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The Global Civil Society Yearbook programme has always involved efforts to collate and collect data that might inform our understanding of this complex phenomenon. In addition to the empirical evidence used by chapter authors, we have included sections of quantitative data in most editions. These have been compiled from a number of sources and presented in various formats, following a conceptual framework devised by Helmut Anheier (Anheier 2001). 

The concepts that are central to the study of global civil society (GCS) do not lend themselves easily to the classical, conventional research methods and methodologies of the social sciences. Anheier and Katz have explored a number of ways in which existing data might be analysed for GCS studies, whilst Timms has managed a pilot study in collecting new data on civil society events through a network of GCS correspondents, and Pianta has collected data on parallel summits and GCS events. At the same time, the evolving literature about the nature of GCS has produced some key theoretical principles from which methodologies for capturing GCS might be further developed. And lastly, technologies enabling citizens to report data themselves have become widely accessible and increasingly used by civil society actors. 

In this chapter we outline the nature and challenges of operationalising GCS with empirical data, and propose a new data collection initiative that builds on the latest practical and theoretical contributions to this project.

First things first

Ten years since the first GCS Yearbook, there is still no agreed definition of GCS. This is in one sense a serious problem for data collection: how can we operationalise a concept that is undefined? In another sense, however, a blank page is an advantage, affording the opportunity to trial a range of approaches, to be creative and to avoid the diktats of established methods. 

An important element of GCS is understanding the connections between and within local, national and global spheres of activity. There is a fundamental tension between this principle and the lens of methodological nationalism that is so often a straitjacket for the social sciences (Beck 2003). More generally, the contested nature of the concept demands a flexible orientation that considers a range of information sources and data types, acknowledging that they are partial, both in coverage and in motivation. GCS is a field of enquiry in which politics and activism are central, making reflexivity and sensitivity to the nuances of context crucially important. In proposing a framework for ‘measuring’ GCS, Anheier laid out these premises as four ‘assumptions’:

[QUOTE]
1. Any measurement of GCS will be simpler and less perfect than the richness, variety, and complexity of the concept it tries to measure.

2. GCS is a multifaceted, emerging phenomenon, and its operationalisation must take account of this essential characteristic.

3. GCS is essentially a normative concept.

4. The operationalisation and measurement of GCS has a strategic-developmental dimension. (Anheier 2001: 224) [ENDQUOTE]
As a first operationalisation of the substance of GCS, Anheier set out a list of variables or indicators that would capture the important phenomena for this study. These are depicted in Figure 11.1. 

Element A in the figure covers key background or contextual factors that combine with GCS to constitute the ‘drivers’ of globalisation (Anheier, Glasius and Kaldor 2001): globalisation of economies, communication and culture and population movement; and the spread of the international rule of law through treaties, human rights and environment movements, international peace-keeping and displacement of persons, and in contraposition, international crime (such as human trafficking). The data for these concepts are mostly administrative statistics collected or collated by centralised national or international agencies (in particular the World Bank and United Nations (UN)). They typically comprise relatively stable counts or ratios of quantities, such as income per country per year; numbers of telephones per capita in a country at a certain point in time; or numbers of treaties ratified by countries on a given theme at a given point in time. They are not without shortcomings, well documented by their creators – including problems of settling on common definitions across contexts; coverage; accuracy and other aspects of data quality which also often vary widely. 

The challenges entailed in measuring these elements of the context of GCS are to some extent common to all of the themes in Figure 11.1. However, there are somewhat different challenges for the concepts that are really central to GCS, which are included in elements B and C of the diagram. ‘Organisational infrastructure’ refers to the financial, legal, administrative and policy contexts for GCS organisations.  For these, we have relied on information from the Johns Hopkins Comparative Non-Profit Sector study (Johns Hopkins URL), and from the Union of International Associations (UIA URL), based in Brussels, which collects data on international and internationally-oriented NGOs and governmental organisations. The UIA maintains an impressively extensive register of organisations, and collects information on a range of their characteristics. These include geographical locations and reaches, interests and numbers of members, and connections between organisations, such as inter-organisation citations in official documents. The UIA has developed its own detailed conceptual scheme and classification for its data (ibid). UIA data are limited to those organisations which are sufficiently connected to register themselves with UIA. Organisations that do not feature in their database include, for example, more local, informally organised groups, who might not be inclined to register with UIA or might lack the means to do so. 

