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Úvod:

Tento reader je podpůrným souborem textů pro povinný předmět Veřejná politika – seminář.

Kurz je vyučován ve spolupráci s Katedrou veřejné a sociální politiky FSV UK. Cílem

kompozice tohoto readeru je poskytnout studujícím oporu v článcích, tykající se přímo

problematiky občanského sektoru. Veřejná politika má širší záběr než výhradně se věnovat

občanskému sektoru, proto tento reader  návrhem článků vhodně doplňuje studium občanské

společnosti v kontextu některých témat veřejné politiky. Výběr textů by tak měl posílit témata

tykající se místa občanské společnosti a občanského sektoru v kontextu současné veřejné

politiky jako vědecké disciplíny. Reader klade důraz též na témata globalizace a globální

občanské společnosti a na odlišnosti občanského sektoru v mimoevropském kontextu.

Články autora readeru vybírala podle inovativního přístupu či relevantního tématu, taktéž

podle volné dostupnosti článku. Články jsou v anglickém jazyce, což posiluje cvičení

v porozumění odborných textů v angličtině.
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Civil Society and the 
Public Sphere 

Craig Calhoun 

n the 1980s, the work of Hungarian and other Eastern European intellectuals 1 was responsible for renewed attention to one of the core concepts of modern 
Western history, the idea of civil society. The events of 1989 catapulted this 
concern from academic circles to the broader public discourse. The phrase is now 
on the lips of foundation executives, business leaders, and politicians; it seems 
as though every university has set up a study group on civil society and the phrase 
finds its way into half the dissertations in political sociology. Too often, “civil 
society” is invoked without sorting out whether it means Milton Friedman’s capi- 
talist market policies or social movements like Solidarity or the sort of “political 
society” or “public sphere” beloved of thinkers from Montesquieu to Tocqueville 
to Habermas and once thought to exist mainly in cafes and coffeehouses.’ 

The resurgence of the notion of civil society has brought it to the fore in 
discussions of the North American and Western European democracy as well as 
of the transition (one hopes to democracy) in Eastern Europe. Even more strik- 
ingly, the notion of civil society has begun to inform a range of new discussions 
of the practice and possibilities for democracy in East Asia. Analysts of the 1989 
democracy movement in China, for example, locate one of the social bases of the 
protest in the emergence of new “civil society” institutions - small entrepeneurs, 

1. See Charles Taylor, “Modes of Civil Society,” Public Culture 3, no. 1 (1991):95-118 (which 
was originally published in Polish). Adam Seligman, Civil Society (New York: Free Press, 1992); 
Jean Cohen and Andrew Arato, The Political Theory of Civil Sociery (Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 
1992). The last is by far the most substantial and theoretically developed modern treatment. Note, 
however, its strong Hegelian roots and relative neglect of Anglo-Saxon and French thought, including 
such key figures as Ferguson, Montesquieu, and Tocqueville. This affects in particular Cohen and 
Arato’s discussion of the concrete social organizational bases for the democratic political culture 
they describe, including the important themes of intermediate associations and mediating institutions. 

Public Culture 1993, 5: 267-280 
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“think tanks ,” poetry journals - and simultaneously suggest that insufficient devel- 
opment of these institutions helps explain the failure of the protests.* Similar 
analyses inform considerations of the current democratization in Taiwan; it is 
argued that this democratization follows from the development of an active civil 
society rooted in business, educational institutions, and the media. Such analyses 
hold out the hope that somehow the development of capitalist economies (either 
in itself or along with other institutional changes) provides the necessary basis 
for the transition from authoritarian to democratic rule. Would-be democrats in 
South Korea and Singapore watch for signs. Those in Hong Kong wonder whether 
special circumstances have blocked the normal path of history in their case or 
whether something is wrong with the model. 

At the same time, with the demise of communist regimes, many democrats 
in Eastern Europe have shifted from a discourse of civil society-stressing the 
realms of autonomous social organization outside the control of the state- to a 
discourse of citizenship that often forgets that democracy depends not just on 
the attitudes of individuals but on the social organization of groups. Even more 
basically, like some counterparts in East Asia, many Eastern Europeans assume 
that capitalism is the necessary basis of democracy but entertain the question of 
whether capitalism only produces the civil society democracy needs after a neces- 
sary “authoritarian” tutelage. Early capitalism, they suggest, requires such strong 
institutions to provide order and manage the transition that democracy gets in 
the way. This is all the more true, they not implausibly suggest, in cases in which 
the new capitalists must compete in a world system full of more established 
capitalist economies. Democracy awaits the period when capitalism has produced 
a stable middle class. 

The transition in Eastern Europe has thus produced much discourse; it has 
brought new interest in the social and cultural dimensions of democratic theory. 
But as we rush to fill what had too often been almost a vacuum in our consideration 
of democracy, it is important to keep certain conceptual distinctions relatively 
clear. One of these is suggested by the link between the general discourse of 
civil society and the more specific notion of a “public sphere.” This too is a 
revival of an older discourse. It has roots in many different classical and modern 
distinctions of public from private and is revitalized by new readings of Hannah 
Arendt, by modern feminist theory, and perhaps above all by the work of Jurgen 
Habermas. 

2. See, e .g . ,  Thomas B. Gold, “The Resurgence of Civil Society in China,”Journal of Democracy 
1 (Winter 1990): 18-31; and Andrew Nathan China’s Crisis: Dilemmas of Reform and Prospects 

for Democracy (New York: Columbia University Press, 1990). 
3. The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1989); 

Craig Calhoun, ed., H u b e m  and the Public Sphere (Cambridge, Mass,: MIT Press, 1992). 



Civil society and public sphere are not precisely equivalent concepts. Indeed, 
the importance of the concept of public sphere is largely to go beyond general 
appeals to the nature of civil society in attempts to explain the social foundations 
of democracy and to introduce a discussion of the specific organization within 
civil society of social and cultural bases for the development of an effective 
rational-critical discourse aimed at the resolution of political disputes. Accord- 
ingly, we should not follow the example of many recent analysts who have jumped 
on the bandwagon of enthusiasm for the two concepts, casually assuming that 
“civil society” and “public sphere” are more or less synonymous. The two terms 
have usefully different implications for developing the sort of sociological and 
cultural analysis needed by democratic theory. And just as we distinguish civil 
society from public sphere, we need also to keep the systemic claims of the 
economy and economic analysis distinct from other forms of social organization 
and analysis. Economic conditions certainly affect the public sphere and help 
shape civil society, but they ought not to be equated with either. 

What is at issue is the relationship between patterns of social organization 
and a certain kind of discourse and political participation, a public sphere in 
which rational-critical arguments rather than the statuses of actors are decisive. 
It is not helpful to collapse discourse or politics into social organization as though 
neither culture nor the wills of actors mattered. Neither is it helpful to forget 
how much democratic public life depends on specific kinds of social organization 
even though they do not necessarily and deterministically produce it. 

In this essay, I will try to bring some focus to these issues. Although I will 
begin with some more general and abstract points, I will try to make the problems 
more concrete by considering the use of Habermas’s notion of the public sphere of 
civil society to understand various aspects of modern “transitions to democracy .” I 
will argue that we need to exercise care not to wrench the concept from its 
theoretical context and especially not to sever it from the notion of civil society 
or to collapse one into the other. I will give special attention on the one hand 
to nationalism and related issues of “identity politics,” since these create difficulties 
for Habermas’s conceptualization, while on the other hand, I will consider the 
problems raised by uncritical attempts to transfer Habermas’s concept from its 
European context to that of “modern,” especially early twentieth-century China. 
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The discourse of public sphere and civil society addresses three basic questions: 

1. What counts as or defines a political community? 
2 .  What knits society together or provides for social integration? 
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3. What opportunities are there for changing society by voluntary (especially 
political, state-oriented) collective action? 

The first thing to recognize, implicit in my framing of these questions, is that 
society is not necessarily equivalent to either the political community or the state. 
Neither does the discourse of public sphere and civil society exhaust the possible 
answers to these questions. Nonetheless, this discourse is not comprehensible 
divorced from the attempt to answer these questions. At the same time, the 
discourse of public sphere and civil society transforms these questions, making 
certain conventional answers problematic. 

The most common starting point in political discussion is the apparatus of rule, 
the state. It is, indeed, the creation of states as quasi-autonomous organizations (or 
actors) that produces the differentiation of politics from other aspects of social 
life and of discourse. As a result, it is not surprising that we are led to assume 
state-centered views of the constitution of political communities. Political commu- 
nities are given their boundaries in the first instance by common subjection to 
a state. The outcomes of past struggles- conquests, inheritances, civil wars, 
anti-imperial revolts -are ratified through administrative centralization. Not all 
states are equally effective, but the effectiveness of some reinforces the assumption 
that states are the necessary objects of political communities, even where they 
are not their source. 

There is, however, a paradox in the use of states to define political communi- 
ties. States distinguish political communities from each other, for example, by 
drawing and enforcing boundaries, by sponsoring shared educational institutions, 
and by encouraging domestic and restricting foreign markets. At the same time, 
each state also functions as a specialized apparatus of rule and thereby distin- 
guishes itself from the people subject to its rule. The extent to which the category 
of “the people” becomes locally meaningful depends on other factors: internal 
connections among people, occasions for collective action, ideologies that root 
citizenship in popular consent or in the capacity of rulers to serve the interests 
of the people, and so on. Nonetheless, its possibility is implicit in the division 
of rulers from ruled. It is thus available as a category of discourse even in 
traditional imperial China, even though its democratic and nationalist potentials 
begin full development only in early modern Europe. 

The idea of civil society entered political philosophy and social theory as a 
way of describing the capacity of a political community to organize itself, indepen- 
dent of the specific direction of state power. Claims to such capacity were linked - 
notably in Locke- to rejections of the absolute authority of monarchs and asser- 
tions of the rights of popular sovereignty. Such arguments placed a new emphasis 
on the social integration of a people, on society as such rather than merely on 
the aggregate of subjects. In such a view, the state no longer defined the political 



community directly, for its own legitimacy depended on the acquiescence or even 
support of an already-existing political community. This community is a crucial 
root to the modern notion of the nation and its simultaneous close link to and 
distinction from the state (as in the hyphenated term nation-state). 

The notion of nation asserts first and foremost a definition of the political 
community of cultural similarity or common descent. Apart from the questionable 
accuracy of such claims, it needs to be noted that similarity and descent do not 
in themselves establish the internal organization of the community, let alone a 
capacity for self-organization outside the control of the state. For the early modern 
political thinkers who developed the idea of civil society, the crucial demonstra- 
tion of such capacity came from the rise of self-regulating markets. 

The modern capitalist market thus appeared first in the discourse of civil society 
and democracy not in its currently familiar guise as a putatively necessary support 
for democracy. Whether or not free markets are necessary for political freedom, 
the crucial early contribution of markets to the idea of civil society was as a 
demonstration of the possibility of self-organization. Markets led thinkers like 
Adam Ferguson and Adam Smith to the idea that the activity of ordinary people 
could regulate itself without the intervention of government. 

One of the enduring themes of sociology has been the demonstration that social 
organization is not limited to the alternatives of state and market. Class structure 
(rooted in production relations rather than markets as such), functional integration 
at the level of institutions, and concrete networks of social relations have all been 
adduced not only as accounts of the way in which society is organized but as 
arguments for the capacity of “peoples” to organize themselves independently of 
(or at least beyond) state direction. Nothing in these various sociological claims, 
however, necessarily put the emphasis on the self-conscious political action of 
ordinary people. Most of the social self-organization discussed under the rubric 
of “civil society” and then simply of “society” was held to go on “behind the 
backs” of self-conscious social actors. Most, but not quite all. 

Along with parts of political theory sociology kept alive another strand to the 
discourse of civil society. Where the dominant early tradition followed Ferguson 
and Smith in stressing the economic-systemic character of civil society, this other 
tradition followed Montesquieu, Rousseau, and Tocqueville in stressing social 
relations entered into by autonomous  agent^.^ The Eastern European and East 
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4. The distinction between these two strands in the discourse of civil society is the main point 
of Taylor, “Modes of Civil Society.“ Taylor does not really address marxism, which might with 
equal justice either share the credit for keeping alive the discourse of the possibility that self-aware 
agents might actively create the society in which they live, or share the blame for blurring the 
distinction between deterministic discourse about economic systems and the possibility of social 
relations created by autonomous agents. 
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Asian discourses of the 1980s -and much recent usage generally - blurs important 
distinctions between the two  strand^.^ 

A claim can be made then that a political community-society-might be 
created and organized through the autonomous action of its members .6 Theories 
differ, of course, as to who or what should be considered a “member” or as to 
the unit of this autonomous action. Is it class? Nation? The individual? A corpora- 
tion? Any appeal to autonomous action depends on the existence of “free” actors. 
Whether these are understood to be collectivities or individuals, some account 
must be given (or assumed) of how such actors are formed and sustained. For 
example, Habermas’s account of the availability of free actors for participation 
in the public sphere turns on the development of a “private” realm that provides 
individuals with the identity and support to constitute such free actors. 

Raising the possibility that society could be not only self-organizing but also 
the product of self-conscious, intentional organization transforms the discourse 
of civil society. The discussion assumes that the self-conscious, intentional direc- 
tion of society comes from a plurality of actors (since if there were only a single 
actor it would be the state or a ruler, and thus we would not be discussing the 
capacities of “society” distinct from the state).7 Because of this plurality of actors, 

5 .  This point is also made in a very different way by Cohen and Arato (see n. 1). They want 
to get away from a simple opposition of state to all other social organization (the sort of usage that 
resulted in a discourse of “society versus the state” in Eastern Europe). They place an important 
stress on the role of social movements in democratic process and on “resources of solidarity” that 
enable individuals to join together in collective action to limit the power of state or economy (see 
chap. 9, esp. p. 472). Yet, drawing primarily on readings of Hegel and Habermas, they generally 
neglect the French tradition and treat social organization primarily in terms of notions of system 
integration developed by Talcott Parsons and Niklas Luhmann. Rather than call attention to the reified 
and therefore antidemocratic nature of the description of social life as impersonally steered “system,” 
they simply accept as given that much of social life is so organized. Crucially, they accept without 
challenge the idea that power is a steering medium in the same sense as money. They also accept 
the Parsons-Luhmann understanding of economic life as simply a self-regulating functional system 
steered impersonally by money. They thus either neglect or reject the marxian notion of the way in 
which capitalism structures not only the economy but the categories of economic understanding (a) 
so that money appears as the primary element in the economic system, (b) so that the centrality of 
capital accumulation is obscured, and (c) so that the system appears as necessary rather than tran- 
scendable. Such a view is elaborated in Moishe Postone, Mum’s Critique ofMoney, Labor and Time 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, forthcoming). Their sociological theory thus marginalizes 
the role of direct social relations-the kinds of structures studied, for example, under the rubric of 
social networks, and the basis of the communities. 

6. I focus here only on the extent to which political society might thus be created, leaving aside 
both the question of how much autonomy might be exercised by agents in “nonpolitical” relationships 
and where the boundary, if any, lies between “political” and “nonpolitical” relations. 

7. One of the merits of Hannah Arendt’s classic discussion in The Human Condition (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1957) was her stress on the link between plurality and the idea of the 
public. See also the discussion in Seyla Benhabib, “Models of Public Space: Hannah Arendt, the 



the ways in which they relate to each other and conjointly exercise influence or 
control over the organization of society become central. To oversimplify some- 
what, there are two basic models for this: power and uncoerced agreement.8 Let 
us postulate that while there are no purely uncoerced agreements in this world, 
there are nonetheless variations in the extent to which power-especially the 
transitive exercise of power by some actors against others -explains agreements 
and actions. 

Even where power is minimally involved, uncoerced agreements may not be 
fair, wise, or well-understood by those who are parties to them. In touting the 
political virtues of civil society, early modern and Enlightenment thinkers were 
as concerned to challenge unexamined tradition and unmediated passion as to 
disperse power among a plurality of political actors (probably more so). The 
two causes were, however, joined in the formation of what Habermas called 
the public sphere of civil society, an arena of deliberative exchange in which 
rational-critical arguments rather than mere inherited ideas or personal statuses 
could determine agreements and actions. It was an operationalization of civil 
society’s capacity for self-organization, one that emphasized plurality and reason. 
It was also a social formation that depended in various ways on civil society for 
support. 
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The basic question guiding Habermas’s exploration of the public sphere was, To 
what extent can the wills or opinions guiding political action be formed on the 
basis of rational-critical discourse? This was a salient question primarily where 
economic and other differences give actors discordant identities and conflicting 
interests. 

For the most part, Habermas took it as given that the crucial differences among 
actors would be those of class and political-economic status. He focused on how 
the nature, organization, and opportunities for discourse on politically significant 
topics might be structured so that class and status inequalities were not an insupera- 

Liberal Tradition, and Jurgen Habermas,” pp. 73-98 in C. Calhoun, ed., H u b e m s  and the Public 
Sphere (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1992). 

8. Putatively intermediate models like “persuasion” can be (and commonly are) analyzed in terms 
of the extent to which the persuasion (or other influence of one actor over others) is or is not produced 
by power. Even appeals to culture as the source of agreement divide on the question of whether 
cultural commonalities that actors assume (rather than examine) are matters of power (e.g., “hege- 
monic culture”) or must be seen as uncoerced, perhaps because they are constitutive of the identities 
of actors. 
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ble barrier to political participation.’ The first issue, of course, was access to 
the discourse. This access was not so simple as the mere willingness to listen 
to another’s speech but also involved matters like the distribution of the sorts of 
education that empowered speakers to present recognizably “good arguments. 
Beyond this there was the importance of an ideological commitment to setting 
aside status differences in the nonce egalitarianism of an intellectual argument. 

Habermas’s approach, however, and that of many working in the frameworks 
of marxism and critical theory as well as classical liberalism, has the flaw of 
treating interpersonal differences primarily as matters of economic interest. This 
is doubly problematic. In the first place, it leads to neglect of many other kinds 
of differences -notably those of gender. Habermas recognizes the gendered con- 
struction of the classical bourgeois public sphere but passes it by almost without 
comment. Even when Habermas later acknowledges the importance of gender 
inclusion/exclusion, he has a hard time seeing the issue as anything other than 
a matter of the representation or nonrepresentation of one interest group among 
many; he has difficulty with the notion that the exclusion of women raises more 
basic categorical issues. lo The eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century public 
sphere was structured, in other words, not just by a sliding scale of inclusion/ 
exclusion but also by a categorical incapacity to thematize certain categorical 
differences among people as appropriate topics for public discourse. 

The second problem is perhaps even more theoretically basic. In Structural 
Transformution, Habermas treated identity formation as essentially private and 
prior to participation in the idealized public sphere of rational-critical discourse. 
The “intimate sphere” of the family and the institutions of private life generally 
created people (men) who were able to enter the public sphere. The economic 
circumstances that supported individual autonomy were certainly important, but 

9. Habermas’s initial focus was on the bourgeois public sphere, one already shaped by class- 
structured exclusion even while it “bracketed” other economic and status differences among those 
included. In the later end of his book, Habermas analyzes the transformation of the public sphere- 
largely, in his eyes, a degeneration-that resulted from the specific forms in which it became more 
inclusive. Most directly, inclusivity brought a transformation in scale and thereby a reliance on “mass 
media.” At the same time, the larger public sphere was subject to greater manipulation by specialized 
agents like public relations professionals and in general by a substitution of more instrumental use 
of language and images for a genuine rational-critical discourse (a concern that continues into Ha- 
bermas’s later work). Habermas’s account of this degeneration of the public sphere makes a number 
of good points but shares many of the problems of “mass culture” critiques generally. It also tends 
to foreclose investigation of the conditions under which a serious public exercise of reason might 
be organized at a scale appropriate to democratic participation in contemporary polities; this must 
surely involve some level of reliance on media that Habermas dismisses as almost intrinsically foreign 
to rational-critical discourse (cf. C. Calhoun, “Populist Politics, Communications Media, and Large 
Scale Social Integration,” Sociological Theory 6 [no. 21: 2 19-41). 

10. See, however, his discussion of this point-particularly in response to challenges from Nancy 
Fraser-in Calhoun, ed., Habermas and the Public Sphere. 



Habermas does not rest content with this kind of support from “civil society.” 
A fuller sense of identity formation was crucial because it alone distinguished 
the plurality of voices in the public sphere from the simple range of “objective” 
interests. Because they were distinctive individuals and members of distinctive 
cultural groupings, in other words, the members of the public sphere might bring 
different views and opinions to their collective discourse without these being 
merely reflections of preset interests based on their social positions. 

This notion, however, locates identity formation entirely in the realm of private 
life and therefore outside of politics and public discourse. It is because of this 
that Habermas cannot see any positive public role for what today is called “identity 
politics.” On the contrary, these attempts to affirm or reshape identities through 
public action appear in Structural Transformation as degenerative intrusions due 
first to growing democratic inclusiveness and second to public relations manipula- 
tion. Habermas dates this confusion of the public and private spheres especially 
to the postwar era. 

Interestingly, versions of the same periodization (with a more positive valua- 
tion) appear in “new social movement” theory (where identity politics is treated 
as new by contrast to the settled interest politics of the labor movement). But in 
fact social movements blurring the publidprivate distinction and engaging in 
identity-formation/reformation have been important throughout modernity. The 
early nineteenth century, for example, saw an efflorescence of new social move- 
ments that challenged the public/private distinction and brought identity politics 
into the forefront of the public sphere: utopian socialism, abolitionism, religious 
revival. These were often pushed to the background in the heyday of the institu- 
tionalized labor movement, social democracy, and corporatism, though perhaps 
never to the extent as history written under the spell of those economically focused 
movements suggests. 

Perhaps the most important version of identity politics is the pervasive modern 
reliance on the idea of nation. Nationalism was a central feature of many new 
social movements of the nineteenth century. Moreover, despite repeated academic 
expectations that it would soon vanish into the mists of the archaic past from 
which it was allegedly a survival, nationalism has proved itself integral to the 
present era. Nationalism is, for example, an ideology all the more important 
because of globalization, instead of being merely rendered nonproblematic by it. 

Nationalism is commonly brought forward as the claim that certain cultural 
similarities should count as the definition of political community. As hinted at 
the beginning of this article, nationalism as community poses a basic challenge to 
theories of democracy and civil society. Nationalism threatens not only bellicosity 
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1 1 .  S e e  C. Calhoun, “New Social Movements of the Nineteenth Century,” Social Science History, 
forthcoming. 
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toward rivals but repression of internal difference. Most common versions of 
the discourse of nationalism, in other words, treat the nation as unitary and its 
members as essentially similar and equivalent - denying the plurality that was 
crucial to the idea of democratic self-government through the public sphere of 
civil society. Nationalism addresses the crucial question of what constitutes the 
“self” of self-rule, a question theories of democracy and civil society commonly 
avoid. It does so, however, in a way that substitutes cultural similarity for effective 
self-organizing social relations. At the same time, the illusion of historical giv- 
enness or naturalness obscures the extent to which nations and other political 
communities are constituted in struggle (and sometimes through manipulative 
invocation). 

