideologies, which occurred as part of the Hutu
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slaughter of the Tutsis during the Rwandan genocide,
can be highly dangerous. In fragile contexts, there
are legitimate concerns that protests could desta-
bilize the status quo and result in clashes between
civilians and authorities. The 2011 Arab Spring pop-
ular uprisings in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Syria, Yemen,
and Bahrain, which varied in terms of the degree and
duration of the nonviolent (compared with violent)
resistance, disrupted the status quo on the way to
producing very different outcomes.

At the same time, quantitative research challenges
the assumption that mass political action in fragile
states necessarily contributes to government insta-
bility. One study, based on analysis of data produced
in the World Values Survey that compared 27 fragile
states (16 democracies and 11 autocracies) with 49
states considered stable, found:

Protest in fragile democracies does not represent a
backlash against democracy or even the government
in power, but rather it is similar in many regards to
the background and motivation of activists in stable
democracies. Fragile democracies face multiple
challenges in consolidating and institutionalizing the
regime, and deepening the quality of democratic insti-
tutions. But the profile of protestors suggests that this
should function as a positive channel of expression
and mobilization of civil society.®

In contexts where notions of citizenship and social
trust are weak, evidence that individuals are sufficiently
motivated to engage in collective action, that they un-
derstand their rights, and that they can find common
ground with other people are net positives. In fragile
contexts, the ability of social movements to bridge
deep social divisions (based on race, ethnicity, religion,
etc.) and to invite large-scale participation in pursuit of
shared goals is particularly salient.

OBSTACLES TO COLLECTIVE
ACTION IN FRAGILE STATES

Still, the challenges of civic mobilization in fragile and
conflict-affected states are formidable. Civil society

in these contexts is often weak, social trust between
citizens is diminished, and effective mobilizers in
repressive or fragile contexts are often the first to be
targeted.'® Because they are capable of forging shared
agendas across identity groups, of mobilizing people
to challenge violence, and of building up countervailing

power in situations marked by power asymmetries,
they are regarded as threats by power-holders.

This is particularly the case in authoritarian regimes,
and authoritarianism is on the rise globally. Over
the last 10 years we have seen dramatic reversals in
respect for democratic principles around the world.
Aggregate scores in civil and political liberties have de-
clined in each of the past 11 years. Between 2000 and
2015, democracy broke down in 27 countries across
various regions, from Kenya and Thailand to Turkey
and Russia.™ A 2015 Freedom House report stated that
the "acceptance of democracy as the world’s dominant
form of government - and of an international system
built on democratic ideals - is under greater threat
than at any point in the last 25 years."?

While there is no simple relationship between au-
thoritarianism and fragility, it is worth noting that highly
repressive autocracies are the most likely to experience
state failure. In the 2016 Fragile States Index, all eight
countries listed as “very high alert”? are also designated
as “not free” in the 2016 Freedom in the World report.

Studies have shown that how governments treat
their citizens is a key determinant of how they be-
have internationally. Not only are democracies less
likely to fight wars against each other, they are more
likely to form alliances and cooperate with other
democracies than with autocracies. ™ Given the
necessity of bilateral and multilateral partnerships to
addressing challenges posed by fragility, the quality
of domestic politics matters greatly. The trend of
authoritarian regimes allying with fragile and “at
risk” states, and increasingly sharing approaches
and technologies to suppress dissent, renders the
fragility challenge even tougher.”™

THE NEED FOR CHANGE:
WHY ARE WE FALLING SHORT TODAY?

The United States government (USG) is falling short in
addressing the power asymmetries and governance
failures that underlie fragile states and responding to
the barriers to collective citizen action. Interagency
planning and response to resurgent authoritarianism
and closing civic space is weak, security assistance

is insufficiently tied to governance benchmarks, and
those local actors who are best positioned to mobilize
and advance more inclusive, participatory political
processes receive inadequate attention.
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USG short-term security imperatives (or perceived
imperatives), such as counterterrorism operations
or peacekeeping support, often overshadow lon-
ger-term investments in inclusive political processes,
legitimate institutions, and strong civil societies.
President Barack Obama’s Stand With Civil Society
initiative'® and the 2014 Presidential Memorandum on
Deepening and Strengthening Engagement with Civil
Society' have focused on strengthening civic space
and making support for civil society an interagency
priority. While both were significant advances, these
efforts are often not aligned with Department of
Defense (DoD)-led security cooperation programs and
initiatives with partner countries. Although Presiden-
tial Policy Directive 23 (PPD 23) provides the structure
to bring institution-building, rule of law, and respect
for human rights together with training and weapons
provision, in reality PPD 23 has not been imple-
mented. Security assistance is bifurcated within the
USG, complicating policy coordination. The inability
to transfer funds readily between USG departments
makes it even more likely that security assistance is
decoupled from efforts to advance good governance
and democratic development.