Element C of the diagram is ‘individual participation and identity’, and is operationalised by ‘softer’ data – for example, those capturing social values relating to such principles as tolerance and solidarity, which are central features of the climate for GCS. For these we have tended to rely on population surveys of social values amongst the publics of many countries (World Values Survey URL), alongside additional data on opinions sought from NGO workers and leaders (Pianta and Silva 2003a), and other relevant actors in GCS. The rich and extensive literature on survey methodology makes clear the challenges of cross-cultural comparability, and critiques of the levels of accuracy and depth that might be gained from these data. Again practicalities always emerge as a concern: drawing good probability samples, on which their validity rests, is a pipe dream in many countries.

Anheier’s framework has played the role of something analogous to a sampling frame for concepts and phenomena in GCS which are relevant to our points of focus in the Yearbook. In developing our data programme, we have mostly been trying to map this sampling frame onto pre-existing sources of data collected by other agencies. One of the initial objectives for the Yearbook data programme was to emulate the UNDP’s Human Development Reports (UNDP URL), by providing sections of quantitative data to serve as a reference source of relevant statistics for GCS actors. Modestly, we aimed to provide brief commentaries alongside the data on their relevance for GCS, and on notable trends and patterns, without going so far as to propose any grand statistical model of the connections between them. Re-presenting these data in our own format has often been a useful and effective exercise for this purpose. Sometimes this has meant coding and compiling qualitative data – for example, to summarise ratifications of international treaties, or violations of human rights (such as in Kaldor et al. 2007: 247-260). With each new Yearbook we have tried to develop our approach, little by little. A first step constituted moving from presenting tables of indicators in per country per annum format, towards an increased use of graphics to highlight trends over time, and to throw into relief comparisons between aggregated units – for example, of countries grouped by geographical region or income (Katz 2008). Hagai Katz has produced numerous maps and network analyses to highlight connections and flows where these are contained in the data. These innovations have resulted from many sources of discussion and feedback: from regular meetings of the Yearbook’s editorial committee and authors meetings; from informal feedback to authors from Yearbook audiences; and from a few more focused sessions which drew in experts from other fields – these included a Yearbook evaluation conference in London 2004, and an expert panel meeting for the data programme in Santa Barbara in 2006.
Analysing GCS data – multi-disciplinary innovations

Alongside the data programme, most editions of the Yearbook have included a methodology chapter, each time showcasing a new approach to collating and analysing sets of GCS data. The starting point for these thought experiments was a country-level composite index of GCS (Anheier and Stares 2002) using a statistical latent variable model that allowed us to explore the relationships among the various components of GCS. A summary measure such as this invites broad-brush cross-national comparisons of the distributions, or roughly speaking ‘amounts’ of organisational infrastructure, participation and prevalence of sympathetic social values that together create space for GCS activity. It is then commonly extended to explore the place of the index among other contextual factors; in the chapter we presented a brief analysis of its relationships with a few very rough indicators of economic globalisation and the spread of international rule of law. In many ways an index represents a classic approach to empirical analysis of quantitative data for GCS: identifying the basic unit of analysis as the country; treating countries (statistically speaking) as independent entities, identifying attributes that are common to all and then exploring the patterns of these attributes among them. Indices are popular in the policy world, and a number have been developed that are relevant to civil society. For another example, Box 11.1 describes the GCS ‘diamond’ developed by the NGO Civicus.

A natural progression from such an approach is to integrate a new attribute into analyses. Anheier and Katz (2003) took up this idea in a creative way: rather than simply add an extra variable to a correlation matrix, they brought in geographical information, and demonstrated the insights that can be gained from mapping ‘cases’ (again to use statistical terminology) and their characteristics, and drawing out their connections. For example, showing on a map of Europe the distribution of the importance attached to ‘tolerance’ as a social value among citizens enables the reader to grasp the basic narrative in an instant, rather than reading through and interpreting a large table of statistics (Anheier and Katz 2003: 246). And focusing on the geographical dispersion of phenomena that are central to GCS invites a flexible stance on which unit(s) of analysis to adopt. So Anheier and Katz mapped numbers of NGO secretariats in cities globally, alongside the precise locations of large transnational corporations (Anheier and Katz 2003: 242). Taking up a case study of a single INGO (Friends of the Earth International) they mapped headquarters globally, superimposed onto a map of membership statistics country by country (Anheier and Katz 2003: 244).