This is not to say that nationalism is not linked to the democratic claims made 
on behalf of civil society. On the contrary, the notions of nation and civil society 
share crucial aspects of common origin. Notably, for example, both were invoked 
in early modern attempts to assert sovereignty from below, to ground the rights 
of “peoples” against monarchs. In its classical formulation of the French Revolu- 
tion, the idea of nation is understood as rooted not in primordial inheritance but 
in the collective action of the people. This opens prospects for the incorporation 
of immigrants who are prepared to enter into a civil society of citizens. But 
nationalism coexists frighteningly easily with societal integration through eco- 
nomic systems, state power, and manipulation of culture by demagogies and 
public relations agencies, and it can be the enemy of rational-critical discourse 
in the public sphere as a way of making political decisions and determining social 
organization. 

A political public sphere is successful, we might argue following Habermas, 
when it provides for a discourse about shared societal concerns that is both 
rational-critical and influential. Such a public sphere depends on a favorable 
organization of civil society. It is not enough that there simply be civil society 
or even civil society more or less autonomous from the state. 

It is here that we can see why the too-easy elision between the concepts of 
civil society and public sphere is the bane of current discourse on transitions to 
democracy. There is a strong temptation to leap from the presence of business 
institutions, free housing markets, newspapers, and telephones to the presumption 
that civil society prospers and democracy will inevitably follow. This problem 
is not unique to the current discourse on Eastern Europe. It besets also the attempt 
to use the Western notions of civil society and public sphere in various non- 
Western settings where social transformations are examined for hints of coming 
democracy. This is not so problematic where the concepts are used simply to 



open up previously neglected topics or possibilities, but it is problematic where 
historians or contemporary observers claim to invoke something of their theoreti- 
cal significance. China is a case in point. 

The burgeoning literature on 1989 in China identifies civil society too often 
with non-state business institutions and media proliferation per se (often failing 
to clarify relations among economic, political, social, and cultural dimensions 
of analysis).12 Another equally burgeoning literature on the late imperial and 
early republican periods uses often superficial allusions to Habermas to equate 
“public activity” of elites -especially the creation, transformation, and running 
of local “civic” organizations - with a political public sphere. l 3  

This second literature draws on the notion of “public sphere” (and sometimes 
civil society) largely to rethink and add weight to the findings of earlier “commu- 
nity elite” studies. For the most part, the “public sphere” it identifies is completely 
local in operation - consisting in such activities as the charitable and public works 
provisions of local elites and clan organizations. It bypasses or treats as puzzling 
Habermas’s insistence on orientation to the state.14 It also relies uncomfortably 
much on translation of Chinese words as meaning public (often in hyphenation: 
e.g., from p. 61 to Rowe’s Hankow: “public-spirited” (i-chu), “public interest” 
(kung-i) , “public needs” bin-kung) , and “public duty” (ts ’sung-kung) . To compli- 
cate matters further, two different characters with the similar phoneme, gong 
(kung), are commonly glossed as “public” (rather than, e.g., communal, and 
sometimes without consideration of whether the full range of connotations is 
similar).15 The point is not that these translations are wrong but rather that, in 
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12. See, e.g., David Strand, “Protest in Beijing: Civil Society and Public Sphere in China,” 
Problems of Communism 29 (May-June 1990): 1-19; Thomas B. Gold (note 2 above); Andrew 
Nathan (note 2 above); a more theoretically sensitive usage can be found in Ann Anagnost, “Socialist 
Ethics and the Legal System” and some of the other essays in Jeffrey N. Wasserstrom and Elizabeth 
J. Perry, eds. Popular Protest and Political Culture in Modem China: Learningfrom 1989 (Boulder, 
Colo. : Westview, 1992). 

13. See Strand, “Protest,” and Richhaw Beijing: City People and Politics in the 1920s (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1989); William T. Rowe, “The Public Sphere in Modem China,” 
Modem China 16 (July 1990): 309-29, and Hankow: Conflict and Community in a Chinese City, 
17961895 (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1989); Mary B. Rankin, “The Origins of 
a Chinese Public Sphere,” Etudes Chinoises 9 (automne 1990): 1-60, and Elite Activism and Political 
Transformution in China (Stanford, Calif. : Stanford University Press, 1986). 

14. Although Rankin discusses Habermas’s usage at length and suggests that her own account 
is directly an extension of his theory, she sees no problem in announcing straightforwardly that “in 
this article the term ‘public sphere’ embraces these local extrabureaucratic affairs and institutions and 
the local elites and officials acting within this arena” (“Origins,” p. 20). It is as though a European 
historian decided with no qualms to use Habermas’s term and framework to refer to the workings 
of manorial courts and local religious charity in late medieval Europe. 

15. However, both Rankin (“Origins,” pp. 36-42) and Rowe (“Public Sphere,” pp. 316-17) do 
consider several of the divergent meanings of gong. 
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linking a theoretical term to any ordinary usage a good deal of care is needed, and 
much more so where the social organizational contexts of usage are so radically 
different. 

The literatures on early and late twentieth-century China are joined by the 
possibility that movement toward “civil society ,” “public sphere,” and democracy 
was underway on each occasion. Both literatures, however, fail to thematize the 
relationship between institutional structure and the internal (potentially rational- 
critical) character of discourse. Both tend to use the concepts of civil society and 
public sphere without taking up systematically the crucial linkage among questions 
of how political community is constituted, how social integration is accomplished, 
and to what extent politics and/or social integration can be guided by rational- 
critical will formation. These discussions of civil society thus commonly focus 
on the mere presence of institutions outside the realm of the state rather than on 
the question of how social integration is accomplished and whether those extrastate 
institutions have substantial capacity to alter patterns of integration or the overall 
exercise of power. 

I do not mean to imply that it is not useful to explore cross-cultural or historical 
similarities in either practical social organization or the terminology and theories 
that describe it. On the contrary, I think that this is important generally and that 
in Chinese studies particularly there is valuable work to be done on the specific 
forms in which civil society and public discourse have developed and have con- 
fronted the exercise of state power. My point is more specific. When the terms 
civil society and public sphere are taken up for theoretically serious use, it is 
crucial to keep them distinct and analyze the relationship between social institu- 
tions and discourse. Collapsing one into the other not only makes both vague, 
it blocks attention to certain issues that are crucial for understanding transitions 
to democracy and its ongoing social bases. Centrally, the question of the capacity 
of a “public sphere” to organize rational-critical discourse at the level of societal 
integration or the state is bypassed or marginalized. 

A crucial question thus remains (as it was for Habermas): How can “success” 
in terms of rational-critical will formation and influence be maintained while 
democratic inclusion is expanded? To be reminded of this, we have only to witness 
the difficulties faced by rational-critical opposition movements in the former East 
Germany, Czechoslovakia, and even Poland when they tried to move beyond 
small-movement circles to national electoral politics. Similarly, our attention 
should be drawn to the ambivalence of prodemocratic Chinese intellectuals and 
students about the role of peasants in a democratic transition of the People’s 
Republic. l6 

16. See discussion in C. Calhoun, “The Ideology of Intellectuals and the Chinese Student Protest 
Movement of 1989,” Praxis Znternational 10, nos 1-2 (Winter 1990): 113-60, and Beijing Spring: 



The issue of “democratic inclusiveness” is not just a quantitative matter of the 
scale of a public sphere or the proportion of the members of a political community 
who may speak within it. It is also a matter of how the public sphere incorporates 
and recognizes the diversity of identities people bring to it from their manifold 
involvements in civil society. Where nationalism or any other cultural formation 
represses difference, it intrinsically undermines the capacity of a public sphere 
to carry forward a rational-critical democratic discourse. 

Identity formation needs thus to be approached as part of the process of public 
life, not something that can be fully settled prior to it in a private sphere. The 
liberal model of the public sphere needs reexamination insofar as it depends on 
disqualifying discourse about the differences among actors to defend the genuinely 
rational-critical notion that the arguments must be decided on their merits rather 
than the identities of the arguers. This is so partly because, if it is impossible 
to communicate seriously about basic differences among members of a public 
sphere, then it will be impossible also to address the differences of communication 
across lines of basic difference. Yet such basic difference cannot feasibly be 
excluded from the public sphere. Not only is this contrary to the democratic 
inclusion of women, racial or ethnic minorities, and other groups clearly subject 
to the same state and part of the same civil society, and not only is the exclusion 
of difference made enormously harder by the continuing movement of people 
about the globe. In a basic and intrinsic sense, if the public sphere has the capacity 
to alter civil society and to shape the state, then its own democratic practice must 
confront the questions of membership and the identity of the political community 
it represents. 

Once we acknowledge that the definition of a political community is not immu- 
tably given by nationality or any other putatively natural or historically ancient 
factor, then we must approach it as a matter of civil society. It is not enough 
that we criticize “bad nationalism.” Participation in a democratic public sphere 
obligates us to develop a good account of the identity of our political communities 
that faces up to necessary problems of inclusion and exclusion. This is not just 
a matter of letting “them” mingle with “us.” A public sphere, where it exists and 
works successfully as a democratic institution, represents the potential for the 
people organized in civil society to alter their own conditions of existence by 
means of rational-critical discourse (of course the public sphere represents only 
potential, because its agreements must be brought to fruition, or at least brought 
into struggle, in a world of practical affairs where power still matters). As a 
result, participation always holds the possibility not just of settling arguments 
or planning action but of altering identities. The “identity politics” common to 
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Students and the Struggle for Democracy in China, 1989 (Berkeley, University of California Press, 
forthcoming). 



280 
Public Culture 

“new social movements” is thus a normal and perhaps even intrinsic part of 
a successful, democratic public sphere. Even the very identity of the political 
community is a product, not simply a precondition, of the activity of the public 
sphere of civil society. 

Craig Calhoun teaches sociology and history at the University of North Carolina, 
where he is also director of the Center for International Studies and of the Program 
in Social Theory and Cross-Cultural Studies. He is the author of Beijing Spring: 
Students and the Struggle for Democracy in China (University of California Press, 
forthcoming) and The Question of Class Struggle: The Social Foundations of 
Popular Radicalism in the Industrial Revolution (University of Chicago Press, 
1982), coauthor, with D. Light and S .  Keller, of Sociology, 5th ed. (McGraw-Hill, 
1989), and editor of Habermus and the Public Sphere (MIT Press, 1992). 



C H A P T E R  1

INTRODUCING GLOBAL CIVIL SOCIETY

Helmut Anheier, Marlies Glasius, and Mary Kaldor

The words ‘global’ and ‘civil society’ have become
commonplace during the last decade. Yet what
they mean and how they come together are

subject to widely differing interpretations. For some,
global civil society refers to the protestors in Seattle
and Prague or Greenpeace’s actions against trans-
national corporations: in other words, a counter-
weight to global capitalism. For others, the words
have something to do with the infrastructure that is
needed for the spread of democracy and develop-
ment: the growth of professional associations,
consumer organisations, and interests groups that
span many countries. Yet others identify the
phenomenon with the efforts of groups like Save
the Children or Médécins sans Frontières to provide
humanitarian assistance: global solidarity with the
poor or oppressed. Or perhaps the term just refers to
the growing connectedness of citizens: Internet
chatrooms, networks of peace, environmental or
human rights activists, student exchanges, or global
media.

It is no wonder that, apart from a few political
activists and policy experts, most people, including
many social scientists, have little understanding of
what global civil society means and implies. It has not
yet become what sociologist Zerubavel (1991) calls an
‘island of meaning’ in the conceptual landscape of
modern social science and policy-making. The
‘market’, the ‘state’, and, in recent years, even ‘civil
society’ have to varying degrees become such
‘conceptual islands’ that we use in everyday language
as well as for policy purposes and in social science
analysis. While we associate certain distinct qualities
and characteristics with terms like the ‘market’ and
the ‘state’, and have at least some notion of the
quantitative dimensions involved, no such con-
ventional understanding exists for ‘global civil society’. 

While the ‘unfamiliar words’, as John Keane puts
it in Chapter 2, may have little intuitive meaning, they
suggest at the same time, something unconventional,
even dramatic. The term takes the perhaps most
important social science (re)discovery of the 1990s —
civil society —and places it in a framework that

ultimately transcends conventional social science
categories. The concept posits the existence of a
social sphere, a global civil society, above and beyond
national, regional, or local societies.

Our aim in producing a Yearbook was to try to
establish an ‘island of meaning’. We set out to analyse
and describe, to map both conceptually and empiric-
ally, what we mean when we talk about ‘global civil
society’. We hoped to be able to draw conclusions that
would be relevant and useful to the various actors
who participate in global civil society. But in
producing the first edition of the Yearbook what we
think we have learned is where to begin our
investigation. Whether we are talking about the
debates about the meaning of the concept or the
problems of data collection, our end-point turns out
to be our starting point. We have learned, at least to
some extent, where we need to look to find out more
about global civil society and with whom we need to
engage to develop the conceptual underpinning of
the project. So we are not informing our readers as
we imagined, although we hope there is a lot to be
gleaned from this first Yearbook; rather we are, in
effect, asking our readers to participate in a journey
of discovery. As we see it, the Yearbook is itself a
part of global civil society: a terrain for developing
ideas, investigating issues, and gathering information
that does not readily fit existing categories and
cannot be found in conventional sources. We invite
your reactions, comments, and feedback.

In introducing the Yearbook, we focus on four
themes that emerge out of our first efforts. First, we
set out three propositions about global civil society
that are both initial conclusions and hypotheses for
future research. Second, we provide a thumbnail
sketch of the evolution of the concept and the
competing definitions. Third, we discuss the problem
of data collection and the challenge of ‘methodo-
logical nationalism’ (Beck 2000; Shaw 2000; Scholte
1999). In the last section, we summarise the key
conclusions for both activists and policy-makers that
can be drawn from the studies undertaken for the
individual chapters.

3
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Three Propositions about Global
Civil Society
Proposition 1: Global civil society as a reality 

The first proposition is that the spread of the term
‘global civil society’ reflects an underlying social
reality. What we can observe in the 1990s is the

emergence of a supranational sphere of social and
political participation in which citizens groups, social
movements, and individuals engage in dialogue,
debate, confrontation, and negotiation with each
other and with various governmental actors—inter-
national, national, and local—as well as the business
world. Of course, there have historically existed
elements of a supranational non-governmental sphere.
The Catholic Church or Islam have long had ‘global’
aspirations and maintained far-reaching operations
for centuries; colonial empires have come and gone;
political entities like the Commonwealth, the UN, and
the European Union emerged; international non-
governmental organisations like the Red Cross and
Red Crescent Societies have operated above the
national level for many years, as have political
organisations like the Socialist International and the
peace and environmental movements. What seems
new, however, is the sheer scale and scope that
international and supranational institutions and
organisations of many kinds have achieved in recent
years. The number of organisations and individuals
that are part of global civil society has probably never
been bigger, and the range and type of fields in which
they operate never been wider: from UN conferences
about social welfare or the environment to conflict
situations in Kosovo, from globalised resistance to the
Mutual Agreement on Investments to local human
rights activism in Mexico, Burma, or Timor, and from
media corporations spanning the globe to indigenous
peoples’ campaigns over the Internet. 

This conclusion is supported by four types of
information that have been used in producing the
Yearbook: data on international non-governmental
organisations (INGOs) (see Tables 1.1–1.3 and Part
IV of this Yearbook) and on parallel summits (see
Chapter 7), our chronology, and the qualitative
information contained in the issue chapters.

INGOs are autonomous organisations that are
non-governmental, that is, they are not instrument-
alities of government; and non-profit, that is not
distributing revenue as income to owners; and formal,
legal entities (see Salamon and Anheier 1997). Many

INGOs employ staff and are professional organisa-
tions. They can include campaigning groups like
Amnesty International or Greenpeace, the famous
‘brand names’ of global civil society; professional
societies like international employers federations or
trades unions; charities like Christian Aid or CARE;
think tanks and international commissions.

INGOs are not new. They date back to the nine-
teenth century, but the term itself is of more recent
origins, coined during the League of Nations period.
The earliest INGO is generally said to be the anti-
slavery society, formed as the British and Foreign
Anti-Slavery Society in 1839, although there was a
transnational social movement against slavery much
earlier. The International Committee of the Red Cross
(ICRC) was founded by Henri Dunant in 1864 after his
experiences in the Battle of Solferino. By 1874, there
were 32 registered INGOs and this number had
increased to 1,083 by 1914 (Chatfield 1997). INGOs
grew steadily after World War II but our figures show
an acceleration in the 1990s. Around one quarter of
the 13,000 INGOs in existence today were created
after 1990 (see Table R19 in Part IV). Moreover,
membership by individuals or national bodies of
INGOs has increased even faster; well over a third of
the membership of INGOs joined after 1990. These
figures include only NGOs narrowly defined as
‘international’; they do not include national NGOs
with an international orientation.

What our figures also show is that during the
1990s, INGOs became much more interconnected
both to each other and to international institutions
like the United Nations or the World Bank (see also
Table R21). Thus, not only has the global range of
INGO presence grown during the last decade, but
the networks linking these organisations are
becoming denser as well. In Held’s terms (Held et al.
1999), our data suggest that global civil society is
becoming ‘thicker’.

INGOs are, however, only one component of global
civil society. Individuals, grass-roots groups, loose
coalitions, and networks all play a part in a global
public debate. Moreover, since most INGOs are
organisationally based in the northern hemisphere
near international institutions and donors, the data
on INGOs exaggerates the role of northern groups.
Another lens through which to view the growth of
global civil society is through parallel summits. These
are gatherings of INGOs, other groups, and individuals
that generally but not always take place in parallel
to important inter-governmental meetings. 
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Like INGOs, parallel summits have a long history. At
the Hague Peace Conference in 1899, non-
governmental groups organised a parallel salon for
diplomats to meet with concerned citizens, various

petitions with numerous signatures were submitted
to the official conference, and an independent activist
produced a daily conference newspaper (Charnovitz
1997: 196–7). Likewise, there were international
congresses of citizens on issues like peace or labour
solidarity throughout the nineteenth century. But
even in the 1970s and 1980s these were exceptional
events. It is only in the 1990s that both international
governmental summits and parallel summits gathered
pace as a normal way of doing politics. Pianta shows
in Chapter 7 that parallel summits increased from
around two a year in the period 1988–91 to over 30
a year in the period 2000–1. Participation in these
events also increased. Around a third involved more
than 10,000 people and several involved tens of
thousands, especially in 2000 and 2001. INGOs play
an important role in the coordination of parallel
summits but, as Pianta shows, there are many
different types of groups and individuals also
involved. 

Our chronology of global civil society events covers
the decade 1990–9 and we have a more detailed
chronology for the year 2000 which we will bring up
to date every year. Covering the past from the point
of view of global civil society is difficult because
global civil society events are much less well reported
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Figure 1.1: Membership growth in INGOs,* 1990-2000

Type 1990 2000 %
growth

INGOs 8,690 11,693 35

IGOs 1,769 1,732 –2

Total 10,459 13,425 28

INGOs 35,020 69,922 100

IGOs 23,191 36,383 57

Total 58,211 106,305 83

INGOs 4 6 48

IGOs 13 21 60

Total 5.6 7.9 42

Table 1.1: Links between INGOs and IGOs*

Total orgs. cited
as having links
with others**

Total citations

Average citations
per org.

* International governmental organisations

** See Table R21 for further information.

Source: ©Union of International Associations (1990; 2000),
presenting data collected in 1989 and 1999 respectively. Data
have been restructured from more comprehensive country
and organisation coverage in the Union of International
Associations’ Yearbook of International Organizations.

*International non-governmental organisations.

Source: ©Union of International Associations (1990; 2000), presenting data collected in 1989 and 1999 respectively. See table R20
for fuller information. Data have been restructured from more comprehensive country and organisation coverage in the Union
of International Associations’ Yearbook of International Organizations.
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than global governance or global corporations; we
have relied on individual correspondents but the
network of correspondents we are building is still
patchy. Nevertheless, the chronology shows what the
figures both on INGOs and on parallel summits fail to
cover: the range of protests relating to global issues,
against the activities of governments or multinational
corporations on environmental issues, dam- building,
social issues, indigenous people’s rights, democracy
and human rights, or peace. Moreover, it is evident
that these take place predominantly outside Europe
and North America.

The growth of global civil society has been
facilitated by the growth of resources available to civil
society. These resources are of two kinds: technology
and money. Increases in Internet usage and both
mobile phones and land lines has greatly facilitated
the construction of networks and has allowed greater
access for groups outside the main centres of
international power (Chapter 6). Thus, even taking just
membership of INGOs, we can see in Table 1.2 that
membership of low- and middle-income regions (70
per cent and 98 per cent respectively) has increased

faster than membership in high-income regions
(56 per cent). The biggest increases have been
for eastern Europe and Asia, although this is not
reflected in the membership densities because of
rapid population growth. Likewise, there has been a
big increase in the economic importance of NGOs
during the last decade. Specifically, governments
and international institutions have greatly increased
the amounts of development funds channelled
through NGOs (OECD 1997). In addition, private
giving has also increased from both foundations and
corporations. In Chapter 8, it is estimated that global
civil society receives approximately $7 billion in
development funds and $2 billion in funds from US
foundations. Figures collected by the Johns Hopkins
Comparative Nonprofit Sector Project (Salamon et al.
1999) show that the number of full-time equivalent
employment in INGOs for France, Germany, Japan, the
Netherlands, Spain, and the United Kingdom alone
amounts to over 100,000 and that volunteers in
INGOs represent an additional 1.2 million full-time
jobs in these countries (Table R24). Even without
precise and comprehensive figures, available data
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Table 1.2: Membership of INGOs, 1990-2000

Member Member Share of Member Member Share of Member Member
-ship of -ship total % -ship of -ship total % -ship % -ship

INGOs density* INGOs density* of INGOs density*

High Income 75,016 93 117,377 135 56 46
Middle Income 47,547 45 94,089 62 98 40
Low Income 25,938 8 43,967 12 70 41
Western Europe 6,547 150 38 85,518 221 33 52 47
North America 6,533 24 4 10,257 33 4 57 41
Oceania 4,042 197 3 6,382 280 2 58 42
Japan 2,347 19 2 3,569 28 1 52 48
East Asia and Pacific 9,255 6 6 16,393 9 6 77 55
Europe and Central Asia 8,940 46 5 35,235 74 14 335 62
Latin America & Caribbean 22,697 52 15 33,565 65 13 48 25
North Africa & Middle East 8,242 35 6 11,964 39 5 45 13
South Asia 5,121 5 3 8,136 6 3 59 30
Sub-Saharan Africa 20,076 39 14 32,763 51 13 63 30
World 148,501 30 100 255,432 43 100 72 42

* Per million of population

Source: ©Union of International Associations (1990; 2000), presenting data collected in 1989 and 1999 respectively.
Data have been restructured from more comprehensive country and organisation coverage in the Union of International
Associations’ Yearbook of International Organizations. See table R20 for fuller information.

Growth 1990–200020001990
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suggest the significant economic scale of INGO
activities.

Finally, the three chapters that deal with global
issues on bio-technology, global finance, and
humanitarian intervention all show in dramatic ways
how citizens’ groups of various types and persuasion
have come to play a crucial role during the last
decade in raising public consciousness, taking action,
and even influencing public policy.

