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Elections Today: How would you assess the
health of civil society in Oman today? 

Mohamed Al-Yahyai: In the West, I believe
the concept of “civil society” emerged after a
long-standing struggle between religion (rep-
resented by church leaders and feudal lords)
and the people (represented by community
leaders). In contrast, Arab societies were
shaped by Islam as both a religion and a way
of life. Civil society in the Islamic world grew in
harmony with religious principles, rather than
against them, as it did in the West. These
Islamic principals encouraged people to build
a system of charity, which is, I think, one of the
main features of civil society anywhere. It is necessary to under-
stand this history in order to understand Arab societies and pol-
itics in general, as well as the concepts of civil society, democ-
racy and human rights as they are understood in the Western
world.

Before assessing the health of civil society in Oman, we have to
ask whether or not civil society exists there. The answer seems
to be both yes and no. 

On one hand, civil society exists in Oman because religious
institutions and society work together. In addition, Oman’s
unique form of Islam, Ibadism, insists that civil society be inde-
pendent from the state and must influence the policy of the
state. This social and political function of civil society was prac-
ticed in Oman as early as the seventh century A.D. 

On the other hand, there is no civil society now in Oman if “civil
society” means that people have the right to participate in their
nation’s interests, to know what is going on in their country and
to establish whatever associations they need without official
restrictions. Currently, to establish any professional association
in Oman, a person must follow a complicated set of rules and
promise that he or she will not practice any sort of politics.

In order to fulfill the requirements of a modern
state, the government has, of course, recent-
ly allowed the establishment of a sort of civil
association, such as a society of doctors
(headed by the minister of health), and there
are ongoing efforts to launch a society of writ-
ers, again represented by an official from the
Ministry of Information. In other words, there is
what can be described a “civil-governmental”
society in Oman and elsewhere in the Arab
world. 

ET: What challenges do CSOs in Oman face
with respect to freedom of expression?

MY: CSOs have no right to organize activities without written
approval from the Ministry of Social Development. As a result,
these associations have no ability to express themselves. All
forms of media in Oman, except the Internet, are completely
controlled by the government.

ET: Do you think the Internet can play an important role in build-
ing the knowledgeable civil society advocated by the UNDP's
2003 Arab Human Development Report? 

MY: Yes. As a global, uncontrollable channel of information, the
Internet can play an important role in building a “knowledgeable
society.” A more important question is how the Internet can be
used as a tool for building such a society. 

In Oman, Internet use, especially among university students, is
increasing, as are cyberforums, most notably Al Omania Net
(www.omania.net). There are also some great indications that
Omanis are using the Internet to raise issues that the traditional
media cannot broach, such as governmental corruption. 

However, the Omani government can monitor Internet users
since the single Internet provider there is government-con-
trolled. In the past three years, there have been at least two
cases in which Internet users were arrested and questioned by
the government with regard to their Internet use. So while the
government allows people to use the Internet, it puts many
obstacles in the way of using it as a tool for democratization and
political change. 

Mr. Al-Yahyai is an Omani journalist, author, director of the 
Gulf Press Freedom Center and a 2003-04 Reagan-Fascell
Democracy Fellow with the National Endowment for Democracy.
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Elections Today: How would you assess the
health of civil society in Uzbekistan today?
What is the largest problem facing civil soci-
ety there at this time? 

Muborak Tashpulatova: Well, it is like a body.
The health of a body depends on what feeds
it. Society is the same. There are diseases that
affect political freedom, civic freedom and the
third sector. If we are talking about political
rights, we have no political opportunities, no
freedom of speech and no freedom of associ-
ation. Since the government closed down
political parties, there has been no political
opposition. Of course, it influences our work. 

The most important challenge to developing civil society in
Uzbekistan today is that all NGOs work with support from grants
from sponsoring organizations. If there are no grants, there is no
support and they cannot work. The international community tries
to push NGOs to find a way to raise funds, but it is difficult
because of the economic situation in Uzbekistan, which is very
complicated. The business sector is weak and very few busi-
ness organizations can support NGOs. The second problem is
that we have no mechanism for institutionalizing the NGO sec-
tor. We need to build coalitions to address some of our bigger
problems. 

ET: How would you compare the experience of teaching young
people versus teaching adults in the importance of active citi-
zenship? Is there a 'generational' or other gap that makes it
more challenging to work with one group or the other?

MT: We have worked with both youth and adults teaching active
citizenship. Both groups are very important, but it has been 
our strategy to emphasize work with adults – we train teachers
who then work daily with young people and prepare teaching
materials.

Of course, there are generational problems. Most adults lived
under Soviet rule. They have a lot of history from that time, and
it is difficult for them to change. Uzbek tradition says that older
people are always right, and you never say “no” to them even if

you know they are wrong. It is very difficult to
change our traditions and culture. When we
train teachers, we try to show them other
ways to teach and encourage them to use
them. We tell them to teach openly and to
teach their students to think critically. This
does not mean that they will lose power: it
means that their students will develop a more
open and objective viewpoint. 

I cannot say that all teachers support this
method, and this causes problems. We are
teaching citizenship and there are only two or
three other subjects in the curriculum. We tell
teachers to teach citizenship democratically,

but then they return to an authoritarian style for other subjects.
Different teachers may tell the students to forget about the
democratic way. We work with the whole teacher community.

We choose a team that wants to make a difference, and we offer
special training for school officials. It works well. Some teachers
do not like it, but most teachers are trained. When they come to
class and try to use the method, then they understand that it
does work.

ET: How can a teacher help to create active citizens? How much
does it matter “what” is taught versus “how” it is taught? 

MT: When we discuss the democratic method with science
teachers, the first question is, “How can I use this method in
math?” The democratic method can work even in the physical
sciences and it is very important to use it. In our school, the main
objective of our training is for teachers to develop cooperation
among students. Students find a problem and work together to
solve it. In that process, they improve their social skills, their
negotiation skills, their critical thinking skills, their public speak-
ing skills and their ability to plan the use of resources. 

Ms. Tashpulatova is executive director of the Tashkent Public
Education Center in Tashkent and a 2004 Reagan-Fascell
Democracy Fellow with the National Endowment for Democracy.
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