This spatially sensitive type of analysis entails a fairly informal treatment of the relative locations of various points. By contrast, network analysis focuses explicitly on the interconnections of points, modelling them in a number of different ways. For example, Anheier and Katz (2005) analysed the organisational links (formal or semi-formal affiliations) amongst a sample of INGOs from the UIA’s database, in order to explore how many connections each organisation had with other organisations. They found that very few INGOs had very large number of links, while a very large number of them had a small number of links; on average, an organisation would have ties to roughly seven other INGOs. This implied that the world of (registered) INGOs was fairly sparsely interconnected – existing in pockets or small clusters rather than as one grand densely connected web. 

Separate networks can be mapped together in this kind of approach, where each may be structured around a different basic unit of analysis. So Anheier and Katz presented a two-mode network of NGO participation in self-organised events at one of the World Social Forums. One network charted the links between organisations (a link would be formed between two organisations when they participated in the same event), while the other recorded the links between events (two events would be linked by a common participant). The resulting depiction of the ‘space for debate’ (Anheier and Katz 2005: 217) indicated a rather fragmented sphere, consisting of small sub-networks of organisations, loosely linked by heterogeneous themes, rather than tightly clustered around clear common substantive concerns – perhaps a natural early stage in the development of a complex system. 

Moving from overview to case study, Anheier and Katz then focused on describing the ‘egocentric’ networks surrounding two organisations. They found, in both cases, the networks to be sparse and, globally speaking, Northern-centred, even though one of the networks was framed around an organisation located south of the Sahara. And then adopting once more a wider lens, and this time at a higher level of abstraction, they showed how blockmodel analysis can be used to explore the connections between subgroups of organisations that share similar positions within a network – treating them as ‘joint actors’ and exploring their group-level roles. A case study by Anheier and Romo (1999) demonstrated how ties of conflict and support among two sets of NGOs working towards establishing formal coalitions led to quite different structures for their resulting umbrella organisations. In one case the resulting structure had a functionally ambiguous form, with conflict and support connections sitting side by side; in the other, the resulting structure took a hierarchical shape, dominated by a few powerful organisations, with the majority remaining more loosely connected and less influential in the consortium. 

In a later chapter, Anheier, Katz and Lam (2008) turned their attention to the theme of how phenomena move around or are spread within networks. They demonstrated the use of diffusion models to represent the spread of protests around the world in response to the publication of cartoons depicting the prophet Muhammad in a Danish newspaper in 2005. The analysis entailed a data set detailing the numbers of protests, protestors, and numbers of reprints of the cartoons, and the locations of these elements. A diffusion model of these data could comprise most simply a timeline showing the dates and frequencies of these elements, or more ambitiously a formal statistical model predicting the chances of a protest occurring in a given country, given some key characteristics theorised to affect these chances. These could afford the opportunity to test various ideas about the spread of ideas and concerns through a number of media sources to particular concerned communities. 

One of the attractions of network analysis and diffusion models for social research is that they provide tools for explicitly representing the interconnectedness of organisations, or whatever units of analysis we choose. They directly address ‘Galton's problem’ – the shortcomings of treating social units and actors as if they are independent of each other. The fundamental interdependency of elements in the network is a central feature of globalisation and GCS (Anheier and Katz 2005). 

Developing their thoughts along this line of enquiry, Anheier and Katz shifted their focus on interconnectedness to the time connections or narratives that connect GCS actors and events (Anheier and Katz 2006). Comparative historical analyses provide a middle ground between the very contextually nuanced idiographic depictions typical to historical analyses, and grander nomothetic representations common to social science, which prioritise the inference of general and generalisable trends and patterns, putting local detail to one side. As an illustration, Anheier and Katz applied a formal event structure analysis to a narrative account of the establishment of the International Criminal Court (ICC) (Glasius 2005). The analysis employed a software application to scrutinise the logical connections between events leading up to the acceptance of the ICC statute in Rome, 1998. Once identified as discrete events (an interpretive task in itself) and entered into a database, the task is to clarify which events are prerequisites for others; which are contingencies; which are coincidences; and whether, how and when parallel chains of events intersect. The result is a flow diagram of events (Anheier and Katz 2006: 299)  representing a strong set of claims, formally posed and answered, about the causal relationships between events in sequence.