Proposition 2: Global civil society and
globalisation

The second proposition is that global civil society
both feeds on and reacts to globalisation. Like global
civil society, ‘globalisation’ is also a new concept with
different meanings. In every day usage it tends to
refer to the spread of global capitalism. In the social
science literature it is usually defined as growing
interconnectedness in political, social, and cultural
spheres as well as the economy, something which
has been greatly facilitated by travel and communi-
cation (see Held et al. 1999). It is also sometimes
used to refer to growing global consciousness, the
sense of a common community of mankind (Shaw
2000; Robertson 1990).

The above proposition applies to all three senses.
On the one hand, globalisation provides the bedrock
for global civil society, the supply side of the
phenomenon that pushes it on. There does seem to
be a strong and positive correlation between what
one might describe as ‘clusters of globalisation’ or
areas of what Held et al. (1999: 21–5) call ‘thick
globalisation’ and clusters of global civil society. In
particular, one of the most striking findings of the
Yearbook is that global civil society is heavily
concentrated in north-western Europe, especially in
Scandinavia, the Benelux countries, Austria,
Switzerland, and the United Kingdom. Thus, for
example, 60 per cent of the secretariats of INGOs
are based in the European Union (Table R19 in Part
IV) and one third of their membership is in western
Europe (Table 1.2). In addition, over half of all parallel
summits have also been organised in Europe. This
area is also the most densely globalised, whether we
mean the concentration of global capitalism as
measured by the presence of transnational corpor-
ations and the importance of trade and foreign
investment; or growing interconnectedness as
measured in terms of Internet usage or outward
tourism; or the growth of global consciousness as

evidenced by the absence of human rights violations,
the values of tolerance and solidarity, or—more
concretely—the ratification of treaties.

On the other hand global civil society is also a
reaction to globalisation, particularly to the con-
sequences of the spread of global capitalism and
interconnectedness. Globalisation is an uneven
process which has brought benefits to many but
which has also excluded many. It is those who are
denied access to the benefits of global capitalism
and who remain outside the charmed circle of
information and communication technology who are
the victims of the process and who organise in
reaction: the demand pull of global civil society. They
are now also linking up with those in the North who
form a new kind of solidarity movement. The old
solidarity movement supported Southern aspirations
for national liberation; members of this new
movement seek to revitalise Southern and Northern
self-determination by joining the struggle against
the disempowerment and social injustice brought
about by unbridled global capitalism.

This new form of activism takes place against the
background of the ‘development industry’ and the
spread of INGOs in the South for service delivery and
development assistance. Together, activism and
developmentalism may explain why, after Europe,
the figures on INGOs show the greatest membership
densities not for other advanced industrial countries
but for countries in Latin America and sub-Saharan
Africa (see Table 1.2). The relatively low membership
densities in East Asia, South Asia, and North America
are to be explained, in the case of East Asia, by the
relatively low degree of INGO organisation in general
and, in the case of South Asia (particularly India)
and the United States, by the relative lack of interest
of local NGOs in global issues. 

But is not only the range and density of INGO
networks that matter in relationship to globalisation.
Our studies of specific global issues show that global
civil society is best categorised not in terms of types
of actors but in terms of positions in relation to
globalisation. All three of the issue chapters in the
Yearbook adopt a similar categorisation of global
civil society actors, as shown in the Table 1.4.

The first position is that of the supporters: those
groups and individuals who are enthusiastic about
globalisation, whether we are talking about the
spread of global capitalism and interconnectedness
or the spread of a global rule of law as well as global
consciousness. They include the allies of transnational
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Table 1.3: Focal points of globalisation, rule of law, and global civil society

Sweden 0.45
Netherlands 0.32
France 0.22
Finland 0.19
United Kingdom 0.19
Australia 0.16
Germany 0.15
Japan 0.13
Canada 0.10
United States 0.10
Italy 0.07
Venezuela 0.04
Spain 0.03

Sweden 56.4
United States 55.8
Norway 52.6
Iceland 52.1
Denmark 48.4
Netherlands 45.8
Singapore 44.6
Australia 43.9
Finland 43.9
Canada 42.8
New Zealand 39.0
Austria 36.9
Belgium 36.3
Korea, Rep. 34.6
United Kingdom 33.6
Switzerland 33.1
Japan 30.5
Ireland 27.5
Germany 24.3
Italy 23.3

Switzerland 1.72
Austria 1.64
Sweden 1.29
Poland 1.28
Hungary 1.22
Singapore 1.18
Malaysia 1.16
Estonia 1.14
Germany 1.01
Denmark 0.94
Finland 0.92
Lithuania 0.88
United Kingdom 0.86
Ireland 0.82
Netherlands 0.82
Latvia 0.80
Belgium 0.76
Norway 0.70
Canada 0.58
Lebanon 0.39

Top TNC host countries

Country Top TNC HQs
per million
population

Top Internet using countries

Country Internet use
as % of

population

Top outbound tourism countries

Country Outbound
tourism

per capita

G L O B A L I S AT I O N

Australia 22
Austria 22
Belgium 22
Bulgaria 22
Costa Rica 22
Croatia 22
Cyprus 22
Ecuador 22
Germany 22
Greece 22
Italy 22
Luxembourg 22
Netherlands 22
Norway 22
Panama 22
Portugal 22
Romania 22
Slovak Republic 22
Slovenia 22
Spain 22
Sweden 22

Canada 0
Costa Rica 0
Denmark 0
Iceland 0
Luxembourg 0
Mali 0
Malta 0
Netherlands 0
Samoa 0
São Tome & Principle 0
Slovenia 0
Sweden 0

Finland 10.0
Denmark 9.8
New Zealand 9.4
Sweden 9.4
Canada 9.2
Iceland 9.1
Norway 9.1
Singapore 9.1
Netherlands 8.9
United Kingdom 8.7
Luxembourg 8.6
Switzerland 8.6
Australia 8.3
United States 7.8
Austria 7.7
Hong Kong 7.7
Germany 7.6
Chile 7.4
Ireland 7.2
Spain 7.0

Top treaty ratifying countries

Country Ratifications
22 major

treaties

Top human rights respecting countries

Country Mention in
3 major

HR reports

Top transparent (non-corrupt) countries

Country Corruption
Perception

Index 2000

I N T E R N AT I O N A L  R U L E  O F  L AW
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Belgium 163.3
Luxembourg 141.5
Barbados 100.0
Switzerland 85.1
Iceland 49.8
Denmark 46.6
St. Lucia 44.9
Fiji 41.6
Netherlands 38.5
Trinidad and Tobago 35.4
Malta 33.4
Norway 30.0
Sweden 28.7
Samoa 27.8
Austria 24.6
Finland 24.6
United Kingdom 23.1
Bahrain 22.7
Cyprus 20.4
France 20.1

Barbados 29.6
Belgium 18.6
Luxembourg 18.6
Iceland 14.2
Malta 10.3
Belize 10.0
Switzerland 9.2
Denmark 8.5
Netherlands 7.0
Finland 5.6
Norway 5.1
Sweden 5.1
United Kingdom 4.6
Fiji 3.7
New Zealand 3.6
Austria 3.5
France 3.5
Guyana 3.5
Ireland 3.5
Singapore 3.3

Sweden 2.8
Iceland 3.0
Brazil 3.5
Australia 4.6
Netherlands 5.3
Argentina 5.7
Colombia 6.9
Uruguay 7.1
Luxembourg 8.4
Germany 8.6
Spain 9.3
Latvia 9.8
Switzerland 10.0
United States 10.1
Peru 10.3
Albania 10.6
Denmark 10.6
Georgia 10.8
Russian Federation 11.0
Norway 11.2

Top INGO host countries

Country INGO density
per million of

population

Top INGO & IGO leaders suppliers

Country of Leaders per
nationality of million of
leaders population

Top tolerant countries

Country % citizens
object to

immigrant neighbours

G L O B A L  C I V I L  S O C I E T Y

Countries occurring in six or more of the categories are shown in bold.

For more detailed information and sources, see Tables R3, R6, R10, R11, R12, R13, R19, R22 and R26 in Part IV of this Yearbook.

business, the proponents of ‘just wars for human
rights’, and the enthusiasts for all new technological
developments. These are members of civil society,
often, but not necessarily, close to governments and
business, who think that globalisation in its present
form is ‘a jolly good thing’ and that those who object
just fail to understand the benefits.

The second position is that of the rejectionists:
those who want to reverse globalisation and return
to a world of nation-states. They include proponents
of the new right, who may favour global capitalism
but oppose open borders and the spread of a global
rule of law. They also include leftists who oppose
global capitalism but do not object to the spread of
a global rule of law. Nationalists and religious
fundamentalists as well as traditional leftist anti-
colonial movements or communists who oppose
interference in sovereignty are also included in this
group. They think all or most manifestations of
globalisation are harmful, and they oppose it with all
their might. One might also think of this group as
fundamentalists, but we rejected this term as being

judgemental. Cohen and Rai’s (2000: 2) term
‘transformative’ was also rejected because what
distinguishes these groups is that they tend to want
to go backwards to an idealised version of the past
rather than transform into something new.

The third position is that of the reformists, in
which a large part of global civil society resides. These
are people who accept the spread of global capitalism
and global interconnectedness as potentially
beneficial to mankind but see the need to ‘civilise’ the
process. These are the people who favour reform of
international economic institutions and want greater
social justice and rigorous, fair, and participatory
procedures for determining the direction of new
technologies, and who strongly favour a global rule
of law and press for enforcement. Reformists are a
large category, which includes those who want to
make specific and incremental change as well as
radicals who aim at bigger and more transformative
change. (Pianta believes a further distinction should
be made between reformists and radicals; see
Chapter 7.) 

GCS2001 pages [00-04] 3/06  24/8/01  11:06 am  Page 9



The final group we have called the alternatives: these
are people and groups who neither necessarily oppose
nor support the process of globalisation but who
wish to opt out, to take their own course of action
independently of government, international institu-
tions, and transnational corporations. Their primary
concern is to develop their own way of life, create
their own space, without interference. This manifests
itself in the case of biotechnology in growing and

eating organic food, with global capitalism in local
money schemes, opposition to brand names, and
attempts to reclaim public space, and in the case of
humanitarian intervention in making non-military
‘civil society interventions’ in conflicts.

In other words, one way of defining or under-
standing global civil society is as a debate about the
future direction of globalisation and perhaps
humankind itself.
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Table 1.4: Global civil society positions on globalisation

Types of actors Position on Position on Position on Position on
globalisation plant global finance humanitarian

biotechnology intervention

Supporters Transnational Favour global Favour plant Favour Favour ’just
business and capitalism and biotechnology de-regulation, wars’ for human
their allies the spread of a developed by free trade rights

global rule of corporations, no and free
law restrictions capital

necessary flows

Rejectionists Anti-capitalist Left oppose Believe plant Favour national Oppose all
social global biotechnology protection of forms of armed 
movements; capitalism; right is 'wrong' and markets and intervention in 
authoritarian and left want to 'dangerous' and control of other states
states; preserve should be capital flows. Intervention is
nationalist and national abolished Radical imperialism or 
fundamentalist sovereignty rejectionists ‘not our
movements want overthrow business’

of capitalism

Reformists Most INGOs; Aim to ‘civilise’ Do not oppose Want more Favour civil
many in globalisation technology as social justice society
international such, but call and stability intervention 
institutions; for labelling Favour reform and
many social information and of international international
movements and public economic policing to
networks participation in institutions as enforce

risk assessment; well as specific human rights
sharing of proposals like
benefits debt relief or

Tobin tax

Alternatives Grass roots Want to opt out Want to live Pursue an anti- Favour civil
groups, social of globalisation own lifestyle corporate life- society
movements and rejecting style, facilitate intervention in 
submerged conventional colourful protest, conflicts but
networks agriculture and try to establish oppose use of

seeking local alternative military force
isolation from economies
GM food crops
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Proposition 3: Global civil society as a fuzzy and
contested concept

Thus, we can conclude that something new and
important is happening and that it has a close and
multifaceted relation with globalisation, but we are
still not able to map its contours satisfactorily and,
even more importantly, we are still not able to find
an agreed meaning for what it is that is happening.
Our third proposition is that global civil society is a
fuzzy and a contested concept.

Both the fuzziness and the contested character of
the concept can be attributed to its newness. It is
fuzzy because the boundaries of the concept are not
clearly defined. Even where there is an agreed core
of meaning, it is not always clear what is to be
included and what is to be excluded. In part, the
problem arises because the term has both normative
and descriptive content and it is not always possible
to find an exact correspondence between the two.
But the fuzziness also arises because the concept
steps over or outside many familiar social science
categories that are frequently caught up with
nineteenth-century notions of the nation state that
have entered into common parlance. ‘Social partici-
pation’ is taken to mean participation in the context
of a national or local society, as are political action
and engagement in most social movements. By
contrast, we find it difficult to think of social
participation in global networks, political action in
relation to global events, and movements that take
on global rather than national issues. The inter-
national relations literature speaks of transnational
civil society, yet at the same time there is doubt
about the very existence of such a society without the
presence of an effective state (Brown 2000).
Sociologists identify the emergence of a world society,
but many see it as little more than a thinly disguised
form of US cultural dominance (Meyer, Boli, and
Ramirez 1997). Economists point to the emergence of
global markets and institutions for labour, finance,
production, information, or e-commerce, yet critics
are eager to emphasise the predominance of large
corporations and the concentration of decision-
making power in a handful of metropolitan areas
such as New York, London, Frankfurt, and Tokyo (Hirst
and Thompson 1999). Political scientists analysing
the spread of democracy around the world proudly
anticipate the age of global democracy, only to find
that democratic participation is eroding in many
countries of the West and that democracy is

frequently made subject to national interests in
dealings with countries like China, Indonesia, or Russia
(Forsythe 2000).

Global civil society is also a contested concept
because it is new and therefore can be interpreted by
both practitioners and social scientists as they choose.
Or, to put it another way, the term is used differently
according to political predilections and inherited
understandings. Among policy-makers, especially in
the West, there is a tendency to conceive of global
civil society as the spread of what already exists in the
West, especially in the United States, as a ‘metaphor
for Western liberalism’ (Seckinelgin 2001). The
movements that demanded civil society in Latin
America and eastern Europe in the 1980s are
understood as having wanted to build democracy on
a western model. Support for civil society is seen as
a kind of political laissez-faire, the political equiva-
lent of neo-liberalism. Civil society is seen as a way
of minimising the role of the state in society, both a
mechanism for restraining state power and as a
substitute for many of the functions of the state.
Transposed to the global arena, it is viewed as the
political or social counterpart of the process of
economic globalisation, that is to say, liberalisation,
privatisation, deregulation, and the growing mobility
of capital and goods. In the absence of a global state,
an army of NGOs performs the functions necessary
to smooth the path of economic globalisation.
Humanitarian NGOs provide the safety net to deal
with the casualties of liberalisation and privatisation
strategies in the economic field. Funding for
democracy-building and human rights NGOs is
supposed to help establish a rule of law and respect
for human rights without taking account of the
primary responsibility of the state in these areas.

Among activists, however, civil society has a
different meaning. It is not about minimising the
state but about increasing the responsiveness of
political institutions. It is about the radicalisation of
democracy and the redistribution of political power.
For activists in eastern Europe or Latin America, civil
society refers to active citizenship, to growing self-
organisation outside formal political circles, and
expanded space in which individual citizens can
influence the conditions in which they live both
directly through self-organisation and through
pressure on the state. Transposed to a global level, this
definition encompasses the need to influence and
put pressure on global institutions in order to reclaim
control over local political space.
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The fact that these same words are understood in very
different ways paradoxically creates a shared terrain
on which individuals and representatives of organ-
isations, institutions, and companies can com-
municate with each other, can engage in a common
dialogue. Precisely because of these different under-
standings, the proponents and opponents of global
capitalism can come together within what appears to
be a shared discursive framework. The Yearbook is one
expression of this shared terrain.

Evolution of the Concept of
Global Civil Society

Both the term ‘civil society’ and the term ‘global’
have a long history stretching back to antiquity.
One of the reasons it is so easy to contest

contemporary meanings is that it is possible to select
different classic understandings of a concept to suit
current political and theoretical presuppositions. This
is why it is useful to know a little more about the
history of the concept, even though our version of
history is selective as well.

From Greece to Scotland: civil society vs
barbarians

The term ‘civil society’ has a direct equivalent in Latin
(societas civilis), and a close equivalent in ancient
Greek (politike koinona). What the Romans and
Greeks meant by it was something like a ‘political
society’, with active citizens shaping its institutions
and policies. It was a law-governed society in which
the law was seen as the expression of public virtue,
the Aristotelian ‘good life’. Civilisation was thus linked
to a particular form of political power in which rulers
put the public good before private interest. This also
very clearly implied that, both in time and in place,
there were people excluded, non-citizens, barbarians,
who did not have a civil society. 

The term is used throughout European history,
but it gained more prominence when philosophers
began to contemplate the foundations of the
emerging nation state in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries. A key assumption for the
concept of civil society was the Christian notion of
human equality. At that time, it was linked to the idea
of a rights-based society in which rulers and the
ruled are subject to the law, based on a social
contract. Thus, civil society was contrasted with the
state of nature, although conceptions of the state of

nature varied. For Thomas Hobbes, one of the earliest
writers on civil society, the state of nature was a
‘warre . . . of every man against every man’ (1990: 88)
and the main benefit of living in a civil society was
physical security. For Locke, on the other hand, the
state of nature was more prone to war than was civil
society but its main characteristic was the absence of
a rule of law. Locke was concerned about restraints
on arbitrary power; thus the rights enjoyed in civil
society also included the right to liberty and to
private property.

The Scottish Enlightenment thinkers of the
eighteenth century were the first to emphasise the
importance of capitalism as a basis for the new
individualism and a rights-based society. One of the
most extensive treatments of civil society is by Adam
Ferguson, in An Essay on the History of Civil Society
(Ferguson 1995), first published in 1767. In this book,
he tried to resurrect the Roman ideal of civic virtue
in a society where capitalism was taking the place of
feudalism. In order to have a civil society, men — not
women, of course, in that age — need to take an
active interest in the government of their polity
instead of just getting rich and diverting themselves.
That still has some resonance in the present use of the
term. But, as for the seventeenth century writers,
the dividing line for Ferguson and his contemporaries
was still between civil society on the one hand and
despotism or ‘savage’ living on the other. A problem
with the modern use of ‘civil society’ is that we might
want to preserve the connotation of non-violent
interaction based on equal rights while we disavow
the Euro-centric assumption of savages vs civilised
people, but the two are historically connected (see for
instance Comaroff and Comaroff 1999 on this line of
criticism).

Hegel and de Tocqueville: civil society vs 
the state

Ferguson was widely translated, and made more of an
impression in Germany than in Britain (Oz-Salzberger
1995: xxv). Kant and Hegel were among the readers
(see Keane in Chapter 2 for a brief description of
Kant’s thinking on civil society). Hegel had a great
deal to say about civil society, not all of which is
easily understandable, but one of the most important
points for the further development of the concept is
that he saw civil society as something separate from,
although symbiotic with, the state (Hegel 1991). Civil
society for him consisted of men trading and
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interacting socially, but it was separate from
government and purely public activity. This also
explains why Karl Marx, strongly influenced by Hegel,
had an extremely negative view of civil society (Marx
1975). Hegel thought the pursuit of self-interest by
individuals in civil society was balanced by a
consciousness of interdependence and also by the
role of the state as mediator. But Marx equated civil
society, in its German translation ‘Bürgerliche
Gesellschaft’, with bourgeois society, and narrowed
it to only economic life in which everyone pursued
his own selfish interests and became alienated from
his own human potential and his fellow people. If that
had remained the prevailing idea about what civil
society is, we would probably not be taking such an
interest in the concept today.

The other important nineteenth century thinker
was Alexis de Tocqueville. In his study of democracy
as practised in America, de Tocqueville argued that
the guarantee of individual liberties was to be found
in what he called ‘democratic expedients’; these
included local self-government, the separation of
church and state, a free press, indirect elections, an
independent judiciary, and, above all ‘associational
life’. In America, he was greatly impressed by the
extent of associations in civil life and put forward the
argument that active associations were a condition
for freedom and equality. As the state took over more
and more functions of daily life, as the division of
labour became more complex and as demands for the
redistribution of wealth increased, an active voluntary
sector was necessary to provide a check on state
power. 

As soon as several inhabitants of the United
States have taken up an opinion or a feeling
they wish to promote in the world, they look
for mutual assistance; and as soon as they
have found one another out, they combine.
From that moment they are no longer isolated
men, but a power seen from afar, whose
actions serve for example and whose language
is listened to . . . Among the laws that rule
human societies, there is one which seems to
be more precise and clear than all the others. If
men are to remain civilised or to become so,
the art of associating together must grow and
improve in the same ratio as the equality of
conditions is increased. (de Tocqueville
1945:117–18) 

While de Tocqueville did not use the term ‘civil
society’, his argument about the virtues of associ-
ational life continues to inform modern-day thinking
about it, particularly in the United States (Putnam
2000).

From Gramsci onwards: civil society between the
state and the market

The concept of civil society was rescued for modern
use by Antonio Gramsci. Gramsci was a member of
the Italian parliament and general secretary of the
underground Italian Communist Party when he was
arrested by Mussolini in 1926 at the age of 35. He
spent the next ten years in prison, writing. In his
Prison Notebooks, he also discusses civil society
(Gramsci 1971). In his interpretation, he goes back
from Marx to Hegel, who saw civil society as all kinds
of social interaction, not just economic ones. Gramsci
then goes a step further, and divorces the notion of
civil society from economic interactions. He views
civil society as consisting of cultural institutions,
notably the church (in Italy the omnipresent church
rather obviously got in the way of a purely economic,
Marxist view of society), but also schools, associations,
trade unions, and other cultural institutions. Gramsci
is ambiguous about this civil society of his. On the one
hand, it is through this cultural ‘superstructure’ that
the bourgeois class imposes its hegemony, using it to
keep the working class in its place. On the other
hand, it is a kind of wedge between the state and the
class-structured economy, which has the revol-
utionary potential of dislodging the bourgeoisie.
Unlike in Russia in 1917, the revolution would not
come suddenly but through a prolonged war of
position, and civil society represented the trenches in
which and over which this war was fought. So here
one has the first germs of the idea that most people
now have of civil society as ‘between the state and
the market’. It is important to keep in mind, however,
that Gramsci intended this idea of civil society, as the
non-state and non-economic area of social
interaction, to be only temporary and strategic, a
tool in the revolutionary struggle.

The rediscovery of civil society

None of this is stated very clearly in Gramsci. It is
stated confusingly, self-contradictorily, and certainly
not as one of his central theses. Nevertheless, Gramsci’s
idea of civil society as the non-state and non-
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economic area of social interaction, which he himself
seems to contradict a few pages later in the Prison
Notebooks (see for instance Gramsci 1971: 263), has
become the dominant one, perhaps also because of the
growing importance attached by sociologists and
political thinkers to intermediate associations
(Durkheim 1984). There are a few related explanations
for the dominance of the Gramscian meaning. The
term ‘civil society’ very nearly died out in west
European and American political thought (see Cohen
and Arato 1992: 159–74). There were some followers
of Gramsci especially in the Italian and Spanish
Communist parties but there was little debate or
interest. When the term really resurfaces, it is with
dissidents against the authoritarian state both in Latin
America and in central Europe for whom the idea of
civil society as something separate from the state was
strategically useful (see Cohen and Arato 1992: 29–82). 