This paper has highlighted the importance of
grass-roots actors and movements to addressing the
exclusionary and illegitimate practices and institutions
that characterize fragile states. Making governance
more inclusive requires “building up the countervail-
ing power of those who are excluded.” That means
bolstering support to the grass roots, since, as one
study found, “transformative social change tends to
come not from apolitical and technocratic NGOs but
from politically influential actors such as social move-
ments [that] external donors are usually uncomfort-
able supporting."'® Another quantitative study of 100
civic engagement initiatives concluded that advances
toward inclusive politics, governance, and develop-
ment - through constructing citizenship and rights,
challenging exclusionary practices, enabling collective
action, and demanding that decision-makers be held
to account - is most often accomplished not by pro-
fessional NGOs undertaking advocacy campaigns, but
by citizen-centered organizations and movements.'

Yet, a 2015 CIVICUS study found that local civil
society organizations received just 0.2 percent of offi-
cial development assistance. % Although Western aid
agencies and other donors have supported collective

action initiatives focused on social accountability,?!
historically they have paid little attention to social
movements. Funding mainly goes to large, high-profile
NGOs, whereas those on the front lines of change have
minimal access to resources. There are a number of
reasons for this, including the fluid, unpredictable, and
nonlinear nature of social movement organizing; the
movements' focus on political issues and power asym-
metries; their lack of formal institutional structures;
and their use of extra-institutional (and sometimes ex-
tralegal) direct action tactics such as protests, boycotts,
and strikes as a means of exerting voice and shifting
power.22 Donors are concerned about governments’
reaction to support for groups that could be perceived
as confrontational or as “opposition” and are justified
in asking whether support for civic groups is worth the
risk of being forced to stop operations in the country.?3
Meanwhile, civil society’s necessary role in
strengthening the social compact and addressing the
drivers of fragility has gotten much harder as space
for civil society has shrunk and authoritarianism has
surged. Just as the weakness of integrated analysis,
planning, and preventative action is hampering the
USG's ability to effectively respond to fragility and its
drivers, the government'’s uncoordinated, haphazard
response to the surge of authoritarianism globally is
further weakening the US response.
Counterterrorism and other strategic priorities
often require cooperation with unsavory regimes. Fo-
cusing on immediate pragmatic issues, however, does
not mean abandoning governance reform and dem-
ocratic development. Nor does it mean, in instances
where the U.S. government has strong security or
counterterrorism relationships with nondemocratic al-
lies or countries in transition, that those relationships
cannot be leveraged to advance democratic norms
and practices. Given that U.S. assistance to foreign
military, police, and other security forces has jumped
from $5 billion in 2000 to $15 billion in 2015, according
to the Security Assistance Monitor dataset,?* inte-
grated planning assumes even greater importance.

RECOMMENDATIONS: ACHIEVING
AN IMPROVED APPROACH

In line with the recommendations put forward by
the Chair Report of the Fragility Study Group,? an
improved USG approach to fragility would elevate the
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importance of responding proactively to democratic
decline and authoritarian resurgence globally and
dedicate more resources to creating enabling environ-
ments for nonviolent citizen-led movements.

At the National Security Council (NSC) level, an im-
proved USG approach would view governance and de-
mocracy initiatives as means of addressing emphasize
stronger linkages between fragility, governance, and
democracy. This requires greater integration of the se-
curity community in efforts to strengthen civil society
and democratic development. This was envisaged as a
fourth “pillar” of the Stand With Civil Society initiative
but was never implemented. USG, which currently
holds the presidency of the multilateral Community of
Democracies (CD) and has recently launched a “De-
mocracy and Security Dialogue” co-chaired by former
U.S. Secretary of State Madeleine Albright and former
Tunisian Prime Minister Mehdi Jumaa, should use the
presidency to support greater integration of security
cooperation and democracy assistance both within
the USG and among CD member states.

The NSC should coordinate integrated analysis,
planning, and action that focus on a set of priority
countries that are already fragile or at risk of becom-
ing fragile - resembling an integrated campaign strat-
egy. Part of that effort should include “democracy
action plans” developed by the State Department
and the U.S. Agency for International Development
(USAID), which would focus on priority countries,
including authoritarian countries or those whose
democratic backsliding would pose the greatest risk
for violent conflict and instability. Those plans, best
developed at embassies with input from civil society,
should contain Millennium Challenge Corporation
(MCQ)-like benchmarks for security cooperation that
incentivize partner-nation shifts away from repres-
sion, exclusionary policies, and systemic corruption.
Transfer authorities within USG should be expanded
so that DoD can transfer funds to USAID and the
State Department to support civilian programming
focused on institution-building, good governance,
and civil society.