A complimentary approach to causal interpretations can be found in fuzzy sets analysis (Katz, Anheier and Lam 2007). Here the aim is to use a set of attributes to group cases into sets, to determine the how ‘crisp’ or how ‘fuzzy’ the borders of those sets are, and to understand the relationships or degree of overlap between the sets. Katz, Anheier and Lam used the indicators analysed for the GCS Index to illustrate this approach. Firstly they sought to identify those countries that were variously ‘inside’ the sets characterised as economically globalised; accepting of the international rule of law; and with a globalised civil society. In a next step they explored the figurative Venn-diagram formation among those sets – for example, are all countries with a globalised civil society themselves economically globalised? The analysis suggested that whereas acceptance of the international rule of law seems to be a necessary prerequisite for GCS, the status of a country’s economy is more loosely connected to GCS. 

Most recently, Anheier and Katz (2009) proposed a pair of participatory methods that might be valuable to GCS. Forecasting and scenarios are examples of a wide range of ‘futures’ methodologies, which aim to understand and anticipate potential developments in a particular field. Anheier and Katz sketched out an illustration of forecasting applied to the International Trade Forum’s evaluation of different ways of engaging NGOs as trade and development partners (Domeisen and de Sousa 2002). The project recruited experts to discuss this possible future turn in terms of its potential strengths and weaknesses, and opportunities and threats, based on knowledge of present conditions and anticipation of future developments. By contrast, the National Intelligence Council’s Global Scenarios to 2025 project (NIC 2008) adopted a more open approach to speculation on future events, recruiting key stakeholders to discuss and describe a number of possible future scenarios around questions of sustainable economic growth in a fast changing geo-political landscape; and possible impacts of shifts in the global balance of power on collaborative policies.

The forecasting and scenario methods described by Anheier and Katz differ in a number of ways from traditional approaches to empirical research. Unlike the majority of statistical methods they seek not to separate system from noise, but to sketch out and explore all the nooks and crannies of possibility. They resonate strongly with GCS studies because GCS is itself such a complex subject, sensitive to the uncertainties and shocks that are key characteristics of globalisation (Anheier and Katz 2009). In addition, these methods are discursive and participatory; they are often used as communication tools among stakeholders as an end in themselves. 

Collecting GCS data – tracking GCS events

Alongside the series of methodology chapters, which have introduced readers to novel ways of analysing GCS data, we have published chronologies of GCS events (see e.g. Timms 2009; chronologies in previous yearbooks; and the selected highlights in the chronology of the decade presented by Timms in this volume). The broad objective of this part of the GCS programme is to document a range of civic activity around the world, including, for example, demonstrations, rallies, campaigns, petitions, social forums and vigils, as well as landmark legal rulings and other victories and defeats for civil society. These are defined as GCS events if they have a global significance in terms of theme, participants or resonance.

Chronologies of the year published by others usually focus on events and personalities from the North/West and depend on media coverage which tends to be biased against civil society activities, or at least against certain types. Our aim has been to provide a different type of chronology, presenting an insight into the diversity of events taking place around the world; the activities of a vast array of groups and organisations which can be described as part of GCS in the broadest understanding of the concept. Importantly, it includes events that have occurred in places often not reported in the mainstream media, and events which are not necessarily included in statistics on the growth of civil society activities and organisations – because of their unusual nature, because of the difficulty of representing them quantitatively, or because their existence tends not to be formally recorded.

The chronology has always relied on a network of GCS correspondents, developed through a number of avenues: through the contacts of people involved in the Yearbook project and those who have come into contact with it at public lectures, launches, exhibitions and teaching events; and then further enlarged through a ‘snowball’ process, with connections to the correspondents leading to links with further volunteers. Each correspondent in the network would contribute on a regular basis by submitting qualitative descriptions of events that they knew of, or in which they had participated. Jill Timms remained in contact with members of the network and compiled the final chronology from the entries submitted as well as from additional web-based research.