In Latin America, the situation of left-wing
intellectuals of the 1970s and 1980s was very similar
to Gramsci’s, fighting fascist dictatorships in which
capitalists were by and large colluding with the state
but in which, in the words of Fernando Cardoso
(1979: 48), ‘authoritarianism is still underdeveloped:
it [the state] may kill and torture, but it does not
exercise complete control over everyday life’. In such
states there was some room for civil society and, as
Alfred Stepan (1988: 5) put it: ‘”Civil society” became
the political celebrity of the abertura’, the political
opening that evolved gradually in Brazil between
1974 and 1985. Latin American thinkers, first of all
in Brazil, appear to have been attracted to the idea
of civil society because it was a term that could unify
entrepreneurs, church groups, and labour movements
in their opposition to the regime and because as a
force in society it could be distinguished from political
parties, which many felt had been discredited, as
well as from the kind of mass mobilisation by skilful
populists that had been endemic in various Latin
American countries (see Stepan 1988: 3–7; O’Donnell
and Schmitter 1986: 49–52; Weffort 1989).

With the central Europeans it was somewhat
different. Intellectuals in Czechoslovakia, Hungary,
and Poland, such as Jan Tesar (1981), Vaclav Havel
(1985), Gyorgi Konrad (1984) and Adam Michnik
(1985) revived the term to mean autonomous spaces
independent of the state; their understanding was
closer to de Tocqueville’s than to Gramsci’s. They
wanted to emphasise self-organisation, individual
responsibility, the power of conscience. Thus, terms
like ‘anti-politics’ , ‘parallel polis’, ‘living in truth’, or

the ‘power of the powerless’ were alternative
expressions of their concept of civil society (see also
Cohen and Arato 1992; Keane 1988; Kaldor 1999 on
the importance of these figures). 

Gramsci wrote (1971: 265) that 

A totalitarian policy is aimed precisely: 
1. at ensuring that the members of a particular
party find in that party all the satisfactions
that they formerly found in a multiplicity of
organisations, i.e. at breaking all the threads
that bind these members to extraneous cultural
organisms; 
2. at destroying all other organisations or at
incorporating them into a system of which the
party is the sole regulator.

For intellectuals behind the Iron Curtain, it was
precisely the total control over all aspects of every day
life that was the target of their efforts (see Arendt
1968; Lefort 1986). While state terrorism was more
spectacular in Latin America, with military regimes
‘disappearing’ thousands of people in each country
in a matter of months, civil society in the Gramscian
sense was snuffed out more successfully by the longer
rule and more totalitarian aspirations of communism
in eastern Europe and the USSR. In a totalitarian
state, where the distinction between the interests of
the people and the interests of the state is
categorically denied — hence ‘people’s republics’ —
central European dissidents began to believe that
conceiving of ‘civil society’ as association between
people away from the tentacles of the state was the
way to begin resisting the state. 

The central European and the Latin American
thinkers had several things in common. The way in
which they conceived of civil society, it was not just
a means to achieve the overthrow of the regime they
lived in. They were more interested in ‘reclaiming’
space that the authoritarian state had encroached
upon than in taking over the reigns of power (see
especially Havel 1985; Weffort 1989; ironically, Vaclav
Havel became President of Czechoslovakia and
Francisco Weffort became Brazil’s Minister of Culture
under Cardoso’s Presidency). This space had to be kept
open and alive as a necessary complement to a healthy
democracy, an antidote to narrow party politics, and
a bulwark against future threats to democracy. 

Thinkers and activists from both regions were also
strongly influenced by the idea of human rights,
which had gained international prominence with the
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adoption of US congressional legislation, the signing
of the Helsinki Accords, and the entry into force of
the two main UN human rights conventions, all in the
mid-1970s. In their thinking, individual human rights
and civil society together were the complements and
guarantors for effective democracy. 

Finally, while very much focused on curing their
national societies, opposition figures from both
regions also learned the value of international
solidarity. It was strategically necessary for them to
link up with others across borders, with those who
could speak up for them in international forums,
who could criticise the policy of their own govern-
ments towards these dictatorships, and, last but not
least, who could fund them (see Keck and Sikkink
1998: 79–120 for the Latin-American networks, and
Kaldor 1999 for the European ones).

After Latin America and central Europe, the civil
society idea has been spreading like wildfire. On the
one hand, it has increasingly occupied the emanci-
patory space left by the demise of socialism and
national liberation. Particularly in dictatorships or
countries emerging from dictatorship, people have
apparently felt the relevance of the concept: in the
Philippines and South Korea, in South Africa, and in
the Arab world. It has become equally popular,
however, in places that have not recently experienced
dictatorship, in western Europe and North America
but also in India, for instance. In western Europe and
North America this has something to do with concern
over the erosion of democracy through the apathy
and disillusionment of the electorate. The idea of
civil society is seen as a way of revitalising democracy.
In recent decades, fewer and fewer people have been
joining political parties, and more have joined
environmental, peace, and human rights groups like
Greenpeace and Friends of the Earth, Amnesty
International, and the anti-nuclear movement. The
name increasingly given to this phenomenon is ‘civil
society’. Both the leftist great hopes of the all-
powerful, all-providing state and the rightist belief
that leaving everything to the market delivers
benefits to all have lost appeal. While politicians
have invented the ‘Third Way’, many people now
seem to be placing their hopes for society in this
‘third force’. 

On the other hand, the concept has also been
taken up by Western governments and international
institutions who understand civil society as ‘catching
up’ with the west and who find the concept useful
for implementing programmes of economic and

political reform. After the end of the cold war,
ideological objections to cooperation with citizens
groups dissolved and it became more difficult to ally
with authoritarian governments—something which
had earlier been possible under the cold war umbrella.
Cooperation with civil society was seen as way to
legitimise programmes of economic reform and to
stabilise market societies. This also provides a rather
more cynical explanation for the spread of ‘civil
society’ in the developing world: since donors have
adopted the dogma that strengthening civil society
is good for development, using the language of civil
society is good for funding applications. 

Descriptive and normative conceptions

One thing that helps to explain the present universal
popularity of ‘civil society’ is its very fuzziness: it can
be all things to all people. In particular, there is a
conflation of an empirical category, which is often
referred to as NGOs or the non-profit or voluntary
sector, with a political project. In the first meaning,
it is simply a label for something that is out there, a
category, that is both non-profit and non-
governmental. On the other hand, in the way the
central Europeans and Latin Americans were using it,
it is more a political project, a sphere through which
to resist, pressure, or influence the state and
increasingly also the market. This ideal type can have
various characteristics, all of which are hotly debated. 

First, it is argued that the fact that people are
getting together regularly for a variety of purposes,
from playing cards to saving the environment,
generates trust between people in a society. This is
also referred to as ‘social capital’ (Putnam, 2000;
Fukuyama 1995). More politically minded proponents
usually insist (like Adam Ferguson) that civil society
consists of active citizens who take an interest in
public affairs. Also based partly on the classical,
eighteenth century notion, civil society can be seen
as essentially non-violent and resisting violence, for
instance through Gandhian forms of civil
disobedience. Finally—and this is a more modern
component of the ideal—being part of civil society is
sometimes seen as a commitment to common human
values that go beyond ethnic, religious, or national
boundaries.

The problem with a purely normative definition of
civil society is, however, that defending civil society
as a ‘good thing’ threatens to become tautological:
civil society is a good thing because it espouses the
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values we hold. Anyone who fails to hold these values
is not part of civil society. And whose values are
these? The desirability of absolute non-violence, for
instance, is not something everyone agrees about.
And are nationalist and fundamentalist movements
part of civil society? Where and how do we draw
boundaries?

Emergence of global civil society

Until recently, civil society was primarily thought of
as a national concept (yet another consequence
perhaps, of the methodological nationalism of the
social sciences referred to below). In reality, of course,
self-organised non-profit associations and social
movements have been networking across borders for
nearly two centuries, even if this has dramatically
accelerated in recent decades. But an important point
about the way in which central European and Latin
American intellectuals began to talk of civil society
is that they made this transnationality a central
element in it. This goes quite against Ferguson and his
contemporaries, for whom defining civil society was
part of building the concept of the nation state. It
also differs from the line starting with Hegel, in which
an abstract civil society-state dialectic is paramount
and the idea of cross-links with other civil societies
and other states is not considered. But for those
dissidents in the 1980s it was strategically necessary
to link up with others across borders. Keck and Sikkink
(1998: 13) have described this as the ‘boomerang
pattern.’ When it comes to human rights, the problem
is very much national, but the solution lies partly in
finding allies beyond one’s own dictatorial state. In
both Latin America and Central Europe the cold war
was understood as a key component of authori-
tarianism, a way in which repression was legitimised.
The Latin American dictators made an ideology of
their national security doctrines, while the east
Europeans were crushed in the name of the struggle
against Western imperialism. Hence, crossing borders
to oppose the cold war, especially in Europe, was an
important element of the citizens’ struggle against
dictatorship; this is why in Europe the term ‘pan-
European civil society’ preceded ‘global civil society’.

Environmental groups have always stressed the
transnational nature of their activism, for a slightly
different reason. For them, the problems are global.
One Chernobyl, or one state’s misbehaviour on
CO2 emissions, affects us all. It is perhaps with them
that the talk of ‘one world’ and ‘global solutions’

originated (Lipschutz 1996; Wapner 1996). The newer
anti-capitalist movement has taken the same tack. In
fact, one of its slogans is ‘Globalise the resistance’. In
the 1990s, that deliberate transnationality also takes
on more than a strategic meaning, however, it
becomes a moral-political statement against ethnic
nationalism and religious fundamentalism.

Transnational vs global

Many authors are referring to the new phenomenon
we discuss in this Yearbook as ‘transnational civil
society’ (Florini 2000; Keck and Sikkink 1998; Smith
et al. 1997). They say that ‘global civil society’ sounds
too grandiose; in the sense of something that really
brings together people from every part of the globe,
it just isn’t there, and it is not inevitably going to be
there either. In the empirical sense, they have a point.
Some parts of the world are much more linked up
than others. There are few links with Equatorial
Guinea or Mongolia. We nevertheless prefer to speak
of a ‘global civil society’, for three reasons. 

First, while ‘global civil society’ may overstate
what is really out there, ‘transnational civil society’
understates it. All one needs to be transnational is a
single border-crossing. In that sense, as we outlined
above, civil society has been transnational for at least
200 years. ‘Transnational’ does nothing to capture
the revolution in travel and communications but
also the opening up of many formerly closed societies
that has really made civil society much more global
in the last ten years than it has ever been before.

Second, only ‘global civil society’ can be posed as
a counterweight to ‘globalisation’. Both are just
processes. If formal democracy remains confined to
the level of the state, while various economic,
political, and cultural activities are indeed going
global, then only a global civil society can call them
to account. While we believe that globalisation has
both good and bad sides, representation of citizens’
interests becomes a problem when the market and
other transnational phenomena take over from the
state. Corporations are not democratically elected,
and while there are now more democratically elected
national governments than ever before, citizens have
no direct control over what these governments do at
the now all-important international level. A world
government with a world parliament is one utopia,
of course, but like earlier utopias could easily turn
into global totalitarianism. Global civil society, on
the other hand, may be a more viable way of ‘taming’,
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‘humanising’, ‘calling to account’, indeed ‘civilising’
globalisation.

Third, the term ‘global civil society’ has a
normative aspiration that ‘transnational civil society’
does not. Just as the term ‘human rights’ has a
universalistic intent that ‘civil rights’ lacks, global
civil society can be seen as an aspiration to reach and
include citizens everywhere and to enable them to
think and act as global citizens. Some of the literature
on globalisation stresses the emergence of a global
consciousness, an ‘imagined community of mankind’
(Shaw 2000; Robertson 1990). In particular, two world
wars and the threat of a nuclear war generated this
global consciousness; the holocaust and Hiroshima
have become global collective memories. In this sense,
global civil society is an expression of that
consciousness even if the participants cannot travel
or even use the telephone.

Definitions

As in the case of national civil societies, part of the
attraction of the term ‘global civil society’ is that
different people feel at home with different
conceptions of it. This Yearbook reflects that diversity.
Rather than providing a definitive definition of global
civil society, it has been our intention as editors to
offer this and future Yearbooks as a continuing
platform for an exchange of ideas about the meaning
of ‘global civil society’. We have opted for this
approach because we believe that debating what
global civil society means contributes to the
emergence of an animated, open, and self-reflexive
global civil society.

For our table programme in Part IV of the
Yearbook, ‘Records of Global Civil Society’, however,
we had to operationalise the concept. We have
chosen the following, purely descriptive, definition:
global civil society is the sphere of ideas, values,
institutions, organisations, networks, and individuals
located between the family, the state, and the market
and operating beyond the confines of national
societies, polities, and economies. While we recognise
that global civil society is ultimately a normative
concept, we believe that the normative content is too
contested to be able to form the basis for an
operationalisation of the concept. We do give
attention to the normative dimensions of global
civil society in our table programme, but it would
go against our conception of global civil society
as an open, contested, and contestable concept to

fill in this normative content in any definite way
(see Anheier in Part IV of this Yearbook). 

Other authors in this Yearbook have chosen
different interpretations. In Chapter 7, for instance,
Mario Pianta appears at first to adopt a similar
definition: ‘the emerging global civil society has to
be conceptualised, with all its ambiguities and blurred
images, as the sphere of cross-border relations and
collective activities outside the international reach of
states and markets’ (p. 171). However, he then hones
in on a narrow, more political and more normative
characterisation: 

‘Despite extreme heterogeneity and frag-
mentation, much of the activity in the sphere
of global civil society consists of what Richard
Falk (1999: 130) has termed “globalisation from
below”, a project whose “normative potential is
to conceptualise widely shared world order
values: minimising violence, maximising
economic well-being, realising social and
political justice, and upholding environmental
quality”’ (p. 171). 

In Chapter 2, on the other hand, John Keane takes
a much more holistic approach. He thinks the trend,
beginning with Gramsci, to consider commercial life
as not part of (global) civil society, has been a mistake.
Other authors oscillate between these and other
definitions, emphasising different aspects of global
civil society such as its struggle against unbridled
global capitalism (Desai and Said, Chapter 3), its
attempts to understand, resist, or democratise a new
science like biotechnology (Osgood, Chapter 4), its
responses to the challenge of violent conflicts (Kaldor,
Chapter 5), its pioneering of information and
communications technology (Naughton, Chapter 6),
and the way it gets funded (Pinter, Chapter 8).

Describing Global Civil 
Society: The Challenge of
Methodological Nationalism

The concept global civil society is not only
difficult to define and to fit into conventional
social science terminology, it is also difficult to

measure using standard systems of social and
economic accounts. By and large, all these systems
tend to be territorially bounded.

To see how national and international statistical
offices find it difficult to think about a world that is
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no longer made up of national societies and domestic
economies as major building blocks,1 let’s consider the
economic statistics and the System of National
Accounts (SNA) (United Nations 1993). This example
illustrates both the problem and the potential
strategy towards a solution for the purpose of
measuring global civil society. 

Adding the gross national product of all national
economies of the world’s 180 plus countries would
yield the approximate monetary value of global
economic activity. Yet this value would not be the
same as the size of the globalised economy, nor
would it be identical to the value of the total
international economy. The national economy would
be conceptualised and measured with the help of
the SNA; the international economy would be
indicated, on the assumption that the national
economy is the unit of analysis, by import-export
statistics and the rest-of-the-world accounts in the
SNA. Yet the SNA is of little help when it comes to
the globalised economy, which involves integrated
finance, production, and distribution systems across
many countries and spanning different regions and
continents. Such globalised elements of the economy
emerge from the integrated economic activities of
separate or joined-up businesses across countries,
and it is these elements that go unnoticed in
conventional economic statistics. Thus, the term
global economy is outside the SNA’s conceptual and
empirical space. 

What becomes clear in the case of the SNA could
be demonstrated with many other statistical systems.
It is basically the insight that the sequence ‘national
� international � global’ is not a linear extension
of the same data. The sequence contains an important
qualitative difference that escapes international
statistical systems—a difference that becomes
fundamental once the nation state or the national
economy is no longer the frame of reference for
what is to be measured. Three very different examples
might help illustrate the gap in information about the
emerging institutional infrastructure and values of
global civil society.

1. In recent decades, international NGOs have
become an important relay in funding flows from
OECD countries to developing countries and the
transition economies in central and eastern Europe
(Anheier and Salamon 1998; Smillie 1995; Pinter
2001). These funding flows involve bilateral and
multilateral aid in addition to private philanthropic
and other non-profit contributions as well as

corporate finance. Yet no international statistical
agency collects systematic information on the full
network in financial intermediation of NGOs,
including the role of grant-making foundations
(Anheier and List 2000). Data focus on either the
country origin or the recipient country, leaving the
intermediary role of NGOs unspecified (see OECD
1997; also Chapter 8 by Frances Pinter). The state-to-
state view of statistical reporting prevails, thus
ignoring the fact that an increasing portion of aid
flows via private organisations.

2. The rise and continuing expansion of multi-
national corporations, international organisations,
and international NGOs brought with it growing
numbers of professionals who increasingly spend
large parts of their working lives in organisations,
working environments, and cultures that may have
little connection with their specific country of origin.
While these ‘international professional migrants’ may
be less numerous than the mass of low-income
workers moving from the South to the North, their
numbers are even less systematically recorded despite
their immense economic importance and impact on
an emerging global culture.

3. The ‘small world’ experiments in sociology have
shown that a randomly selected number of citizens
in OECD countries could with some degree of
probability reach any other randomly selected fellow
citizen in fewer than five steps by going through a
sequence of personal contacts (Kochen 1989;
Wasserman and Faust 1994: 53–4). Numerous other
studies in social network analysis have demonstrated
the importance and implications of ‘connectedness’
for the functioning of local communities, for getting
jobs, for social mobilisation, and for the spread of
information and innovations of all kinds (Powell and
Smith-Duerr 1994). Increasingly, with greater mobility
and migration, and better and cheaper technology,
these contacts reach across borders and people’s life
takes place in networks that span different countries,
cultures, and continents (Castells 1996). Yet this
global connectedness, crucial for social cohesion,
political mobilisation, the flow of information, and,
particularly, economic and cultural change, remains
uncharted by official statistics and only superficially
explored by the social sciences.
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1 There are some parallels between today’s situation and the
struggle in the late Middle Ages encountered with the concepts
and imagery of the emerging modern world of the Renaissance,
so aptly described by historians like Huizinga (1954) and Crosby
(1997) and sociologists such as Elias (1982).
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Although we could add more, these examples should
suffice to show the growing awareness about the
emergence of an economic, social, political, and
cultural sphere above and beyond the confines of
national economies, societies, polities, states, and
cultures. At the same time, this awareness is
accompanied by some unease and sometimes even
defensiveness: many conventional concepts and
terminology based on the nation state and national
economy and society fall short in their ability to
capture global civil society. Given the lack of
adequate conceptual development, theories are few
and better explanations continue to be frustrated by
a paucity of systematic data and empirical
information that can be used as evidence. Simply
put: existing statistical systems are based on the
notion of the nation state—a unit that seems ill-
suited for the kinds of data and information needed
for mapping and measuring global civil society. 

Once fully developed, however, the information
included in the Yearbook is to provide the beginnings
of a systematic profile of the contours, composition,
and developments of global civil society. It is our
hope that over time the data presented in the various
chapters and the tables and chronology in Part IV,
updated annually, will become a central reference
point for empirical and theoretical work on global
civil society. We also hope that this information will
be of use to policy-makers and practitioners. 

Chapter Conclusions 

Apart from the three general conclusions that
have emerged from this book, set out above,
some powerful specific conclusions can also

be drawn on the basis of the different chapters.
In Chapter 2, John Keane draws attention to the

role of global civil society as an antidote to violence
and hubris. While global civil society can occasionally
be helpless in the face of violence and can be
hubristic itself, its strength lies in its ability to call
power-holders to account, thus inching the world
towards greater parity, openness, and humility. 

In Chapter 3, Meghnad Desai and Yahia Said
describe how formerly marginal anti-capitalist
movements from different regions and with different
priorities have come together to form a cacophonous
but loud and consistent call of protest. Global
capitalism must either learn to seriously engage with
these protests and join in the attempt to civilise

globalisation, or prepare for more massive and more
violent protests ahead.

In Chapter 4, Diane Osgood points out that, in the
debate on plant biotechnology, lack of a common
language and hence of agreed priorities has
prevented trusted leaders from emerging, and that
this problem is likely to be exacerbated as the
technology develops. Civil society leaders need to
‘speak science’ and scientists need to learn to ‘speak
society’. A more respectful dialogue must take the
place of the scaremongering on the one side and
contempt on the other, which has characterised too
much of the debate so far.

In Chapter 5, Mary Kaldor describes how, largely
due to the efforts of global civil society, the notion of
humanitarian intervention has taken the place of a
state-centred ideology in which sovereignty overruled
all humanitarian and human rights considerations in
international relations. She goes on to discuss how, as
the international community blundered its way
through a number of conflicts in the 1990s, global civil
society has remained deeply divided over the questions
whether, how, and when military force should be used
for humanitarian purposes. The most viable form of
humanitarian intervention in the future may be a
long-term international presence in conflict-prone
areas that includes civil society actors, international
agencies, and international peace-keeping troops on
a much larger scale than has been the case so far,
coupled with a readiness to risk the lives of peace-
keeping troops to save the lives of others where this
is necessary. 

In Chapter 6, John Naughton describes how global
civil society has taken to the Internet with its
libertarian ethos, its decentralised architecture, and
its low operating costs like a duck to water over the
last decade. However, these characteristics of the
Internet are not intrinsic: they are man-made and
they can be changed. States are adopting legislation
to restrict freedom of expression on the Internet,
and corporations are inventing technology to
undermine the anonymity of the Internet in the
interests of e-commerce. Global civil society needs to
wake up to these threats and respond to them in two
ways. First, it must begin to consider Internet
freedoms as an advocacy issue instead of as an
instrument it can take for granted. Second, it must
stay one step ahead of governments and corporations
in helping to develop and adopt new advances in the
technology that can reinforce its subversive,
liberating character.
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In Chapter 7, Mario Pianta has undertaken a survey
of global civil society’s parallel summits to official
summits. He draws the following broad conclusion:
official summits that are only framing issues are most
likely to be open to dialogue with global civil society
as represented in the parallel summit; summits in
charge of rule making or setting policy will be less so;
and summits with enforcing power tend to be closed
to civil society influence. Global civil society is not
going to take such treatment from the second and
third categories lying down, however. It will continue
to contest unaccountable decision-makers by
convening parallel summits, if necessary by defying
restrictions imposed by local authorities or by
convening them in a different place from the official
summit.

In Chapter 8, Frances Pinter attempts to chart the
primary sources of funding of global civil society
organisations and the ways in which different types
of bodies get funded. She notes that there is a
growing convergence around a handful of core issues
among the major donors which can be interpreted
variously as evidence of an emerging cultural
cosmopolitan consensus or of a move towards a
domesticated, donor-led global civil society that is
subservient to the dictates of global capitalism. She
also concludes, however, that money alone can’t buy
you global civil society: human, social, organisational,
and informational resources are at least equally
essential.