The USG's human resources policy should in-
centivize excellence in supporting civil society and
democracy as part of an overall effort to prevent and
mitigate fragility. Ambassadors should be selected
based, in part, on demonstrated excellence in
supporting human rights and democracy. Promotion

criteria across the interagency should be linked to
the launch of major policy initiatives focused on civil
society and democracy, such as Stand With Civil So-
ciety, and high-level awards should be bestowed on
particularly deserving diplomats and development
practitioners. An increased democracy and gover-
nance budget should support the creation of 30 to
40 new State/USAID positions for officers who are
assigned to key embassies to help integrate human
rights, governance, and democracy perspectives
and approaches in country planning and operations,
while expanding the embassies’ outreach to a
broader swath of civil society.

USG officials should prioritize engagement with
grass-roots actors as part of an overarching fragility
strategy and devise strategies and tools to amplify

USG officials should prioritize
engagement with grass-roots
actors as part of an overarching
fragility strategy and devise

strategies and tools to amplify
their voices and efforts at the
local, national, regional, and
international levels.

their voices and efforts at the local, national, regional,
and international levels. This means expanding
beyond the realm of professional, technocratic NGOs.
Adopting a "movement mindset” would mean rec
ognizing and exploiting the comparative advantages
among outside actors working with civil society to
more effectively engage informal civic actors and help
them forge strategic alliances with traditional NGOs
and governments. For example, the Civil Society In-
novation Initiative, a multistakeholder initiative being
spearheaded by USAID and the Swedish International
Development Cooperation Agency (SIDA) that is estab-
lishing regional hubs, should focus on building bridges
between the grass roots and these other actors.
While providing direct financial support to
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movement actors is inadvisable in some cases, since it
could jeopardize their safety and local legitimacy, the
United States and its governmental and nongovern-
mental partners have a wide array of tools to support
an enabling environment for movement actors. These
tools can also strengthen connectivity between differ-
ent parts of civil society, and between governments
and civil society. A World Bank study concluded that
“in order to support civic mobilization in fragile and
post-conflict settings, it is essential to analyze social
networks carefully to identify those with the potential
to mobilize others. Where such mobilizers do not
seem to exist, a strategy can be to identify actors who
could potentially act as mobilizers and support their
technical capacity."?

Building an ecosystem of support for movements
involves doubling down on protecting citizens’ basic
rights to speech, assembly, and association. The Civic
Space Initiative, a coalition that includes the freedom
of expression non-profit Article 19, the World Move-
ment for Democracy at the National Endowment for
Democracy, CIVICUS, and the International Center for
Not-for-Profit Law, launched a “right to protest” initia-
tive in 2015 that is focused on strengthening the legal
environment for nonviolent protest activity, which is
protected under international human rights law. This
initiative should be backed by increased investment in
the leadership and capacities of activists and com-
munity organizers. Movement-building involves skills
that can be learned and transferred across cultures,
facilitated by organizations such as Rhize, ActionAid,
and the International Center on Nonviolent Conflict.

Movements have unique attributes, discussed
earlier, that make them difficult to support through
normal donor mechanisms. Flexible funding mecha-
nisms that are capable of providing “surged” support
when movements need it most are particularly
helpful. USAID's Office of Transition Initiatives has the
most flexible support mechanisms in the U.S. govern-
ment. Longer-term support mechanisms should also
be developed, ideally in partnership with private-sec
tor actors. In many contexts it is neither desirable nor
strategic for the USG to provide material assistance
to movement actors. Private foundations such as
Ford, Open Society, and Hewlett are better placed
to do this, though this should not preclude State
and USAID from experimenting with mechanisms to
better support grass-roots actors, including as part of

civil society awards and in conjunction with research
about what works.?’

At embassies in priority countries, supporting
platforms for grass-roots actors to engage with
government reformers would help improve trust
between these groups and help movements trans-
late effective mobilization into policy changes. This
could potentially be done in conjunction with the
multi -stakeholder Open Government Partnership. As
described in A Diplomat’s Handbook for Democracy
Development Support,® diplomats have often been ef-
fective connectors between government officials and
civil society leaders, including activists, who otherwise
would have no standing with those governments. The
accompanying handbook for security professionals,
Military Engagement: Influencing Armed Forces
Worldwide to Support Democratic Transitions, offers
concrete tools, ranging from military education to

Building an ecosystem of support
for movements involves doubling
down on protecting citizens’ basic

rights to speech, assembly, and
association.

bilateral and multilateral military exercises, to encour-
age democratic norms and behaviors in militaries
from non-democratic countries.?” These convening
opportunities should be expanded and strengthened
to help facilitate joint solutions to fragility challenges.

CONCLUSION

Systematic exclusion is a major driver of fragility,
and collective citizen action is one of the few mecha-
nisms that really address those issues by redressing
power asymmetries and exclusionary mechanisms.
Organized citizen action plays an important role in
both incentivizing reforms and strengthening social
trust, while opening up new political spaces in an
era of resurgent authoritarianism. A USG approach
that strategically integrated security cooperation
with diplomacy and democratic development tools,
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emphasized supporting an enabling environment for
grass-roots mobilization, and amplified the voices of
local movement actors would be a significant step
forward in addressing fragility.
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