As well as providing a means for shedding light on activities that might otherwise go unnoticed, the chronology has helped to fulfil a central aim of the research programme: to engage with and contribute to GCS. The correspondent network ensured that the production of the chronology was an interactive project, with many of the reports being sent by activists involved in the events recorded. Input has always therefore been valued from GCS and the readers of the Yearbook, and the network and relationships being still built up have great potential for expanding the coverage and depth of the chronology.

It is important to note though, that there are several limitations of the correspondent network and alternative data of the chronology. Firstly, we always stress that each published chronology presents a selection of events, not a comprehensive record of all GCS actions. Secondly, we recognise the problem of definition. What counts as a GCS event is a question of interpretation. We have used a broad criterion, including events which are deemed to be globally significant in theme, participation or resonance. And we have only recorded events that can be located to a particular date or range of dates. There are many long-running campaigns that contribute to GCS that do not easily lend themselves to the format of our chronology. And of course the usual constraints of research time, funding and publication space have always applied.

The correspondent network itself is in no way a representative sample of GCS actors and does not have global coverage. It has been built up informally, and relies on busy volunteers. We have had limited resources to verify reports, and common language is an ever present constraint, as is access to communications technologies for the correspondents.

Over the years we have had many discussions about ways of expanding and improving the chronology (Timms and Stares 2007). These have been concomitant with examples of more focused work that have appeared within the Yearbook. For example, Yearbook authors have regularly reported and commented on social forums as indicators of the state of GCS. This commentary has included conceptual work  (for example Whitaker, Santos and Cassen 2006) and a range of empirical analyses. Glasius and Timms (2005) elaborated on correspondents’ reports of social forums with additional research to map the growth of social forums (ibid:196-7; 200). From interviews with forum organisers and participants, participant observation and analyses of others’ reports they charted the range of organisational forms and activities of these spaces of engagement (ibid: 199). And from a content analysis of the printed programmes of a sample of world, national and local level social forum workshops, they distilled a summary of the themes which were being debated across this sphere (ibid: 212-217). Out of an initial 27 categories, four overall clusters of topics were identified: emancipation; environment/science/health; economy; and politics/law/governance. Over the period 2002-2005, politics/law/governance seemed to grow as a focus, economic themes remained a steadily significant concern and environmental topics waxed and waned in different guises. Emancipation appeared as an overwhelmingly prominent theme for the World Social Forum in 2005, with a large proportion of workshops devoting time to reflection on ‘the methods of doing politics’  (ibid. 219), alongside substantive concerns; the related theme of ‘culture’ made a significant appearance in the local forums studied. 

Mario Pianta and colleagues have tracked the prevalence and activities of parallel summits and related GCS events over the last twenty years (Pianta 2001; Pianta and Silva 2003; Pianta, Silva and Zola 2005). Their cumulative data gathering has included publications and reports of events from organisations, journals and news media, alongside questionnaires sent to hundreds of civil society organisations. They have produced a wealth of information on trends in frequencies of different types of events; their locations; their organisational forms; the themes that they address; and the orientations, priorities, concerns and aspirations of the civil society actors involved in them. Mario Pianta and Paolo Gerbaudo present a summary and selection of trends in events, including their most recent data, in Box 11.2 of this chapter.

For the chronology, our critical reflections have included a number of aspirations for ongoing work. For example, we have discussed the idea of developing some kind of formal sampling strategy – sampling correspondents, or sampling events. Either approach would require us to define the different strata of GCS within which we would want to sample; strata which might be defined geographically, or thematically, however theory dictates. What data collection techniques should we use to gather information within each stratum? A classical sampling method would in all likelihood be practically unfeasible. But it may also be conceptually inappropriate. We might instead take the aim of collecting a certain quantity of information within each relevant stratum, following the principle of ‘corpus construction’ (Bauer and Aarts 2000). Under this approach we would continue collecting information within each stratum until such a point at which new data stopped providing new insights, and we achieved ‘saturation’ of themes.

We have also discussed ways of elaborating the data collected from correspondents, particularly in order to increase the comparability of information. Developing a more in-depth set of prompts for information from correspondents could lead to a coding frame that would allow us to construct a formal database of events information. This would be amenable to a range of analyses, qualitative and quantitative, such as those championed in the methodology chapters. Alternatively, we could opt for a more creative expansion, varying the formats of information to include new media forms. Blogs could generate more detailed narrative-based and interactive kinds of data; audio, video and image files could provide richer representations than written accounts.