These studies are beginning to give us some insight
into what global civil society is concerned about,
and how it works. In the second Yearbook, these and
other cartographers will be mapping further aspects
of the ‘conceptual island’ that is global civil society.
This first Yearbook is just the beginning of a process
that we hope will enable us to understand and
describe this new phenomenon called ‘global civil
society’.
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C h a p t e r 2

THE LIMITS OF GLOBAL CIVIL SOCIETY
Neera Chandhoke

The Three Sector Fallacy

There is something about modern modes of
analysis—a propensity to analyse phenomena in
terms of discrete categories perhaps—which

attracts theorists to additive modes of social science.
Thus, they first subdivide areas of collective life into
separate spheres, endow these domains with their
distinct logics, distinguish them from each other, and
then add them together to form a whole. Witness
how modern social theory first separates the public
and the private, views each of these spheres as
possessing a different logic of thought and action,
and then adds them together to form an entity called
‘society’. The point is that, whereas in the process the
public becomes the field of the rational, the private
is conceptualised as the site of unreflective emotions
and affections.

Now on the face of it there is nothing wrong with
employing this strategy as a heuristic device. There is
absolutely nothing wrong in conceptualising the
different ways in which people make their own
histories even if they may not make those histories
very well. The idea that whereas the state is stamped
mainly by the logic of coercion, the logic of the
market is that of competition, is perfectly acceptable.
We can also agree that there is a difference between
the community and civil society. Community as social
anthropologists tell us, represents personalised and
face-to-face interactions. Relationships in civil society
on the other hand are contractual.

What is problematic is the assumption that
appears to underlie theorising in this mode, namely,
that these domains of collective existence do not
influence each other, or that they do not affect each
other, or indeed that they do not constitute in the
sense of shaping each other (Chandhoke 2001). This
is something that additive social theorists tend to
ignore. They should read Copernicus, who was to
write about the astronomers of his day thus: ‘With
them it is as though an artist were to gather the
hands, feet, head, and other members for his images

from diverse models, each part excellently drawn,
but not related to a single body, and since they in no
way match each other, the result would be a monster
rather than man’ (Kuhn 1962: 83). The same problem
seems to bedevil additive social science, for in this
genre no one category influences let alone constitutes
others, no category is central to human life, and no
category determines how we approach other
categories of activity. The questions that immediately
confront us in this connection are the following: do
categories of collective existence not constitute each
other? Equally, does not a single logic, that of power,
underpin these categories and bind them together?

To put it plainly, the separation of collective
human existence into mutually exclusive spheres of
thought and action elides the way in which each of
these domains is constructed by power, which spilling
over arbitrary boundaries underpins the whole.
Consider the feminist critique of the public-private
dichotomy: if we conceptualise the household as the
site of affection and emotions as different from the
power-driven state or from the competition-ridden
economy, we end up actually legitimising patriarchal
power. For, as a microcosm of society, the household
cannot but condense the tensions of the social
formation, it cannot but be permeated by power.

Of course, power manifests itself in and through
different avatars that apparently have nothing to do
with each other. For instance, globalisation, which is
legitimised by its defenders as the rationalisation of
economic life, may seem diametrically opposed to,
say, fundamentalist movements. On the face of it
fundamentalist movements look as if they are a knee-
jerk reaction to the globalising project and thus
possessed of a different logic. But note that both of
these projects manifest different forms of power,
simply because both limit the endeavours of human
beings to make their own lives with some degree of
autonomy. This admittedly is difficult to fathom,
simply because various forms of power not only
appear as contradictory, oppositional, and diffused,
but also happen to operate in invisible and intangible



ways that escape the human gaze. Today theorists tell
us and practitioners claim that it is difficult to
decipher power since it does not originate from a
single point. We have learnt that we can locate no
meta-discourse but only the micro-politics of a power
that is heterogeneous, dispersed, and even un-
predictable. Nevertheless, power binds ostensibly
autonomous institutions and practices in a myriad of
ways, all of which constrain human autonomy and
creativity and limit political initiatives. Power, in
other words, produces identifiable effects even
though its various manifestations do not always act
in concert.

It is, however, precisely these insights that are at
a discount when theorists suggest that civil society
possesses a discrete and distinct raison d’être which
marks it out as different as well as autonomous both
from the state and from the market. Thus, civil society
in contemporary political theory is often posed as an
alternative to both the state and to the market. It
simply emerges as the third sphere of collective life.
Gordon White, for instance, conceptualises civil
society as ‘an intermediate associational realm
between the family and the state populated by
organisations which are separate from the state,
enjoy autonomy in relation to the state and are
formed voluntarily by members of society to protect
or extend their interests or values’ (White 1994: 379).
Charles Taylor suggests that civil society is ‘those
dimensions of social life which
cannot be confounded with, or
swallowed up in, the state’ (Taylor
1991:171). If Axel Honneth (1993:
19) thinks of civil society as ‘all civil
institutions and organisations which
are prior to the state’, Jeffrey Isaac
(1993: 356) speaks of the sphere as
‘those human networks that exist
independently of, if not anterior to,
the political state’. Above all, Jean
Cohen and Andrew Arato in a rather
well known definition, refer to a
‘third realm’ differentiated from the
economy and the state as civil society
(Cohen and Arato 1992: 18). In the
hands of these two authors, civil
society as a normative moral order is diametrically
opposed to both the state and the economy.

The same kind of thinking is more than visible when
it comes to global civil society. Many theorists seem to
be of the view that global civil society represents a

‘third sector’, which can not only be distinguished
from but which is an alternative to both the state-
centric international order and the networks of global
markets. Lipschutz, for instance, employs the concept
of ‘global civil society’ to indicate a plurality of
agencies such as social movements, interest groups,
and global citizens. If the distinguishing feature of
these organisations is that they defy national
boundaries, the cornerstone of global civil society is
constituted by the ‘self-conscious construction of
networks of knowledge and action, [and] by de-
centred local actors, that cross the reified boundaries
of space as though they were not there’. Global civil
society actors, in other words, engage in practices that
can possibly reshape the ‘architecture’ of international
politics by denying the primacy of states or of their
sovereign rights (Lipschutz 1992: 390). Other scholars
are of the opinion that the anti-state character of
global civil society is revealed through its projects, for
example, through the promotion of values from below,
which exist in tension with dominant statist
conceptions of the state system (Falk, Johansen, and
Kim 1993: 13–14). Or that global civil society moving
beyond ‘thin anarchical society’ is in the business of
inaugurating a post-foreign policy world (Booth 1991:
540).

In other words, contemporary thinking gives us a
picture of a global civil society that seems to be
supremely uncontaminated by either the power of

states or that of markets. Moreover,
many theorists believe that global
civil society, consisting of trans-
national non-governmental organ-
isations, political activists, social
movements, religious denominations,
and associations of all stripe and hue,
from trade unions to business and
financial groupings, can neutralise
existing networks of power by
putting forth a different set of values.
Global civil society (GCS), it is said,
represents ‘a post realist constel-
lation, where transnational associ-
ational life (TAL) challenges the
conceit of the state system . . . GCS
is touted as the antidote for the

anarchical structure, inequality, and exclusions of
the state system’ (Pasha and Blaney 1998: 418).

Now, it is true that global civil society organisa-
tions have managed to dramatically expand the
agenda of world politics by insistently casting andTH
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focusing widespread attention on issues such as
human rights, the environment, development, and
banning land mines. And all these
issues, remember, have traditionally
fallen within the province of state
sovereignty. Global civil society
actors have simultaneously chal-
lenged the new contours of the
world economic order as mandated
by the World Trade Organisation, the
World Bank, and the International
Monetary Fund: think of the protests
against the global economic dis-
pensation at Seattle in November
1999, at Prague in September 2000,
and at Genoa in 2001. But to
conclude from this that these actors
have drawn up a blueprint for a new
or an alternative global order, or
indeed to assume that they are
autonomous of both states and
markets, may prove too hasty a
judgement.

This is not to say that global civil society can be
reduced to the logic of the state-centric world order
or to the workings of the global economy. All I wish
to suggest is that we should treat with a fair amount
of caution the assumptions that (a) global civil society
is autonomous of other institutions of international
politics, that (b) it can provide us with an alternative
to these institutions, or (c) that it can even give us a
deep-rooted and structural critique of the world
order. Global civil society may well reflect the power
constellations of existing institutions. To put it bluntly,
should our normative expectations of civil society
blind us to the nature of real civil societies whether
national or global?

In this chapter I address the concept of global
civil society by asking two questions. The first
question has to do with the perennial preoccupations
of political theorists, i.e., what are the implications of
the development of global civil society for issues of
representation and political agency? After all, civil
society in classical political theory is conceptualised
as the space where ordinary men and women through
the practices of their daily life acquire political agency
and selfhood. Do the organisations of global civil
society enhance this empowering process or constrain
it? The second question that I wish to explore is the
following: to what extent can global civil society be
autonomous of the state-centric world system and of

the system of markets? In other terms, can global civil
society provide us with a third and presumably an

alternative way of organising inter-
national relations? Or is it bound by
the same logic that characterises the
other two systems? Just one point
here: I take it as given that both the
international political and the
international economic order are
dominated by the countries of
Western Europe and by the United
States. Is it possible that actors from
the same parts of the world
dominate global civil society? In
sum, rather than begin with the
presupposition that global civil
society constitutes a third, alter-
native sphere, we should perhaps
explore the context of the
emergence of the sphere itself in
order to understand what precisely
it is about. We may well find that it

has thrown up genuine alternatives, or we may find
that global civil society actors work within a
particular historical conjunction: that of the post-cold
war consensus among the powerful countries in the
world. Let us see.

The Making of Global Civil
Society

The idea of internationalism has, of course, been
central to working-class politics since the end of
the nineteenth century. In a parallel development

Henri La Fontaine, who was awarded the Nobel Peace
Prize in 1913, created the Central Office of
International Associations in 1907 to link up non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) in different
countries. The United Nations institutionalised
procedures for consulting with these organisations in
1945. It is estimated that whereas in 1948, 41 NGOs
enjoyed consultative status with the Economic and
Social Council of the UN, by 1968 the number had
risen to 500. By 1992 we were to see the Economic
and Social Council consulting 1,000 or more NGOs.
If we add to this number NGOs that interact with
other bodies of the United Nations, and which often
participate directly in the proceedings, the number
rises to tens of thousands (Korey 1998: 2). It is
perhaps not surprising that global civil society has
come to be dominated by NGOs, even though other TH
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actors, such as political activists networking across
borders and anti-globalisation movements, were
playing an important role in this sphere. It is
indicative of the power of the non-governmental
sector that civil society has come to be identified
with NGO activism both in influential tomes on civil
society and in policy prescriptions of international
institutions today. The discussion that follows
therefore shifts between NGOs and other civil society
actors, even as it recognises that NGOs play a larger-
than-life role in global civil society.

It was, however, at the turn of the 1990s that we
were to witness a veritable explosion of NGOs,
which, networking across national borders, propelled
critical issues onto international platforms. The
power of global NGOs was first visible at the Earth
Summit in Rio in 1992, when about 2,400 repre-
sentatives of NGOs came to play a central role in the
deliberations (Anheier, Glasius, and Kaldor 2001:
326). By putting forth radically different alter-
natives, by highlighting issues of global concern,
and by stirring up proceedings in general, these
organisations practically hijacked the summit.
Subsequently, they were given a central role in the
Committee on Sustainable Development created by

the Rio Summit. At the 1994 Cairo World Population
Conference, increasing numbers of international
NGOs took on the responsibility of setting the
agenda for discussions. And in 1995 this sector
almost overwhelmed the Fourth World Conference
on Women in Beijing. Almost 2,100 national and
international NGOs, consisting largely of advocacy
groups and social activists, completely dominated
the conference (Anheier, Glasius, and Kaldor 2001:
328). Since then we have seen that international
NGOs either participate directly in international
conferences or hold parallel conferences, which
incidentally attract more media attention than
official conferences. And in the process they have
won some major victories.

One of these major victories occurred when global
NGOs launched a campaign to pressurise gover-
nments to draft a treaty to ban the production, the
stockpiling, and the export of landmines. Almost
1,000 transnational NGOs coordinated the campaign
through the Internet. The pooling and the coordina-
tion of energies proved so effective that not only
was the treaty to ban landmines signed in 1997, but
the International Campaign to Ban Landmines and its
representative Jody Williams were awarded the NobelTH

E 
LI

M
IT

S 
O

F 
G

LO
B

A
L 

C
IV

IL
 S

O
C

IE
TY

  
 N

ee
ra

 C
ha

nd
ho

ke

38

Above: Commemoration of the 1991 Santa Cruz massacre in
Dili. © Irene Slegt/Panos Pictures.
Right: Frontline between the army and protesting students
near the Indonesian Parliament. © Chris Stowes/Panos Pictures.



Peace Prize. The citation at the award-giving cere-
mony spoke of their unique effort that made it
‘possible to express and mediate a broad wave of
popular commitment in an unprecedented way’. A
similar pooling of energies can be seen in the crusade
that led to the 1998 Rome Statute on an Inter-
national Criminal Court (see Chapter 6).

Other triumphs followed in the field of human
rights: in the battle that led to the ousting of Soeharto
in Indonesia in 1998, for instance. After the Indonesian
military had massacred more than 150 participants
in a funeral procession in Dili, East Timor, in 1991,
transnational human rights organisations mobilised
massively against the political abuses of the Soeharto
regime. Under pressure from these organisations,
Canada, Denmark, and the Netherlands froze economic
aid to Indonesia, and the US, Japan, and the World
Bank threatened similar measures. Soeharto appointed
a National Investigation Commission, which issued a
mildly critical report of the incident; and aid was
resumed (Glasius 1999: 252–64). But Soeharto lost
control of events as human rights groups in Indonesia
and  East Timor mobilised under global human rights
organisations to criticise and publicise the violation of
human rights. Opposition mounted even as Soeharto
designated a national human rights commission, whose
reports added to the general discontent. In 1996, even
as the leaders of civil society in East Timor—Jose Ramos
Horta and Bishop Ximenes Belo—were given the Nobel
Peace Prize, the Blitzkrieg launched by global human
rights organisations strengthened the general
atmosphere of dissatisfaction, despite the intensified
repression launched by the regime. In late 1997 the
country was buffeted by an economic crisis and mass
protests led to the resignation of Soeharto. Trans-
national human rights organisations had managed to
spectacularly overthrow a regime on the grounds that
it was not respecting the basic rights of its people.

In India the power of global civil society
organisations was revealed in a different way. Soon

after independence, a massive project was inaugu-
rated to dam the gigantic Narmada River, which runs
through the three States of Madhya Pradesh, Gujarat,
and Maharashtra in western India. The Narmada
Valley Development Project consists of 30 major
dams, 135 minor dams, and 3,000 small dams. The
largest dam is the Sardar Sarovar Project, which
ultimately will submerge 92,000 acres of land,
displacing and affecting more than 300,000 people,
a majority of whom are tribals or forest dwellers. In
the mid-1980s a number of voluntary organisations
began to mobilise the tribals for better resettlement
and rehabilitation policies, as the existing ones had
been found sadly wanting. Even as these organ-
isations linked up with international NGOs to pressure
the government of India into granting better
resettlement and rehabilitation for the displaced, in
1988 about 20 groups formed the Narmada Bachao
Andolan (NBA) or the Save Narmada Movement. The
NBA launched a massive struggle against big
development projects and for the right of the people
not to be displaced. At the same time, international
NGOs such as the Environment Defense Fund and
Oxfam began to lobby the World Bank and the
Japanese government to withdraw from their
commitments to fund the project. The World Bank,
now under public scrutiny, laid down conditions for
better resettlement policies, conditions that the
Indian government refused to fulfil. In 1993 the
government decided to ask the World Bank to
withdraw from the project rather than face the
embarrassment of having the Bank draw back on its
own. Soon afterwards the Japanese government also
retracted its funding commitments. Whereas most
of the pressure against the dam was generated by the
NBA, the matter would not have come to inter-
national attention in quite the same manner without
the support of international NGOs, which publicised
the issue and pressurised centres of power in the
West, (Chandhoke 1997). That the Indian government
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Right: Anti-dam activists and tribal men protest against the building
of dams along the Narmada River as the monsoon waters rise rapidly,
flooding  land and homes in Domkhedi village, Narmada Valley,
Maharashtra, India. © Karen Robinson/Panos Pictures.



has now decided to build the dam
on its own, after the Supreme Court
authorised it to do so in a judge-
ment delivered on 18 October 2000,
may point to the limits of political
mobilisation in civil society.

However, the most dramatic
manifestation of global civil society
so far was to appear in what came
to be known as the ‘battle for
Seattle’. At the end of November
1999, massive protests involving
some 700 organisations and about
40,000 students, workers, NGOs,
religious groups, and representa-
tives of business and finance who were there for
their own reasons brought the third ministerial
meeting of the World Trade Organisation (WTO) in
Seattle to a halt. The WTO was to set in motion a new
multilateral round of trade negotiations. Collective
anger at the relocation of industries to the Third
World, at the unsafe and abusive work conditions in
the factories and sweatshops found there, at environ-
mental degradation, and at the widespread
exploitation of working people, exploded in a series
of angry demonstrations. Though large-scale protests
against the WTO, the International Monetary Fund
(IMF), and the World Bank were not new, what was
new was both the scale of mobilisation and the
intensity of protest. Angry demonstrations by student
unions, environmentalists or ‘tree huggers’, economic
and xenophobic nationalists, church groups,
anarchists, protectionists, consumer groups, NGOs,
and even business and financial groups were hailed
by some scholars as ‘globalisation from below’ (Kaldor
2000) or as heralding a new internationalism.

There were two aspects of the
‘battle for Seattle’ that proved
significant for the consolidation of
global civil society. First, for the first
time hitherto single-issue groups
coalesced into a broad-based move-
ment to challenge the way the world
trade and financial system was being
ordered by international institutions.
Second, whereas in the late 1960s
protest groups in the US and in
Western Europe had targeted the
state, at Seattle they targeted global
corporations and international
economic institutions. The protests

themselves bore the mark of collect-
ive ire and resentment at the way in
which globalisation that had been
set in motion two decades earlier had
exacerbated inequality and injustice.
And matters did not stop here. Mass
protests have become a regular
feature of annual meetings of the
World Economic Forum, the IMF and
the World Bank, and the WTO. At the
same time we have seen students
across university campuses in the US
demonstrate against the unethical
practices of large corporations such
as Nike, Reebok, the Gap, and Disney,

which use cheap labour in the Third World. Novel
methods and vocabularies of protests captured the
attention of the international media and generated
considerable excitement at the idea of renewed political
activism. And the phrase ‘global civil society’ became an
integral part of political, corporate, and technical
vocabularies.

In sum, global civil society organisations have
emerged as a powerful and influential force on the
world stage, affecting as they do both domestic and
international policies, deciding as they do the fate of
some authoritarian governments at least, and laying
down agendas as they do. They not only have the
power of influencing international public opinion
and mobilising it against policies that they consider
undesirable, they do so in ways that are sensationally
visible and therefore effective.

Arguably two factors have strengthened the
mandate of these organisations. One, the inform-
ational revolution, has increased their capacity to
collect, collate, select, and publicise information on a

variety of specialised issues ranging
from development disasters, to the
environment, to the effect of WTO
policies such a patenting, to human
rights violations. In fact, govern-
ments often just do not possess the
capacity to gather and assemble
specialised information or mobilise
public opinion in quite the same
way as NGOs organised on a global
scale can do.

Moreover, the unprecedented
and phenomenal revolution in
information and communications
often described as the ‘thirdTH
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industrial revolution’ has allowed organisations to
network across the world through the fax, the e-
mail, the Internet, and teleconferencing. Loosely
structured movements have used the Internet to set
up web sites that inform prospective participants
about the timing of the meetings of international
institutions, on the organisation of protests, and
about transportation and accommodation. In fact
we have witnessed a new phenomenon bursting onto
the political scene: cyber-space activism. Via this
form of activism, members of a group who may never
see each other come together, through cyberspace,
around issues that they consider important.
Informational networks have allowed concerned
organisations to gather and put together data on, for
example, violations of human rights, muster opinion
and activism around the issue, publicise information
through the international media, and pressurise both
national and international organisations to change
both their mind and their manners.

The revolution in communications and information
has allowed NGOs to form coalitions, as for instance
the Conference of Peoples Global Action Against Free
Trade, that held its first meeting in Geneva in May
1998, the Third World Network, which as a union of
Third World NGOs is based in Malaysia, and the
formation of the International Federation of Human
Rights, a Paris-based transnational NGO, which
consists of 89 human rights groups in 70 countries.
In fact, the revolution has also facilitated a new
phenomenon: the development of intermediary
NGOs, which act as ‘facilitators’ to help voluntary
organisations to find funds from donor agencies such
as Action Aid (India) or Charity Aid Foundation (UK).
Intermediate organisations are, in other words,
involved in the channelling of money and infor-
mation from one NGO to another or from donor
agencies to NGOs.

Second, global NGOs have become influential
simply because they possess a property that happens
to be the peculiar hallmark of ethical political
intervention: moral authority and legitimacy. And
they possess moral authority because they claim to
represent the public or the general interest against
official- or power-driven interests of the state or of
the economy. Though the idea that they are truly
representative can be challenged as I suggest below,
this is not to deny that NGOs have raised normative
concerns in the domain of global civil society. As the
upholders of an ethical canon that applies across
nations and cultures, international actors in civil

society now define as well as set the moral norms,
which should at least in principle govern national
and international orders. To put it differently, global
civil society actors legislate and mandate a normative
and thus a morally authoritative structure for the
national and the international community. Because
they lend moral depth to the agenda of global
concerns and because they articulate a global and
ethically informed vision on how states should treat
their citizens, global civil society actors command
the kind of attention that normally does not accrue
to political activism within states. And they command
this kind of attention because they have access to the
international media, they possess high profiles, and
they put forth their ideas in dramatic ways.

This as a matter of course has significant implica-
tions for our traditional concepts of state sovereignty.
Traditionally states, pleading sovereignty and state
security, have resisted any intervention by outside
agencies,. Today global civil society actors act as the
guardians of a morally informed consensus on the
minimum that is due to human beings. As the keepers
of a moral conscience that applies across borders,
global civil society organisations question the
monopoly of the nation state over the lives of its
people. But they also challenge the workings of
international institutions such as the World Bank,
the IMF, and the WTO, as well as opposing the
working of giant economic corporations. If the
demonstrations at Seattle questioned the viability
of economic arrangements set by international
institutions, the charting of norms for, say, the
banning of child labour, or exploitation of resources,
or environmental protection, has mediated the
operations of powerful economic corporations.

The Historical Context for the
Emergence of Global Civil
Society

The two factors set out above have certainly
facilitated as well as legitimised the advent of
global civil society actors as influential players

on the world stage. However, the causes of this
phenomenon have to be sought elsewhere, in the
deeper structural changes that have occurred in the
international political and economic order in the last
two decades. And the major change that has taken
place in the world system since the 1980s is of course
globalisation. Now globalisation is difficult to
characterise as it consists of a number of overlapping TH
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and even conflicting projects. However, though it is
increasingly difficult to define globalisation, the
implications of this process—or, rather, of this series of
processes—are increasingly clear. Globalisation has,
for one, enabled the transmission of capital across
the world as if national boundaries were non-existent.
Correspondingly, through the processes of global-
isation natural and national resources have been
appropriated in the cause of capital. Local knowledge
systems have been harnessed and patented for the
same purpose. And flows of information and messages
that tell people how they should think and what they
should think have legitimised the process itself.

Therefore, despite the difficulty in capturing the
essence of globalisation, we can accept that its core
is constituted by a distinct phenomenon: capital’s
restless and relentless pursuit of profit across the
world and across national borders. Today we see
capital flitting across national borders as if they were
just not there. But note that there is nothing natural
or given in the processes of capital flows that ensure
this much-needed erosion of state boundaries. In
other words, globalisation demanded and demands
sustained political intervention for one main reason.

Recollect in this context that the post-Second World
War period was to widely disseminate and institution-
alise the idea that the state should intervene in
matters relating to the production and to the
reproduction of the economy and of society. The
interventionist state was to take many forms: the
Soviet model of the state that commands the heights
of the economy, the welfare state that looks after the
basic needs of its people, the Keynesian state that
regulates the market, or the developmentalist state
in the post-colonial world that commandeers both
material and human resources to offset the legacies
of colonial underdevelopment.

Therefore, if capital more often than not
originating in the West had to cross boundaries in
order to pursue accumulation on the world scale,
the state had to be rolled back from its hitherto
legitimate tasks of regulating the market as well as
providing social services to the people. In other words,
the legitimisation of the ability of the market to
regulate itself, as well as to provide for both growth
and well-being, demanded the delegitimisation and
the consequent withdrawal of the state from the
market. The state had to be rolled back both toTH
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encourage the unhindered flow of capital and to
enable the market to display its dynamics.

It was precisely this understanding that under-
pinned what came to be known as the neo-liberal
agenda, or what John Williams termed the ‘Washing-
ton consensus’, which reined in the centres of power
in the Western world in the late 1980s. The consensus
manifested itself in the form of ten
policy recom mendations, imposed
on particularly debt-ridden Third
World countries by international
financial and lending institutions.
Among these recommendations were
the following: trade liberalisation,
clearing all hurdles to foreign direct
investment, privatisation, deregu-
lation, strengthening property rights,
and tax reforms. If we translate these
economic imperatives into political
terms, we find that the consensus
dictated the following: (a) the state,
particularly in Third World countries,
should withdraw from the social
sector; (b) the market should be freed from all
constraints; and (c) people in civil society should
organise their own social and economic reproduction
instead of depending on the state.

Ironically, the idea that people in civil society
should organise their own reproduction has emerged
at exactly the same moment as globalisation has
drastically eroded the capacity of the same people to
order their own affairs. And reliance on the market
for this purpose is inadequate, since the market,
remember, has room for only those people who have
something to sell and those who have something to
buy. In other words, the market does not provide for
those people who cannot participate in its
transactions because they have nothing with which
they can buy, or because they cannot find buyers
for what they sell: labour, for instance. The unleashing
of the market simply meant that massive sections
of the people had to now fend for themselves in the
sense of providing the conditions for their social
reproduction.

It was in this particular historical conjunction that
NGOs emerged on the horizon to take over functions
hitherto reserved for the state, such as providing
health and education, instituting income-generating
schemes, creating safety nets, and encouraging
people to be self-reliant. The space cleared by the
rolling back of the state came to be known as ‘civil

society’, and NGOs were transformed into the
guardians of civil society even as they subcontracted
for the state. To put it in stark terms, the emergence
and the growing power of NGOs whether national or
global has been actively facilitated by the Washington
consensus.

The role of the non-governmental sector has been
further strengthened by what came
subsequently to be known as the
post-Washington consensus. The
mid-1990s were to witness a sharp
swing in the mood of international
trade and financial institutions. For
the rhetoric of these institutions was
to move away from an emphasis on
a free and untrammelled market to
the idea that both the market and
the generic processes of global-
isation had to be governed. The shift
had largely to do with one main
factor. Doctrines of free trade and
unregulated markets had run into
trouble ever since 1994, when

Mexico was hit by financial devastation. The second
financial crisis, which began when the government
of Thailand devalued the bhat, and which then spread
to the rest of East Asia, Japan, Brazil, and Russia in
1997 and 1998, impoverished millions, and generated
rage and discontent. We saw an inkling of this
dissatisfaction when Korean workers rose to defy the
IMF. Many scholars saw these economic and financial
crises as a consequence of unfettered globalisation,
as a result of the working of the free and unregulated
market (Rhodes and Higgot 2000). The neo-liberal
agenda had after all failed to deliver the much-
promised benefits of greater growth, stabilisation of
financial markets, and political order. Income
disparities had increased, the number of the poor
had grown drastically, and people had been deprived
of their livelihoods and security of life. A global
economic order had been forged through
globalisation without any prospect of justice, or
democracy, or redistribution. And this posed problems
for the defenders of globalisation. For if a system is
widely perceived as unjust, it will necessarily engender
resistance.

Therefore, whereas in the 1980s and the early
1990s free market liberalism had been left to private
corporations, this strategy had to be rethought since
it had proved counter-productive. In fact, as early as
in 1995 the economist Paul Krugman had suggested TH
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that the Mexican crisis marked the beginning of the
deflation of the Washington consensus (1995: 31–5).
The very idea that globalisation had rationalised
capitalism came to be questioned because what we
witnessed was the globalisation of a crisis. Con-
sequently, the managers of international financial
and economic institutions were to realise, somewhat
late, what Marx had argued in the late nineteenth
century: that there is nothing natural or self-
regulating about markets and that
they unleash their own oppressions.
If markets were to endure they had
to be controlled or, in the new
parlance of international financial
institutions, ‘governed’. Alternatively,
the dominant approach to develop-
ment needed to be rethought, since
neo-liberal policy prescriptions had
not only failed, they had intensified
dissatisfaction and hostility particu-
larly in the countries of the Third
World.

This realisation led to a radical
shift in the rhetoric of globalisation:
the replacement of the language of
the market by that of governance,
accountability, transparency, and
democracy. And the World Bank,
under the influence of the economist Joseph Stiglitz,
known for his critique of the unfettered market,
moved from a narrow economistic focus on
development to what came to be known as the
Comprehensive Development Framework. Even as
policies of structural adjustment were replaced by
notions of partnership between the Bank and
borrowing governments, the language of the Bank
shifted from macroeconomic theory that focused on
economic growth to the recognition of the centrality
of governance, albeit a notion of governance that was
stripped of politics (Jayal: 1997). The shift was not
radical inasmuch as the dominant themes of neo-
liberalism continued to dominate the political
imagination of most, if not all, of the international
financial institutions. But now international financial
institutions were to cushion neo-liberalism in a
vocabulary that spoke of the regulation and the
moderation of the processes of globalisation. In
effect, these institutions opted for strategies of
conflict management.

Perhaps the Bank had no choice. For global civil
society actors in various demonstrations insisted that

‘Fifty Years is Enough’, a slogan that overshadowed
the golden jubilee of the Bank. Even as James
Wolfensohn was appointed President in June 1995,
he was faced with the need to restructure the policy
of the World Bank in the face of sustained criticism
by global civil society. In an attempt to legitimise
the Bank, the President engaged global NGOs in
dialogue and entered into collaborative ventures to
reshape the policy prescriptions of the world body.

The result was the adoption of a new
language of sustainable develop-
ment, preservation of natural
resources, equitable development,
and democratic development.

It is of some significance that
some global civil society actors, who
had earlier emerged on the political
scene in and through the politics of
protest, now became partners in
decision-making activities. NGOs
now attend the annual meetings of
the World Bank and the IMF as
special guests. In 1982 the World
Bank had created a discussion forum
in the shape of an NGO-World Bank
Committee, which ensured the active
involvement of the non-govern-
mental sector in implementing

projects. Now NGOs came to be involved in policy
formulation. In 1996 the WTO General Council
adopted guidelines that provided for increased
contacts between the Secretariat and the NGOs. This
of course raises an important methodological
question: can we continue to call agencies that
become a part of global decision-making structures
‘civil society organisations’ that supposedly challenge
the workings of the global order? But more of that
later.

In sum, in marked contrast to the earlier two decades
that focused on the opening up of national borders to
the free flow of global capital and the doctrines of free
trade, the post-Washington consensus concentrates on
the governance of these activities. For decision-makers
recognised that the deep tensions that had been
engendered by the processes of globalisation had to be
managed if they were not to spiral out of control. To put
it bluntly, international trade and financial institutions
realised that the processes of globalisation could not be
legitimised if they were left to private agencies such as
corporate houses or to some ‘invisible hand’ of the
market.TH
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The post-Washington consensus was therefore to
focus on three issues. First, globalisation was too
important to be left to the unrestricted corporate
world and should be mediated through ‘governance’
that ensured transparency, account-
ability, capacity building, and safety
networks. Second, the state needed
to be replaced not so much by the
market as by civil society organ-
isations that represented the aspira-
tions of the people and that
strengthened democracy. This of
course meant that the fields of the
market and of non-market trans-
actions were, in policy prescriptions,
separated. Third, the new consensus
opined that only a strong civil
society under the guidance of NGOs
can further democracy. Note,
however, that this avatar of civil
society is not marked by democratic
contestation but by the building of ‘social capital’ and
‘trust’ among the inhabitants (Harriss: 2001). In effect,
the earlier move away from the state to the market
has now been replaced by a move away from the
state to civil society based on networks of trust.

However, despite some changes in rhetoric, the
post-Washington consensus continues to retain
significant elements of the earlier neo-liberal
consensus. For neither was the idea that a free market
encourages democracy put aside, nor was the role of
the state in institutionalising and realising democracy
reconsidered. In the current dispensation, both a
minimal state and a free market continue to provide
the conditions of a strong and democratic civil
society. More importantly, the international policy
community now concentrates on the management of
discontent, which has erupted in reaction to the
liberalisation and the deregulation process that lies
at the heart of globalisation (Higgot 2000: 138)

The post-Washington consensus, in other words,
views protest and struggle, which happen to be an
integral part of civil society, as problems that have to
be resolved through managerial techniques. It still
does not recognise that a democratic civil society is
about struggling for a better world, that it is about
politics and not only governance, that it is about
visions and aspirations and not only about
neutralisation of tensions. Nor does the present
consensus address issues such as unequal power
relations either in the world or within states. And

civil society continues to be identified, as in the
earlier version, with NGOs. To put it differently, if
earlier versions of neo-liberalism cleared the space for
global civil society actors, the present consensus

legitimises their activities. Con-
versely, the activities of most if not
all NGOs legitimise the post-
Washington consensus, for instance
by linking civil society to an
apolitical notion of governance. All
this, as argued below, has depoli-
ticised the very concept of civil
society. This of course requires some
elaboration of what civil society is
about.

What Does Civil
Society Mean?

Now civil society has been
subjected to considerable
over-theorisation in the post-

1989 era. The concept, never too clear at the best of
times, has turned into the proverbial will-o’-the-
wisp that eludes understanding. It has come to mean
many things to many people: as the space of
solidarity, as a project of projects, as the area of
associational life, as a site of contestation, and as a
third sector. This may not necessarily be a problem.
For, as the editors of Global Civil Society 2001 argue,
multiple meanings of civil society can provide a space
for dialogue (Anheier, Glasius, and Kaldor 2001: 12).
On the other hand, when people come to this
overlapping space armed with their own meanings of
what civil society is about, we may find that such a
dialogue becomes impossible. For any dialogue needs
at the least a common referral as a starting point for
an exchange of ideas. And such a referral can best be
provided by classical political theory.

If we were to reach back into the annals of political
theory to investigate the idea of civil society, it would
look something like this. The concept of civil society
signifies both a space and a set of values. As a space it
is metaphorically located somewhere between the state,
the market, and the family. Here people come together
in projects of all kinds to make their collective histories.
Histories are in turn made through the politics of
affirmation as well as conflict-ridden encounters, the
politics of solidarity as well as that of struggle. Civil
society possesses no one characteristic, no one core,
no one essential nature. Civil society is what its TH
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inhabitants make of it. It is a site where projects overlap,
where they reinforce each other, and where they
challenge each other. This is possible, for civil society,
unlike pre-modern communities, allows its inhabitants
to make their own lives and their own
destinies perhaps independently,
perhaps in concert with others, in
some degree of freedom. For the
values of civil society are those of
freedom, accessibility, and publicness.
On this ground alone no one is in
theory barred from civil society,
everyone is allowed entry into the
sphere, and everyone—again in
theory—is free to link with others to
make their own histories even though
these histories are not made, as Marx
told us long ago, in conditions of their
own choice. Thus is associational life
born and thus is an activity called
politics born.

For arguably, it is only when
people in and through social associations translate
their everyday experiences into expressed vocabu-
laries, and it is only when people interpret the
experiential through the prism provided by the
expressive, that we see the birth of politics. Politics
in the first sense is about translating the experiential
into the expressive. As individuals bring their own
world-views into social associations, they transcend
individual beliefs into socially responsive and respons-
ible political projects through dialogue as well as
through contention. Conversely, politics is about
interpreting the experiential in terms provided by
the expressive. Consider, for instance, the women’s
movement. The movement was to gain shape and
clarity only when some women—and some men—
were to express their discontent with patriarchal
structures of oppression in terms of feminism. In
turn, feminist insights gave other women the tools
with which they could interpret the injustice that
was inflicted on them by patriarchy.

Politics is, in short, a two-way activity. It moves
from what is experienced to the interpretation of
these experiences in terms of specifically political
categories such as feminism. In turn, political
formulations allow other people to make sense of
their experiences. What is important is that the
activity is empowering inasmuch as, when ordinary
men and women engage in political activity, they
acquire agency, they recover selfhood, and they earn

self-confidence. This is politics in the best Aristotelian
tradition: politics as self-realisation.

Therefore, for most theorists of civil society, social
associations are vital to collective life simply because

they allow people to realise their
selfhood through collective action.
But note that social associations
are significant only because
membership in these groupings is
voluntary as well as revocable. It is
the individual who is the primary
actor in civil society; social asso-
ciations merely enable him or her to
realise their own potential and their
own projects. Social associations,
in other words, are nothing but
aggregates of individuals, which in
turn reflect the wishes and the
desires of their members.

It is this interpretation of civil
society that finds it difficult to
accommodate NGOs, for two

reasons. First, though it is possible that individuals
who come together in associations transform their
association into an NGO, a number of important
and influential NGOs are not created through this
process. Global NGOs come in from the outside
armed very often with their own ideas of what is
wrong and what should be done to remedy the
situation. At precisely this point the issue of
representativeness arises to bedevil thinking on civil
society. Second, the arrival of global NGOs onto the
scene may carry important and not so positive
implications for notions of political agency. For if
they have their own ideas of what should be done
and how should it be done, ordinary human beings
who have experienced, say, injustice in their daily
lives are denied the opportunity to frame their
responses in their own terms. NGOs more often than
not have their own programmes, they more often
than not speak a highly specialised language that
may well be incomprehensible for the inhabitants of
the regions in which they operate, and they may
well have their own ideas of what is politically
permissible and what is not.

Ordinary individuals, it is evident, possess little
opportunity to influence agendas that are formulated
in far-off places. Associational activity at the global
level tends therefore to acquire a life of its own, a life
that is quite distinct from the everyday lives of the
people who do not speak but who are spoken for.TH
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Bluntly put, people are disempowered rather than
empowered when highly specialised, professional,
and more often than not bureaucratised civil society
actors tell them what is wrong with their daily
existence and how they should go about resolving the
problems of their collective lives. In the process civil
society may undergo both depoliticisation and
disempowerment.

Admittedly, some global civil society actors have
initiated novel ways of bringing the problems of
everyday existence of poor and impoverished people of
the Third World to international platforms and
propelling them into the glare of the media spotlight.
But can all this substitute for the activity we call
politics? Let me put this differently: when individuals
who are otherwise far too preoccupied in eking out a
bare and minimum subsistence in adverse conditions
come together and think through how to resolve their
situation, they are empowered because they are
politicised. And to be politicised is to acquire
consciousness that collective endeavours offer
possibilities of self-realisation. To be
politicised is to be made aware that
certain rights accrue to every human
being by virtue of being human. It
means that people who have been
constituted as subjects and not as
citizens by the policies of the state
can rise to demand justice, equality,
and freedom; to demand that the
state delivers what it has promised in
theory. Political activity simply makes
for aware and self-confident human
beings because these human beings acquire agency in
and through politics. And thereby ordinary men and
women make the transition from subject to citizen.

It is precisely this notion of politics that is devalued
when global civil actors commandeer political
initiatives and once again constitute human beings
as subjects of political ideas arrived at elsewhere, or,
worse, when they constitute individuals as consumers
of agendas finalised elsewhere. For we must ask this
uncomfortable question of even the most well-
meaning of NGOs: who was consulted in the forging
of agendas? When? And how where the local people
consulted: through what procedures and through
what modalities? Were they consulted at all? Do, in
short, global civil society actors actually represent
people, particularly of the Third World? Or are they
self-styled spokespersons of people who do not have
even a remote chance of influencing these agendas?

Do these more often than not well-funded and often
well-organised civil society actors actually speak from
below? Or do they claim to do so in order to gain
legitimacy?

Certainly cyber-savvy global activists are
influential because they know the language that will
win attention and perhaps applause. But it is precisely
this that causes unease, for whatever happens to
people who do not know any language that may
have resonance in the world of international politics?
What happens when ordinary human beings do not
have access to computers through which civil society
actors wage their battles? What happens when
activists who feel passionately about certain crucial
issues are not in a position to participate in acts of
resistance at the annual meetings of the international
financial institutions? And now consider the some-
what formidable range of issues that have been taken
up by global NGOs. Today they dictate what kind of
development should be given to Third World people,
what kind of education they should receive, what kind

of democracy should be institution-
alised, what rights they should
demand and possess, and what they
should do to be empowered.

We have cause to worry. For
what we see is the collapse of the
idea that ordinary men and women
are capable of appropriating the
political initiative. What we see is
the appropriation of political pro-
grammes in favour of the agenda of
the global civil society actor.

Frankly, it is unclear whether international NGOs
strengthen or weaken the role of the community.
First, NGO activism, which straddles national
boundaries to create global coalitions, is no
substitute for self-determining and empowering
political action born out of specific experiences.
Second, whereas the Third World State has proved
notoriously non-responsive to the demands of civil
society, it is also a fact that, at moments of crisis,
this very civil society has mobilised to hold the state
accountable. In December 2001, for instance, the
streets of Buenos Aires were filled with agitating and
agitated Argentinians who demanded the resig-
nation of President Fernando de la Rua. Even as the
country descended into financial chaos and anarchy,
even as people banged pots and pans on their
balconies, even as the streets of the city overflowed
with crowds, and even as deadly riots took the lives TH
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of 30 people, the President had to resign. At some
point he was held accountable.

To whom, we may ask, are the international NGOs
accountable? Witness, for instance, the response of
Lori Wallach, whose organisation Public Citizen
orchestrated the battle for Seattle. In an interview
published in Foreign Policy, she was asked the
following question: ‘You’re referring to the idea of
democratic deficits in multilateral organizations . . .
Some people argue that nongovernmental organ-
izations (NGOs) like yours also have a democratic
deficit—that you also lack democracy, transparency,
and accountability. Who elected you to represent
the people at Seattle, and why are
you more influential than the
elected officials . . .?’ The answer Ms
Wallach gave was the following:
‘Who elected Mr Moore? Who
elected Charles Barshefsky? Who
elected any of them?’ (Foreign Policy
2000: 36). This, to put it mildly, is
no answer simply because it evades
the issue. In another question she
was asked who Public Citizen is
responsible to. ‘Our members’, she
replied. ‘How do they express their
oversight?’ ‘Through their cheque-
books’, she replied, ‘they just stop
paying their membership dues’
(2000: 39). Note that no longer are
people expected to realise their selfhood in and
through associational life, their participation is
confined to the payment or withdrawal of
membership dues.

We have cause for unease. For much of the
leadership of global civil society organisations
appears to be self-appointed and non-accountable
to their members, many of whom are passive and
confine their activism to signatures to petitions
circulated via e-mail. Also note that, whereas we see
huge crowds during demonstrations against the
WTO or in alternative forums such as the World
Social Forum, between such episodes activity is
carried on by a core group of NGOs. It is possible
that participants in demonstrations are handed a
political platform and an agenda that has been
finalised elsewhere. This is hardly either democratic
or even political, it may even reek of bureaucratic
management of participatory events. It may even
render people, as suggested above, consumers of
choices made elsewhere.

Moreover, as has been widely observed, inter-
national NGOs resist attempts to make their own
functioning transparent even as they demand trans-
parency and accountability from international
financial organisations. Observers have commented
that, since most global NGOs do not issue financial
or activity reports or any declaration of objectives, it
is difficult to gauge their nature (Scholte 2000: 119).
Even if they do issue such statements, does this make
their activities more transparent? And remember that
it is precisely these organisations, whose own
processes of decision-making are closed to public
scrutiny, who happen to be in control of people’s

lives and destinies.
We also need to wonder how

democratic the organisations of
global civil society are given the
great inequalities of resources
between the North and the South. It
is more than possible that Third
World organisations get sidelined
when it comes to the making of
global agendas. For instance, Hart-
Landsberg reports that influential
groups such as Public Citizen and
leaders of labour organisations in
the US focused on keeping China
out of the WTO at Seattle, citing
exploitative working conditions and
the unfair trade practices of the

Chinese government. However, no independent
movement of Chinese workers has called for
international support for a campaign to keep China
out of the world body. ‘In fact, even organizations
operating in Hong Kong that seek to promote
independent labour organizing in China have
refrained from supporting such a campaign’ (Hart-
Landsberg 2000:106).

To cite another example, environmental NGOs
have persistently campaigned for lower emission
levels in the atmosphere through control of polluting
industries and vehicular traffic. In Delhi, at the
beginning of the new millennium, ‘polluting
industries’ were closed down and vehicles that did not
meet the standard laid down were abandoned by a
decision of the Supreme Court, which was under
pressure from the environmental lobby. However, in
the process people were condemned to homelessness,
massive hardship, and unemployment (Delhi
University 2001). The gap between the demands of
environment-conscious NGOs and the need of theTH
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poorer sections of society was just too starkly visible.
We discover dissonance in the way Third World
activists envisage crucial matters and the way in
which global civil society actors largely based in the
West view them.

Certainly we need to acknowledge the outstanding
services rendered by some global civil society
organisations. We should be grateful that some of these
groups have brought issues of crucial importance to the
top of political agendas. Nevertheless, the domination
of global civil society by organised and well-funded
NGOs hailing from the West poses some very vexing
questions for issues of political representation, political
agency, and politics in general. They may even be a
part of the project that seeks to disable activism in civil
society and depoliticise it. Is it possible that NGOs
perhaps unwittingly form an integral part of the same
plan that characterises the state and the market? Is it
possible that the same logic of power underpins the
activities of international civil society actors?