Notwithstanding their shortcomings, recent advances in communications technologies have opened up a vast array of data gathering possibilities – with GCS actors at the forefront of innovations. Two of the text boxes in this chapter describe key innovations. Box 3 describes the use of SMS for crowdsourcing and campaigning in Uganda. Box 4 describes the Ushahidi platform, an open source crowdsourcing tool used extensively already to map events in critical political and humanitarian contexts.  

We need a theoretical frame of reference to orient ourselves in such a wide array of ambitions and of possibilities. For this, we take dual leads from Saskia Sassen and from the broad field of qualitative Geographic Information Systems (GIS). These provide flexible yet structured ways of conceiving the analytical contours and borderlines in our conceptual and empirical maps of GCS. 

A new theoretical orientation to event data

Saskia Sassen conceptualises the networks of activists that make up GCS as ‘digital assemblages’. In her model, digital assemblages are understood to be a new category of political grouping which, despite not having the status of a ‘legal persona’ – i.e. a defined territory, jurisdictional rights and subordination to ‘conventional state authority’ – nevertheless exercise ‘particular forms of [political] power’ (Sassen 2006: 326) on a global scale. Understanding the nature and potential of that power is complicated and requires grappling with the peculiar characteristics of these assemblages, since they display novel spatial- and temporal characteristics and are partially untrammelled by existing formal structures. They disrupt our existing analytical categories by expressing a litany of apparently conflicting characteristics. They are ‘both more and less’ than the electronic communications networks which enable them; they are neither fixed nor necessarily mobile; they can be both deeply local and intensely global; they come about with the dismantling of older concepts of spatial and temporal boundaries – i.e. the nation state – yet the actors that constitute them still operate within those boundaries (Sassen 2006: 325, 381, 383, 369, 375). It is, in part, these binaries that have complicated most efforts at studying, let alone measuring, GCS. But by redefining them as overlapping and interacting rather than as antithetical, as Sassen suggests, we can start to trace the complex ‘imbrications’ between persistent historical political organisations and the new political formations – and political imaginaries – that make up GCS (ibid: 380, 383).

This approach carries with it a methodological imperative. Sassen’s analytical task requires a new cartography
 of sorts, a way to aggregate the constitutive local actions of GCS assemblages and trace out the new ‘analytic borderlands’ that emerge, without effacing those older boundaries whose influences persist (ibid, 379; 387). In what follows, we will propose such a method for collecting GCS data that uses a mixed-methods approach known as qualitative GIS. We argue that Sassen’s model provides a useful heuristic device for guiding the data programme’s ambition to generate its own data (Sassen 2006: 365, 383). Furthermore, qualitative GIS methods are capable of accommodating many of the characteristics that this model suggests are necessary for studying the multi-scalar politics of GCS, while also engaging an appropriately diverse range of epistemologies and ontologies (Pavlovskaya 2009: 24, 17; Schuurman 2009: 42). 

Scaling the local

GCS actors are engaged in cross-border political action either through local action ‘but with the knowledge and explicit or tacit invocation of the fact that multiple other localities around the world are engaged in similar localized struggles’ (Sassen 2006: 372-3), or by actively trying to ‘engage global actors, for example, WTO, IMF, or multinational firms, either at the global scale or in multiple localities’ (ibid). In the first case, a ‘combination of multiplication and self-reflexivity contributes to constitute a global condition out of these localized practices and rhetorics’. In the second, ‘local initiatives can become part of a global network of activism without losing the focus on specific local struggles’ (ibid). Gathering data on GCS, therefore, requires a method that captures both practice and rhetoric, action and narrative. What’s more, it has to be able to capture the actions and narratives of diverse and dispersed local actors, while having a coding frame to collect these words and actions across space and time, and through multiple political, geographical and temporal scales.