Global Civil Society Actors and
International Politics and
Economics

My second set of questions has to do with
whether global civil society actors can
counteract deep-rooted structures of global

capitalism and the state-centric global order, or
provide an alternative to the system. There is a much
wider methodological issue that confronts us here:
what is the relationship between civil society, whether
national or global, and the other two domains of
collective existence, namely, the state and the market.
For, as suggested above, contemporary political theory
tends to assume that different sectors of collective
life can counter each other and perhaps even provide
an alternative to each other because each of them
has a specific raison d’être.

Let me begin this part of the argument by
suggesting that civil society is not only constituted
by the state and the market but also permeated by
the same logic that underpins these two spheres.
Recall, for a start, that civil society as a peculiarly
modern phenomenon emerges through the same
historical processes that generate both the modern
impersonal state and the modern market system.
These processes have to do with the separation of the
economic and the political, the appropriation of the
economy by a private class of proprietors, and the
concomitant rise of the institution of private property.
They have to do with the emergence of the notion of
the autonomous individual and self-directed
individualism. They have, further, to do with the
dissolution of community as ‘face to face’ interaction
and with the carving out of a space where individuals
meet, in the words of Marx, as ‘bearers of com-
modities’. Classical theory called this space ‘civil
society’ which, peopled by legally autonomous
individuals who may well be strangers to each other,
was marked by impersonal and contractual relations.
And all this carried its own problems, as the theorists
of early modernity were to tell us in some detail.

For instance, Hegel, arguably the most dis-
tinguished proponent of civil society, in 1821 was to
hail the propensity of modern civil society to enhance
freedom in contrast to the ‘unfreedom’ of pre-
modern societies (Hegel 1942). But at the same time
he was profoundly ambivalent about the democratic
potential of the sphere or of its capacity to institute
ethicality in the Greek sense, or what he called TH
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Sittlichkeit. For if the material context for the
realisation of the self and for the recognition of
rights is bourgeois or bürgerliche society, this, as he
was quick to realise, carried its own momentum.
Because even as modern life witnesses a dramatic
expansion of the sphere of social
interaction in civil society, this
interaction is permeated deeply by
the ethos of the capitalist market,
that of self-serving and instrumental
action. And this can pose a problem
for the very reproduction of the
sphere; it may well disintegrate
under the influence of self-centred
reasoning, which is the hallmark of
the capitalist market system. In sum,
Hegel was to teach us an important
lesson: that civil society is shot
through with the same power
equations as the market, for it is
constituted by the market system.

More significantly, there is
another problem that confronts classical political
theory: even as the market constitutes transactions
in civil society, the market order presupposes a stable
and sturdy civil society in order to function efficiently.
Market relations simply need to be embedded in non-
market relations in order to function with some
measure of success. But not any kind of non-market
relations, let me hasten to add, will do. Market
transactions need disciplined, predictable, and
socialised behaviour as a prerequisite for their
successful operation. If Adam Smith put forth his
theory of ‘moral sentiments’ in 1759 (Smith 1976) to
accomplish this, a contemporary theorist such as
Francis Fukuyama (1975) argues that capitalist
accumulation needs the presence of trust. And James
Coleman and Robert Putnam suggest that ‘softer’
social norms that guarantee expectation, such as
social capital, should buttress economic transactions,
if we want the domain of these transactions to
expand (Coleman 1988: S95-S120; Putnam 1993;
1995). Civil society and the market, we realise, are
dependent on each other; they need not provide an
alternative to each other at all.

Therefore, whereas it is perfectly true that global
civil society has critiqued the workings of the
international economic order, is a critique of
corporate managed globalisation, we are compelled
to ask, the same as a critique of capital in search of
global markets? The problem is that global civil

society tends to be broad-based, comprising as it
does many groups with divergent purposes and aims.
Kaldor, for instance, accepts that only a few of the
protestors at Seattle were actually against
globalisation; the others wanted to reform interna-

tional trade and financial institutions
as well as make them accountable
(Kaldor 2000: 112). And the same
theme was echoed at the World
Social Forum that met in Porto
Alegre in Brazil in February 2002.
The meeting, which was attended by
50,000 delegates and which was
meant to be a parallel to the meeting
of the World Economic Forum in
New York, put forth the idea of an
alternative world: ‘Another world is
possible’, went the slogan. However,
according to a newspaper report,
‘delegates bristle at the WSF being
called the “anti-globalisation” meet.
They argue that they are not meeting

here to register protests but to work out concrete
proposals that will be superior to what will be floated
at the New York meeting of the WEF’ (The Hindu, 3
February 2002: 10).

Actually, the movement against globalisation
can be split into (a) radical individuals and groups
who oppose capitalism but are rather clueless as
well as powerless when it comes to alternatives and
(b) established NGOs that work at the margins to
‘reform’ the system. The latter would rather that
the present system is reformed and made more
accountable and humane. They consequently focus
on institutional reform rather than on an alternative
to the system. And the ones that are anti-capitalist
globalisation and dream of a better international
order are relegated to the fringes of global civil
society, dominated as it is by professional bodies
who now are partners in world decision-making
forums.

Global civil society, it is evident, by and large
prefers to work within the parameters of a system
that has been found wanting by many critics both
from the Third World and from the advanced
capitalist world. Given the plural and somewhat
contradictory nature of the protest movements, they
can hardly provide us with an alternative system. In
tandem with the post-Washington Consensus, some
global civil society actors would humanise the
capitalist system rather than think of another systemTH
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that may be able to deliver justice and equity.
Therefore, they may reform the neo-liberal platform
but they are unable to map a new course. And the
anti-capitalist globalisation groups are more romantic
than pragmatic when it comes to alternatives. We
seem to live in a world of disen-
chantment where activists either
refuse to dream dreams of an
alternative world system or are
doubtful about what they want in its
stead. For, as Scholte put it in the
context of Seattle, ‘halting a new
round of trade liberalisation is not
the same as building a better world
order’ (2000: 116). In the meantime
liberalisation, privatisation, and
exploitation of Third World resources
continue to coexist with the rhetoric
of human rights, environment,
democracy, and what the World Bank
now calls the Comprehensive Devel-
opment Framework.

When we come to the state-centric international
order, we find that the relationship between states and
global civil society is profoundly ambivalent. It is true
that global civil society actors have through the
techniques of ‘naming and shaming’ embarrassed
individual states and even succeeded in overthrowing
individual governments. But it is equally true that states
are not at all ceding their power over matters that they
consider crucial. Consider the response of the US to
the mobilisation of international public opinion in the
wake of the 11 September 2001 attacks on New York
and Washington. Political activists were connecting via
the Internet, peace marches dotted the landscape from
Delhi to Washington to Berlin, and writers were
authoring impassioned pieces on why the Bush
government should not punish the innocent people of
Afghanistan by bombarding the country. And yet the
American government went ahead and declared war on
Afghanistan, adding to the already considerable woes
of the people of that country. The US, which incidentally
claims to speak for the ‘free world’, refused to heed
the voice of global civil society and proceeded to violate
the freedom of the people of Afghanistan. The
sovereignty of the US remained intact despite
considerable criticism by civil society actors.

On the other hand, global civil society actors need
states and their institutions to substantiate and codify
their demands in law. Transnational organisations may
critique the practices of states in, say, the field of

human rights, but they also require states to create
political and legal frameworks that facilitate setting up
of the rule of law, civil and political rights, or
environmental protection. Women’s groups can hardly
demand, say, gender justice without the correspond-

ing demand for state protection and
the demand that states set up appro-
priate institutions for protection of
women’s rights. Alternatively, civil
society groups fighting, say, violations
of civil liberties will need the state
to punish offenders. They simply will
need human rights commissions,
sympathetic judges, and a sensitive
police to realise their objectives. I
could cite a number of other such
examples; the point, however, I hope
is clear. Efforts in civil society will
come to naught unless states codify
these efforts in the form of law or
regulations. In effect, what I am
trying to suggest is that civil society

actors will draw upon states both to redress violation
of human rights and to reform civil society itself
through enacting laws restricting sexual harassment in
the workplace, for example. This again means—and
this is a point that is not generally grasped by many
current advocates of civil society—that states
constitute the limits of civil society, as well as enabling
political initiatives in global civil society. In effect, the
very states that global civil society supposedly opposes
enable the latter in the sense that only they can
provide the conditions within which the civil society
agenda is realised. In effect, vibrant civil societies
require strong and stable states as a precondition to
their very existence. After all, we hardly expect to find
a civil society in countries like Afghanistan and
Somalia, where the state itself leads a precarious
existence as a result of the civil wars that have wrecked
the countries and their polities. The shade of Hegel,
who suggested that the state is a precondition for the
existence of civil society, looms especially large here.

Finally, we should recall that not only Third World
governments but also informed critics belonging to
that part of the world argue that the values of global
civil society reflect those held by a narrow group of
influential states in the international order. Any attempt
to institutionalise these values in states of the Third
World, is seen as an imposition. This is particularly true
of human rights, which are considered to be embedded
in a set of norms and historical processes specific to TH
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Western Europe and the US and therefore inappropriate
for other societies. Incensed critics regard the imposition

of human rights upon societies
that may possess other notions
of how relationships between
individuals and governments
should be arranged as an
extension of imperialism.
Whether these critiques are
valid or invalid is not the issue
here; the point is that global
civil society actors, particularly
human rights organisations, are
seen as embedded within an
ideology that is highly Euro-
centric: liberal democracy. For
even though some of these

organisations have moved in the recent past to embrace
ideas of social and economic rights, which for long
have been seen as the preconditions of meaningful
civil and political rights, it is the latter, not the former,
that inform the consensus on human rights.

This really means that global civil society actors
reflect the consensus that liberal democracy is the only
form of democracy that remains of value in the
aftermath of the fall of communism in 1989. Therefore,
even as we accept that global civil society actors can
launch, and have launched, a critique of the practices
of some states, we must ponder upon whether, in doing
so, they do not codify values that belong to another set
of states. Can global civil society transcend the existing
tension between the Western world and the Third World
that permeates the international legal, political, and
economic order? Or will it merely work within the
parameters of a system that has already been laid down
by a few powerful states? Can global civil society ever
be truly global? Or is it fated, as national civil societies
are, to function within the framework laid down by
hegemonic states?

Conclusion

In sum, global civil society has managed to give a
new vocabulary to the state-centric and market-
oriented international order. The achievement is

not meaningless, for at least international financial
and trade institutions have become more responsive
to public opinion, they have reformed earlier
strategies of corporate managed globalisation, they
have added issues of social concern to their agendas,
and they have called for greater governance of

globalisation. But notions of governance remain
devoid of politics as self-realisation even as global
civil society fails to have an impact on the unequal
distribution of global wealth. In the meantime, the
WTO concentrates on the widest and fastest possible
liberalisation of the flow of goods across borders.

Therefore, the notion that global civil society can
institutionalise normative structures that run counter
to the principles of powerful states or equally powerful
corporations, which govern international transactions,
should be treated with a fair amount of caution. Of
course, actors in global civil society have made a
difference, as actors in national civil society make a
difference. But they function as most human actors
do, within the realm of the possible, not within the
realm of the impossible. Ultimately, global civil society
actors work within inherited structures of power that
they may modify or alter but seldom transform. But this
we can understand only if we locate global civil society
in its constitutive context: a state-centric system of
international relations that is dominated by a narrow
section of humanity and within the structures of
international capital that may permit dissent but do not
permit any transformation of their own agendas.
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The Marketization of the Nonprofit Sector:
Civil Society at Risk?

The public sector has increasingly adopted the methods and values of the market to guide policy
creation and management. Several public administration scholars in the United States have pointed
out the problems with this, especially in relation to the impact on democracy and citizenship.
Similarly, nonprofit organizations are adopting the approaches and values of the private market,
which may harm democracy and citizenship because of its impact on nonprofit organizations’
ability to create and maintain a strong civil society. This article reviews the major marketization
trends occurring within the nonprofit sector—commercial revenue generation, contract competi-
tion, the influence of new and emerging donors, and social entrepreneurship—and surveys re-
search on their potential impact on nonprofit organizations’ contributions to civil society. The
article ends with a discussion of the significance of marketization in the nonprofit sector for public
administration scholars and public managers.

The public sector is increasingly adopting the methods
and values of the market to guide policy creation and man-
agement. As the reinventing government (Osborne and
Gaebler 1992) and New Public Management (Kettl 1997)
movements have expanded in the United States, several
scholars have pointed out the problems with overrelying
on market approaches and values within the public sector.
Many of these writers are especially concerned with the
impact on democracy and citizenship (Box 1999; Box et
al. 2001; deLeon and Denhardt 2000; Denhardt and
Denhardt 2000; King and Stivers 1998; Terry 1998). Cen-
tral to their argument is a concern that the market-based
model of public management, with its emphasis on
entrepreneurialism and satisfying individual clients’ self-
interest, is incompatible with democratic accountability,
citizenship, and an emphasis on collective action for the
public interest. Furthermore, the market model places little
or no value on democratic ideals such as fairness and jus-
tice. Similarly, nonprofit organizations have increasingly
adopted the approaches and values of the private market
(Weisbrod 1998), leading to what Salamon (1997) calls
the “marketization” of the nonprofit sector. Though
marketization may be beneficial for the short-term sur-
vival needs of nonprofit organizations, it may have nega-

tive long-term consequences. Marketization may harm
democracy and citizenship because of its impact on non-
profit organizations’ ability to create and maintain a strong
civil society.

The concept of civil society has many meanings. In its
contemporary version, Walzer broadly defines civil soci-
ety as “the space of uncoerced human association and also
the set of relational networks—formed for the sake of fam-
ily, faith, interest and ideology—that fill this space” (cited
in Barber 1998, 4). Elshtain further describes civil society
as “a sphere of our communal life in which we answer
together the most important questions: what is our pur-
pose, what is the right way to act, and what is the common
good. In short, it is the sphere of society that is concerned
with moral formation and with ends, not simply adminis-
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tration or the maximizing of means” (1999, 21). Edwards
and Foley outline three roles played by civil society. First,
civil society carries out a variety of public and quasi-pub-
lic functions. In this context, associations aid or directly
act to provide services to the community. Second, civil
society “stresses the representative or contestatory func-
tions of social organizations outside the state” (2001, 6).
Third, civil society includes a neo-Tocquevillean empha-
sis on socialization, where “the associations of civil soci-
ety are thought to play a major role … in building citizen-
ship skills and attitudes crucial for motivating citizens to
use these skills” (Edwards and Foley 2001, 5). In this case,
civil society is essential to participatory democracy because
“citizens learn citizenship partly through public-spirited
activity and partly through bringing their experiences to
bear on the consideration of public questions in open de-
bate” (Alexander, Nank, and Stivers 1999, 454).

Salamon (1997), building on Kramer (1981), outlines
several ways that nonprofit organizations enhance civil
society through their role as value guardians, service pro-
viders, and advocates, and builders of social capital. Us-
ing these roles as a framework, this article surveys research
on the potential impact of marketization in relation to non-
profit organizations’ contributions to creating and main-
taining a strong civil society. The first section of the article
provides an overview of major marketization trends: com-
mercial revenue generation, contract competition, the in-
fluence of new and emerging donors, and social entrepre-
neurship. The second section discusses the potential impact
of these trends on the nonprofit sector’s ability to create
and maintain a strong civil society. The article closes with
a discussion of the significance of the marketization of the
nonprofit sector for public administration scholars and
public managers.

The Marketization of Nonprofit
Organizations

Scholars are increasingly aware of the multilayered and
interactive dependencies, or the blurring of boundaries,
among the nonprofit, government, and market sectors
(Ostrander and Langton 1987). Recent changes in these
relationships are compelling nonprofit organizations to
become more market-like in their actions, structures, and
philosophies. Both resource-dependency theory and insti-
tutional theory help to explain why this is occurring. Re-
source-dependency theory assumes that organizations re-
quire resources to survive, and so must interact with others
who control these resources. In this sense, organizations
depend on their environments. According to Jaffee, re-
source-dependency theory “emphasizes proactive strate-
gies that can be pursued to deal with environmental con-
straints [rather than] viewing organizations as largely

passive or impotent in relation to environmental forces”
(2001, 218). This theory is useful for understanding the
relationship nonprofit organizations have with their public
and private funders. Changes in these relationships have
influenced the need for nonprofit organizations to use mar-
ket strategies (such as, commercial revenue generation) to
deal with resource constraints.

One of the main assumptions of institutional theory is
that “organizations are best understood as embedded within
communities, political systems, industries, or coordinative
fields of organizations” (Feeney 1997, 490). Within the in-
stitutional environment, there are “rules and requirements
to which individual organizations must conform if they are
to receive support and legitimacy” (Scott and Meyer, cited
in Jaffee 2001, 228). Thus, “organizations are driven to in-
corporate the practices and procedures defined by prevail-
ing rationalized concepts of organizational work and insti-
tutionalized society” (Meyer and Rowan, cited in Jaffee 2001,
228). This implies that to understand the internal attitudes
and behaviors of nonprofit organizations, one must under-
stand the external environment and its pressures on an orga-
nization. This explains why, given the pressures of govern-
ment and donor demands, nonprofit organizations have taken
on the methods and values of the market (such as, compete
for contracts or practice social entrepreneurship).

Environmental constraints and influences have com-
pelled nonprofit organizations to adopt the methods and
values of the market in at least four areas. Major public
policy changes over the past few decades have played a
significant role in nonprofit organizations’ growing reli-
ance on the generation of commercial revenue, as well as
increased emphasis on performance-based contract com-
petition. More recently, donors of the “new philanthropy”
have exerted increased pressure on nonprofit organizations
to be more market-like, while many nonprofit executives
have embraced social entrepreneurship as a model of man-
agement. These are discussed in more detail below.

The Generation of Commercial Revenue
Federal spending cuts to social welfare programs in the

late 1970s and 1980s resulted in nonprofit organizations
outside the healthcare field losing a total of $38 billion in
federal revenue between 1980 and 1994. More social wel-
fare cuts were enacted in 1996, reducing federal support
for nonprofit organizations an additional 12 percent, or $8.5
billion (Salamon 1997, para. 23–24). During this time of
retrenchment, many hoped that private donations would
offset government cutbacks; however, private contributions
declined from 26 percent of nonprofits’ total annual funds
in 1977 to only 18 percent in 1992 (Hodgkinson and
Weitzman 2001, 11). Data for 1997 show this amount re-
mained at around 20 percent of total annual funds (Inde-
pendent Sector 2001, 5).



134 Public Administration Review • March/April 2004, Vol. 64, No. 2

While government spending and private funding de-
clined for social service programs, demographic and so-
cial changes continued to expand the need for social ser-
vices (Alexander 1999, 63–64; Salamon 1993, 32). The
number of nonprofit organizations grew to meet the in-
creased demand. By 1992, the number of 501(c)(3) non-
profit organizations in the United States had nearly doubled
to 1.03 million institutions (Hodgkinson and Weitzman
2001, 9–10). Figures for 1998 show an estimated 1.27
million tax-exempt organizations registered with the In-
ternal Revenue Service (NCCS 2001). In spite of declines
in government and private funding and an increase in the
number of nonprofit organizations, the sector experienced
financial growth in the 1980s and 1990s, increasing its to-
tal revenues from $211.9 billion in 1982 to $664.8 billion
in 1997 (Independent Sector 2001, 7). One of the major
reasons for this was the sector’s increased reliance on com-
mercial income such as fees for services, product sales,
and other profit-making ventures (product sales, publica-
tions, mailing lists, etc.). Though some of these activities
have long been used by nonprofit organizations, their use
began to increase in the 1970s (Backman and Smith 2000,
360). According to Salamon (1997), commercial income
accounted for “52 percent of the growth of the nonprofit
sector during the 1982–92 period” (para. 42). Furthermore,
fee income not only grew as a source of overall nonprofit
income, it extended its reach to other parts of the sector.
For example, fee income in the past was largely confined
to the education and health subsectors; however, “between
1977 and 1989, nearly 40 percent of the growth of social
service organization income and 51 percent of the growth
of civic organization income came from fees and other
commercial sources” (Salamon 1993, 24).

Contract Competition
As a result of public policy initiatives influenced by the

reinventing government and New Public Management
movements, sweeping changes have occurred in the struc-
ture of government outsourcing. One change is a govern-
mental shift away from using grants to using contracts and
vouchers, with increased emphasis on competition and
performance measurement for the delivery of social ser-
vices. The contract approach incorporates the language (risk
sharing, pay-for-performance, and bonuses) and methods
of the market, shifting risk to providers who get paid only
for successfully completed assignments on a fixed-rate
basis (Ryan 1999, 130).

Additionally, government agencies have become more
open to outsourcing work to for-profit organizations. The
traditional approach to contracting in social services has
been a noncompetitive, quasi-grant arrangement, prima-
rily involving nonprofit organizations (Nightingale and
Pindus 1997, para. 6). In today’s environment, government

agencies no longer award contracts to providers “because
of what they are but what they can do” (Ryan, 1999, 129)
and how efficiently they can do it. As a result, for-profit
businesses have increased their share of social service pro-
vision on behalf of government, from 36 percent of all so-
cial service establishments in 1977 to 47 percent of new
establishments created in 1977–92 (Salamon 1997, table
5). Private companies have increased this share since the
Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconcili-
ation Act of 1996 was enacted (Rom 1999). These com-
bined changes—government using the competitive perfor-
mance contract approach and no longer giving nonprofit
organizations preferential treatment in outsourcing—pro-
vide for-profit organizations with an edge in the bidding
process because they generally have more capital to as-
sume greater risk (Ryan 1999, 130) and greater informa-
tion technology capacity to meet contract requirements
(Skloot 2000, 319).

The Influence of New and Emerging Donors
According to McCully (2000), the United States is ex-

periencing a paradigm shift in philanthropy. As opposed
to the “old” philanthropy—led by private foundations and
characterized by separate philanthropic constituencies,
professionalization, and a focus on large charitable insti-
tutions—the “new philanthropy” is led by individual do-
nors and emphasizes collaboration across groups and sec-
tors, unconventional modes of giving and volunteering, and
a focus on issues rather than institutions (Catalogue for
Philanthropy 2000, 61; Greenfeld 1999). Indicative of this
new paradigm are the newly wealthy donors found among
such groups as new economy entrepreneurs, executives of
large companies, and financial advisors (Philanthropic Ini-
tiative 2000, 20). These new and emerging donors scruti-
nize charitable causes like potential business investments.
They desire a way of giving that is “consistent with their
own results-oriented values and their own patterns of be-
havior” (Pozorski 2000, 24). These donors like to practice
“venture philanthropy,” which is “the application of ven-
ture capital principles and practices to achieve social
change…. They want a ROI (return on investment), a SROI
(social return on investment), FROI (financial return on
investment), or EROI (emotional return on investment)”
(Gingold 2000, para. 4).

This new style of giving is most visible in the numerous
venture funds created in recent years. The Roberts Enter-
prise Development Fund (2002), for instance, “develops
and implements innovative approaches to critical social
issues based on its experience investing in a portfolio of
nonprofit-run social purpose enterprises in the San Fran-
cisco Bay Area” (para. 1, emphasis added). The New
Schools Venture Fund (2002) strives to improve public K–
12 education by supporting education entrepreneurs; they
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do this by “investing in 10–20 of the most promising, scal-
able education ventures in the country, and creating a na-
tionwide network of education entrepreneurs, educators,
New Economy leaders and others committed to improv-
ing our public education system” (para. 1, emphasis added).