Prototypically, this was the ambition of past yearbooks’ chronology sections. By engaging with a network of civil society actors and activists around the world, we were able to collect accounts of civil society ‘events’, or local actions, which were reported by our volunteer correspondents. While this became a valuable appendix, which incorporated some spatial and temporal data, as an aggregate these accounts were patchy, and not comprehensive enough to begin to track the sorts of inter-scalar relationships across time that we aim to study.
 Nor were they stored or coded in a way to allow any qualitative analysis. In part because of the difficulties of gathering this type of information systematically, many civil society indices to date remain reliant on compiled national records of registered NGOs and CSOs or (cross-) national survey data (see for example the Civicus Civil Society Index and the United Nations’ iCSO system) (CIVICUS 2011; UN DESA 2011). The chronology was born of the recognition that these indices were missing important informal, small-scale, and cultural dimensions of GCS, but the tools for capturing these data in all of their ambiguity on the scale necessary simply did not exist.

GIS for GCS

Geographic information systems (GIS) – tools to digitally store and analyse geographically referenced data – have been used as a tool of quantitative spatial science for decades, but their adoption by qualitative methodologies is much more recent. In the 1990s, the representational authority and positivist epistemology of GIS were called into question by critical human geographers, who attacked its inability to accommodate Marxist, feminist, poststructural, and postcolonial approaches to social science (Pavlovskaya 2009: 16). Contemporaneously, the proliferation of GIS software, decreasing hardware costs, and networked access to spatial data and imagery databases opened GIS technologies to wider access, including by ‘non-governmental and community-based organisations, minority groups and sectors of society traditionally disenfranchised and excluded from spatial decision making processes’ (Rambaldi et al 2006:1; Pavlovskaya 2009: 14). 

Out of these debates and developments emerged a ‘critical GIS’, which, when coupled with the broader methodological détente in the social sciences breaking down the strict coordination of ontology, epistemology, and method, has enabled a new and emerging set of research approaches based around qualitative GIS methods (ibid: 17). Qualitative GIS aims at intersecting the epistemological stance of mixed methods – that knowledge production is always partial – and the reflexivity of poststructural qualitative methods with the possibilities afforded by the database-driven and spatially referenced data infrastructure of GIS (Elwood and Cope 2009: 5; Knigge and Cope 2009: 96; Warf 2008: 76). Going beyond the reduction of ‘people and places’ to digital dots’ (Pavlovskaya 2009: 16), qualitative GIS has been redeployed as a tool capable of capturing multiple identities, narratives and experiences (Elwood and Cope 2009: 8). Efforts to realise GIS’s potential for qualitative methodologies have included public participation GIS, where citizens’ collaborative input about the spaces that they inhabit is used by policy makers to influence urban planning decisions; and community-based GIS, in which collective mapping of shared community geographical information helps to reveal the ‘identities and meanings that are bound to particular spaces’ (Elwood 2009). 

Beyond Cartesian geographies

We suggest that qualitative GIS methods are appropriate for generating GCS data not only for their technical capacities to collect, store, code, and present information, but also because they are premised on disrupting many of the same notions that the emergence of a ‘global’ civil society demands be interrogated. Among these is the conceptual shift of space as absolute and inert to space as relational and socially constructed, which subsequently opens up new possibilities for mapping GCS data.

Political maps define precisely the territorial boundaries of distinct and exclusive spaces of rights and authority. Accounting for these regimes and the lines that demarcate them is crucial for maintaining analytical specificity when studying GCS, since GCS is constituted by local actors within these boundaries (Sassen 2006: 378). But, while necessary, these analytical divisions are no longer sufficient. Recent mappings have, for example, sought to represent borders as ‘networks of flows’ and exchanges, or to plot ‘geographies of the multitude’ that disrupt existing spatial demarcations and the power relations they presume (Cobarrubias and Pickles 2008: 51). The ‘critical cartography’ of Hackitectura, a Spanish collective of architects, software programmers and artists, exemplifies such efforts at alternative mapping (Hackitectura 2011).

Similarly, in GIS, data is normally understood in terms of absolute Cartesian spatial coordinates, which lend themselves very well to formal spatial analysis. However, since we require a method for redrawing spatio-temporal borders which incorporates the problematic from critical human geography that ‘‘relational’ space, along with time, is inseparable from social processes’ (Pavlovskaya 2009: 25; Warf 2008: 74), incorporating qualitative modes of explanation into GIS becomes critical.
 Through a research design that is participatory and includes narrative data in several media, we can capture relational flows and social processes that are often obscured in quantitative analysis, without excluding spatial data relevant to localities and jurisdictional boundaries. Or, in Sassen’s terminology, qualitative GIS allows us to capture imbrications – ‘overlaps and interactions’ between old and new political groupings – rather than exclusive spatio-temporal regimes. Qualitative GIS, then, provides the opportunity to capture data that describes both explicit (measurable) and implicit (discoverable) cross-border exchanges.

Consequentially, we are forced to blur the distinctions between mobility and fixity and admit a conception of scale that explains how civil society actions, even when directed locally, become part of a broader global politics. As before, the challenge for the data programme is in finding ways to capture data which, when analysed in aggregate and in relation to each other, demonstrate the concept of the ‘local as multiscalar’ (Sassen 2006: 365) and allow us to trace how local actions, as practical or discursive exercises, navigate political and geographical scales.

A practical proposal: participatory mapping of GCS events

As Box 4 explains, the availability of web-based software applications, like Ushahidi, that allow for the wide-scale sourcing, geo-referencing and categorising of time-sensitive event/incident data has led to an adoption of these technologies by some humanitarian and volunteer organisations. Nationally-based civil society groups have used the platforms to monitor political contests, and some humanitarian groups working in crisis contexts – the aftermath of natural disasters and outbreaks of political violence where existing information channels are disrupted, censored, or insufficient – have introduced them to track the scale of unfolding and often chaotic events while maintaining acute specificity. These deployments, inasmuch as they constitute an emerging trend, have stimulated a healthy debate within humanitarian circles, and in a growing scholarly literature, about their utility vis-à-vis existing methods for gathering and exchanging post-disaster information and the politics of their use. Less attention has been given to the potential of these tools for long-term collations of (qualitative and quantitative) social scientific data, however.

The data programme aims to use these tools to launch a large-scale participatory mapping project by collecting, aggregating and verifying GCS data generated directly by a global correspondent network and input via web- and mobile technologies, that would, in the first iteration, generate a ‘grounded visualisation’ of GCS events (Knigge and Cope 2009: 95-99). Each data ‘point’ would be linked not only to a set of spatial coordinates but also to a full ‘event report’ which would include a description, and where available, other qualitative data such as uploaded photographs and video of the reported event. Since each event is also time-stamped, chronologies of events are automatically generated, allowing for the visualisation of trends over space and time. Data yielded through this method would be amenable to several of the analytical approaches described above, as well as invite a much wider set of qualitative analytical possibilities.

GIS software also provides an analogous tool for capturing the overlaps between persistent and novel political formations. GCS data can be coded into any number of non-mutually-exclusive categories, and each classification – be it according to the type of organisation(s) involved in the event, the issue(s) being addressed, or the form(s) of political action – can be expressed as a map layer. These distinct GCS layers can be stacked in combination with other layers available from public repositories of geo-data on everything from sub-national political districts to transport infrastructure to demographic trends across time. Challenging these more conventional comparisons, GIS tools could also be used to plot visual or narrative data as a basis for qualitative analysis. The GCS map, as its dataset expands, could become a platform for:

1) revealing broad aggregate trends – tracing new ‘analytical borderlands’ – determined by globally networked civil society action (including by non-digital actors); and 

2) making apparent the need for further specific research interventions suggested by those broader trends.

Looking around, and looking forward

Data on GCS is elusive, but not because we do not know where to look. GCS is a theoretical hypothesis inductively crafted from a complex of political and social activities that interact across overlapping political and geographical scales. Its emergence is linked to profound changes in the experiences of space and time and the technologies that are responsible for those changes. GCS is not, intrinsically, distinct from existing local or national social and political practices except, crucially, in their explicit or tacit relationship to other such practices around the world. As this chapter has shown, much of the task of detecting GCS through data is one of tracing linkages between individuals, organisations, and everyday social practice. Appropriately – and, indeed, by necessity – we have often relied on proxy indicators to derive insights into GCS, and our ambition has remained methodological innovation. Taking our cues from the broader ‘methodological nationalism’ debate in the social sciences, we have tried to redefine existing categorical distinctions and move towards capturing, analysing and representing data that help us discern GCS in the skein of contemporary political and cultural expression. In this chapter, we have tried to provide a detailed overview of our efforts to date and reflect on the concomitant challenges. Finally, we presented the theoretical and methodological bases on which we hope to continue in years to come. 
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