Social Entrepreneurship
In conjunction with the shift in philanthropy, nonprofit

organizational leaders are embracing market values and
methods through “social entrepreneurship.” Social entre-
preneurs are nonprofit executives who pay attention to
market forces without losing sight of their organizations’
underlying missions and seek to use the language and
skills of the business world to advance the material well-
being of their members or clients (Dees, Emerson, and
Economy 2001). They are driven by two strong forces,
according to Reis and Clohesy: “First, the nature of the
desired social change often benefits from an innovative,
entrepreneurial or enterprise-based solution. Second, the
sustainability of the organization and its services requires
diversification of its funding streams, often including the
creation of earned income streams or a partnership with
a for-profit” (1999, 5).

As a result of this entrepreneurial attitude, and in reac-
tion to funding constraints, nonprofit organizations are
entering into new relationships with for-profit organiza-
tions. First, nonprofit organizations are subcontracting or
partnering with for-profit businesses in new ways. For ex-
ample, instead of making a donation to the Boys and Girls

Clubs of America, the Coca-Cola Company negotiated a
$60 million marketing contract with them (Reis and
Clohesy 1999, 3). Similarly, in 1996 the American Cancer
Society agreed to “endorse” NicoDermCQ nicotine
patches, Nicorette nicotine gum, and Florida orange juice
for several million-dollar grants (Young 1998, 202). Sec-
ond, some organizations are creating for-profit enterprises.
For example, a youth-serving nonprofit organization in
Orlando decided, after completing extensive research, to
purchase a for-profit service franchise to generate addi-
tional revenues to support programming (National Center
for Social Entrepreneurs 2002). Finally, some organiza-
tions are converting to outright for-profit status. Accord-
ing to Salamon (1997, para. 47), approximately 31 non-
profit hospitals shifted to for-profit status in 1994, and an
additional 59 shifted over in 1995.

Civil Society at Risk
Nonprofit organizations receive several benefits from

marketization trends, such as more reliable resource
streams, greater efficiency and innovation, better targeting
of services to client needs, increased legitimacy, and pos-
sibly greater accountability (Aspen Institute 2001). Though
these are important and much-needed contributions, their
achievement at the expense of the nonprofit sector’s role
in creating and maintaining a strong civil society—as value
guardians, service providers and advocates, and builders
of social capital—may be too high a price to pay. This
section discusses how marketization trends have affected

Table 1 The Nonprofit Sector’s Contributions to Civil Society

Marketization trends
Value guardians Service and advocacy Social capital

Commercial
revenue
generation

Contract
competition

• Less need to rely on traditional
stakeholders and networks

• Discourage civic participation
• Recruit board members with connection

to revenue generation rather than to
community

• Threaten interorganizational networks
• Devalue work of volunteers
• Focus on bottom line instead of

strengthening social capital

• Less need to rely on traditional
stakeholders and networks

• Discourage civic participation
• Focus on bottom line instead of

strengthening social capital
• Recruit board members with connection

to business rather than to community

• Shift from serving poor to serving those
who can pay

• Imperative to weed out those difficult to
serve

• Less likely to provide services that do
not cover marginal cost

• Focus on client demands rather than
community needs

• Increased emphasis on management
and public relations at expense of
service delivery

• Encourage provision of reimbursable
services that can be measured

• Smaller surplus revenues for community
services

• Advocacy not supported
• Concentration of power with larger

service providers

• Eliminate unprofitable services
• Only enter into profitable markets
• Not support change in status quo

• Shift away from goals and mission

• Competition replaces benevolent spirit
• Mission made to be consistent with

performance-based contracts

• Difference in purpose and social
expectations

• Essential value and mission
compromised

• Not enter into mission-related activities
if unprofitable

New and
emerging donors

Social
entrepreneurship
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these roles. In practice, the civil-society roles of nonprofit
organizations are not so clearly defined; nonetheless, for
greater clarity, each role is discussed separately.

Value Guardians
Nonprofit organizations are important in and of them-

selves because they protect “a sphere of private action
through which individuals can take the initiative, express
their individuality, and exercise freedom of expression and
action” (Salamon 1997, para. 9). This inherent value is
challenged when nonprofit organizations adopt the tools
and values of the market. Jeavons contends that nonprofit
organizations “come into being and exist primarily to give
expression to the social, philosophical, moral, or religious
values of their founders and supporters” (1992, 403–4).
For this reason, nonprofit organizations face special soci-
etal expectations, where “how the organization goes about
setting and attaining specific goals becomes as important
as the goals themselves” (409). For example, Hodgkin
(1993, 422) writes that, unlike corporations, nonprofit or-
ganizations have an obligation to represent the public in-
terest; thus, they must consider not only what is legal, but
also what is right. In this context, nonprofit organizations
should maintain an upright and trustworthy reputation—
which could easily be compromised when nonprofit orga-
nizations endorse business products or enter into other types
of partnerships with for-profit organizations (Pratt 1997;
Young 2002). A corporate model, which stresses the val-
ues of strategy development, risk taking, and competitive
positioning is incompatible with the nonprofit model, which
stresses the values of community participation, due pro-
cess, and stewardship (Alexander and Weiner 1998, 235).

Because of their inherent value, it is extremely impor-
tant for nonprofit organizations to focus on their organiza-
tional missions. Yet, organizational mission is threatened
when for-profit partnerships, the generation of commer-
cial revenue, and social entrepreneurship activities empha-
size profit at the expense of a nonprofit organization’s mis-
sion. For example, with increased involvement in for-profit
partnerships, nonprofit organizations have a difficult time
preserving their organizational mission while fulfilling the
demands of corporate stakeholders (Young 2002). In a sur-
vey of 25 commercial “venturers,” Adams and Perlmutter
(1991, 30) found that 22 identified conflicts between the
venture’s goals and the organization’s goals and mission.
Likewise, in a survey of 10 small agencies using commer-
cial ventures, Haycock found the two with the greatest
commercial successes experienced a shift away from their
stated mission (cited in Adams and Perlmutter 1991, 31).

Market-driven, social entrepreneurial nonprofit organi-
zations may only enter into or continue activities that are
profitable. The National Center for Social Entrepreneurs
(2002, para. 1) tells this “success” story on its Web site:

“A nonprofit serving seniors, one of many providing adult
day care, found it was not a preferred provider and was
losing money. IT [sic] dropped this program and, along
with other research-based cost-cutting measures, will save
more than $150,000 annually.” The story does not describe
whether this program, dropped because it was not making
enough money, was essential to the mission of this organi-
zation. A similar trend is occurring in contract competi-
tion, where the new emphasis on the market has forced
nonprofit organizations to reconfigure their operations and
organizations to meet competitive, performance-based con-
tract requirements (Alexander 1999). This may lead non-
profits to compromise their missions (Ryan 1999, 134) and
replace a benevolent spirit with a mindset of competition
(Bush 1992).

Service and Advocacy
Nonprofit organizations, according to Salamon (1997,

para. 10–11) are a “first line of defense” where social or
economic problems can be addressed and where collec-
tive goods, only portions of a local community consider
essential, can be provided. Nonprofit organizations also
play an important role in mobilizing public attention to
social problems and needs, serving as conduits for free
expression and social change. These activities are signifi-
cantly challenged in a marketized environment. For ex-
ample, Salamon (1993, 23) contends the nonprofit sector’s
increased reliance on commercial revenue has caused a shift
from services targeted to the poor to those able to pay.
Similarly, Rosenman, Scotchmer, and VanBenschoten
(1999, 11) suggest nonprofits that rely on commercial rev-
enue are driven to “weed out” clients who are difficult to
serve. They also see these types of organizations as less
likely to provide additional services beyond their marginal
cost, suggesting a movement away from serving larger
societal issues to serving individual need. Additionally,
Alexander, Nank, and Stivers (1999, 460) find in their study
of social service nonprofits that market-oriented organiza-
tions have shifted their focus from public goods such as
research, teaching, advocacy, and serving the poor, to meet-
ing individual client demands.

Contract competition among nonprofit organizations
causes a shift away from a focus on service. Alexander,
Nank, and Stivers (1999, 462) find that government con-
tract stipulations emphasize management concerns such
as documentation, fundraising, and outcome measurement
at the expense of service delivery. Furthermore, Alexander
(1999) suggests the current contract environment encour-
ages nonprofits to “provide reimbursable services of indi-
vidual benefit where the outcome can be measured and
documented … and financially discouraged from serving
populations with deepseated [sic] and chronic needs or
providing services to the community when outcomes are
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difficult to measure” (68). Adams and Perlmutter (1991,
33) find that nonprofit organizations put more energy and
money into the image they project to funders and the com-
munity when they are in a competitive environment. Ryan
(1999, 135) notes that competition for contracts may mean
smaller surpluses for nonprofit organizations to continue
to reinvest into additional services for the community.

Contract competition has also had an impact on advo-
cacy efforts. Ryan (1999, 136) states that because nonprofit
organizations “are consumed by the challenges of becom-
ing competitive providers,” they may have less time and
energy for public goods such as education and advocacy.
Regardless of resource and time constraints, some non-
profit executives are reducing advocacy efforts because they
“are unsure if they could keep their contracts if they be-
came critics of government or private sector contractors”
(Skloot 2000, 323). It is unlikely that for-profit organiza-
tions, which are increasingly being awarded government
contracts over nonprofit organizations, will advocate for
the community. By their very nature, for-profit organiza-
tions will advocate for public policies that increase their
short-term profitability at the expense of the long-term
public interest (Ryan 1999, 134). The increasing use of
large service providers may lead to a concentration of power
that is detrimental to advocacy (Rosenman, Scotchmer, and
VanBenschoten 1999, 10).

The values of new and emerging donors and social en-
trepreneurs encourage nonprofit organizations to eliminate
unprofitable activities and to enter only into new areas with
prospects of profitability. This does not leave much room
for advocacy or social change efforts. The National Center
for Social Entrepreneurs (2002) promotes the strategy of
“cutting programs no longer needed or valued by the mar-
ket” and generating “significant increases in earned income
by finding new payer sources, identifying new markets,
developing new programs or changing pricing policies.” It
also promotes nonprofit partnerships with businesses as a
potential revenue source. Yet, businesses generally do not
have policies that seek to create social change or alter the
status quo (Wagner 2000, 107). Rather, they want to tie
their business or product to noncontroversial causes that
add to their investment potential. Thus, growing partner-
ships between nonprofits and businesses may serve to keep
nonprofit executives from addressing the underlying so-
cial issues that led to the creation of their organizations in
the first place.

Building Social Capital
Nonprofit organizations traditionally create and sustain

“social capital”: the “bonds of trust and reciprocity that
seem to be pivotal for a democratic society and a market
economy to function effectively, but that the American ethic
of individualism would otherwise make it difficult to sus-

tain” (Salamon 1997, para. 13). Though all types of orga-
nizations may contribute in some way to social capital,
“nonprofits may be more capable than government or mar-
ket organizations of generating social norms of trust, co-
operation, and mutual support due to their noncoercive
character and appeals to charitable and social motives”
(Backman and Smith 2000, 362).

The marketization activities of the nonprofit sector af-
fect social capital in two major areas. First, nonprofit or-
ganizations have less need to build strong relationships with
traditional key stakeholders or constituencies (Backman
and Smith 2000, 363). In the past, a nonprofit organization’s
long-term survival depended to some degree on its capac-
ity to sustain relationships with core constituencies, such
as private donors, members, community volunteers, and
other community organizations, thereby creating a network
of social trust around the organization. These social net-
works are essential for mobilizing collective action and
addressing social problems (Backman and Smith 2000,
356). Yet, when nonprofit organizations rely on commer-
cial revenue and entrepreneurial strategies, there is less need
to build networks among constituencies, thus discourag-
ing civic participation (Aspen Institute 2001, 6). Rather,
stakeholders who were once donors or members become
consumers or clients, and the focus of the organization
shifts from creating networks of trust to creating opportu-
nities for selling more products or services to individuals.
Likewise, the emphasis on competition within the govern-
ment-contracting process threatens nonprofit interorganiza-
tional networks (Alexander, Nank, and Stivers 1999, 462).
An emphasis on contract competition means that rather
than building cooperative networks, nonprofit organizations
are increasingly forced to compete with each other and
with for-profit organizations. Furthermore, contract compe-
tition’s increased focus on professional competency areas
devalues the work of volunteers (Alexander, Nank, and
Stivers 1999, 462; Ryan 1999, 135). Second, marketized
nonprofit organizations do not have the support or resources
to spend on building social capital. In expressing his con-
cern with nonprofit organizations’ competition with for-
profit providers for government contracts, Ryan suggests
that citizen engagement is endangered “when a nonprofit
seeks to become a more competitive provider. In most cases,
nonprofits are not being funded to strengthen society but
to provide social services. As the market pressures them to
become more competent at jobs like project management
and more attentive to the strategic demands of their indus-
try, how committed can they remain to this civic dimen-
sion?” (1999, 135). Alexander, Nank, and Stivers (1999,
462) note that the focus and influence of government and
business to do more with less “inevitably forces priorities
to be set in terms of the bottom line rather than in terms of
building social capital.” For example, Backman and Smith
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(2000, 369) describe an arts organization that eliminated
its volunteer program because it was not considered cost-
effective. Another example of this can be seen in the trend
for organizations to replace community volunteers with
entrepreneurial, business representatives on their boards
of directors (Adams and Perlmutter 1991; Backman and
Smith 2000).

Conclusion
The nonprofit sector in the United States has increas-

ingly adopted the values and methods of the market to guide
management and service delivery. The outcome is the po-
tential deterioration of the distinctive contributions that
nonprofit organizations make to creating and maintaining
a strong civil society. Why is this important to public ad-
ministrators? We believe there are several reasons.

First, though the impacts of marketization are different
in relation to the public and nonprofit sectors, the incorpo-
ration of private-market values by either or both appears
to be detrimental to democracy. For the public sector, an
emphasis on entrepreneurialism and satisfying individual
consumer self-interest is incompatible with democratic
citizenship and its emphasis on accountability and collec-
tive action for the public interest (Box 1999; Box et al.
2001; deLeon and Denhardt 2000; Denhardt and Denhardt
2000; King and Stivers 1998). Furthermore, the market
model places little or no value on democratic ideals such
as fairness and justice (Terry 1998). For the nonprofit sec-
tor, marketization trends such as commercial revenue gen-
eration, contract competition, the influence of new and
emerging donors, and social entrepreneurship compromise
the nonprofit sector’s civil society roles as value guard-
ians, service providers and advocates, and builders of so-
cial capital.

Second, many public administration scholars believe that
a collaborative relationship between citizens and public
administrators is desirable—even necessary—for legiti-
mate and effective public administration (Box 1998;
Denhardt and Denhardt 2000; King and Stivers 1998;
McSwite 1997; Stivers 1994). These scholars emphasize
“giving citizens the knowledge and techniques they need
to deal with public policy issues and providing an open
and non-threatening forum for deliberation and decision
making” (Box et al. 2001, 616). Nonprofit organizations
are important to this endeavor because of the role they play
in civil society, especially in their function as “schools or
laboratories of democratic citizenship” (Alexander, Nank,
and Stivers 1999, 453). This role and function are threat-
ened by marketization. Thus, public administration schol-
ars and practitioners have a vested interest in the nonprofit
sector’s ability to continue to serve as a training ground
for citizenship.

Finally, it is important for public managers to under-
stand the role of the nonprofit sector in a democracy and
the impact of marketization. Of primary importance is the
necessity to shift our way of thinking about and working
with nonprofit organizations. They are more than just tools
for achieving the most efficient and effective mode of ser-
vice delivery; they are also important vehicles for creating
and maintaining a strong civil society. Public managers
can play a major role in maintaining the nonprofit sector’s
ability to make such contributions. First, public managers
play an influential role in determining how existing fund-
ing for social services is distributed. As we have discussed,
awarding contracts is about much more than efficient ser-
vice delivery. As opposed to the short-term view of pro-
viding contracts to the lowest bidder, a long-term view that
considers the value added by nonprofit organizations may
ultimately benefit society to a larger degree.

Additionally, public managers can play a significant role
in enhancing nonprofit organizations’ ability to add to civil
society by supporting collaborative and cooperative efforts
among nonprofit organizations rather than promoting com-
petition. Collaboration and cooperation can be especially
powerful in retaining the essential characteristics of the
sector. When nonprofit organizations work together, they
empower themselves to retain their unique values, focus
on service and advocacy, and maintain civic involvement
(Semel 2000). An example of how public managers can
play a role in convening such collaborative efforts is the
City of Omaha’s Continuum of Care for the Homeless.
Initiated by the Omaha City Planning Department, this co-
operative effort connects local public and nonprofit hous-
ing and support service providers “to form an effective and
accountable Continuum of Care” (HUD n.d., para. 1). Ac-
cording to the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development’s “blue ribbon” practices Web site, the Con-
tinuum of Care has “an unprecedented degree of coopera-
tion and collaboration on the part of local government and
the ‘shelter and support services’ community” (para. 10)
to create a comprehensive, gap-free approach to solving
the problem of homelessness. It is through such
collaboratives that public managers can play a leading role
in enabling nonprofit organizations to not only provide
services, but also to add value and social capital—roles
that are essential to civil society and democracy.
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Civil society at the turn of the millenium: 

prospects for an alternative world order1 

ROBERT W. COX 

Abstract. The meaning of 'civil society' has evolved considerably since its use in the context of 

the 18th century European Enlightenment. Then it signified the realm of private interests, in 

practice the realm of the bourgeoisie, distinct from the state. While one current of thought 
retains that meaning and its implications, others view civil society rather as the emancipatory 

activity of social forces distinct from both state and capital. Antonio Gramsci's thought 
embraced both meanings: civil society was the ground that sustained the hegemony of the 

bourgeoisie but also that on which an emancipatory counterhegemony could be constructed. 

Is civil society today in the latter sense, a surrogate for revolution that seems a remote 

possibility towards the attainment of an alternative social and world order? It is useful to test 
this proposition by examining the potential for civil society in different parts of the world. 

Eric Hobsbawm has written that '[t]he world at the end of the Short Twentieth 

Century [1914-1991] is in a state of social breakdown rather than revolutionary 
crisis . . .'2 The conclusion is hard to avoid. 'Real socialism' has collapsed; the anti 

imperialist struggle in the former colonial world has resolved itself into a series of 
new states seeking a modus vivendi in subordination to global capitalism; the Left in 

Europe is searching uncertainly for an alternative to neoliberal globalization while in 

the main adapting to it; even the Islamic revolution in Iran is hesitatingly moving 
towards an adjustment to dominant world economic forces. There is much 

violence?in the Balkans, central Africa, Algeria, and Ulster?but none of it could 

be called revolutionary in the sense of promising a transformation of society. Global 

finance has lurched from the Mexican peso crisis in the 1980s to the Asian crisis in 

the 1990s, leaving a marginalized Africa almost unnoticed; but while finance 

dominates and constrains all governments' policies, there is no concerted means of 

global financial management. 
If world politics is in such a condition of turbulent stasis, with little hope of calm 

but no prospect of fundamental change, the polarization of rich people and poor 

people is becoming increasingly accentuated throughout the world. There is also 

evidence that people have become disenchanted with existing forms of politics. In 

1 
The original version of this article was a paper presented to the Conference on Gramsci, Modernity, 
and the Twentieth Century, convened by the Fundazione Istituto Gramsci, Rome, in Cagliari, 15-18 

April 1997. In revising it, I am most grateful for comments by Yoshikazu Sakamoto, James 

Mittelman, Masaharu Takashima, Michael Schechter, Timothy Sinclair, Michael Cox and two 

anonymous readers for the Review of International Studies. I am especially indebted to Yoshikazu 

Sakamoto for directing my attention to the question of civil society in our times. I, of course, alone 

bear responsibility for the text as it appears here. 
2 

Eric Hobsbawm, The Age of Extremes. A History of the World, 1914-1991 (New York: Pantheon, 

1994) p. 459. 
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these circumstances, many activists and theorists have looked to civil society as the 
source from which alternative, more equitable forms of society might arise. Is civil 

society in the late 20th century the surrogate for a revolution that seems unlikely to 

happen? There is a debate on the Left about this and that is the question behind the 

revival of interest in civil society. 
The concept of civil society has a long history in European and American 

thought. From that source, it has been exported around the world. In order to 

explore the transformatory potential of civil society in our time, it is useful to 

consult some of that history. Antonio Gramsci, drawing upon that tradition, 
constructed a view of civil society particularly pertinent to the present debate; and 

he did so at a time when revolutionary transformation still seemed a possibility. I 

propose to examine the changing meanings of the term 'civil society' over the years, 

placing these meanings in their historical and contemporary contexts, and then to 

reflect upon Gramsci's thought as an approach to understanding society and politics 
that took form in the specific historical context of Italy in the 1920s and 1930s but 

still has fruitful applicability in the changed world-wide context of the late twentieth 

century. 

Gramsci was not concerned as an abstract theorist with building a system of 

political analysis that would stand the test of time. He was concerned with changing 
his world. Any development of his thinking should keep that goal to the fore and 

should thus both arise from reflection on the condition of the world as it is, and 
serve as a guide to action designed to change the world so as to improve the lot of 

humanity in social equity. 
Civil society, in Gramsci's thinking, is the realm in which the existing social order 

is grounded; and it can also be the realm in which a new social order can be 

founded. His concern with civil society was, first, to understand the strength of the 

status quo, and then to devise a strategy for its transformation. The emancipatory 
potential of civil society was the object of his thinking. In the Prison Notebooks3, 
civil society is an elastic concept, having different connotations in different passages. 

Often civil society appears as a function of the state as in the frequently quoted 

equation: 'State=political society+civil society, in other words hegemony protected 

by the armour of coercion' (PN, p. 263). Gramsci honed much of his thought 

against the philosophy of Benedetto Croce. Croce saw the state, following Hegel, in 

idealistic terms as the embodiment of ethics.4 Gramsci, in an historical materialist 

perspective, understood ethics as emanating from the social and cultural practices 
that enable historically conditioned human communities to cope with their 

environment. Croce's ethical state, for Gramsci, becomes ethical through the instru 

mentality of civil society. There is a dialectic inherent in civil society. In one aspect, 
the educational and ideological agencies that are sustained ultimately by the state's 

coercive apparatus shape morals and culture. Yet in another aspect civil society 

appears to have autonomy and to be more fundamental than the state, indeed to be 

the basis upon which a state can be founded. Civil society is both shaper and 

3 References in the text to the Prison Notebooks are taken from Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the 

Prison Notebooks edited and translated by Quintin Hoare and Geoffrey Nowell Smith (New York: 

International Publishers, 1971), subsequently referred to as PN. 
4 

See, e.g., Benedetto Croce, Politics and Morals (New York: Philosophical Library, 1945) pp. 22-32, 
where he described the state as 'the incarnation of the human ethos'. 
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shaped, an agent of stabilization and reproduction, and a potential agent of 

transformation. 

There is little point in trying to establish a fixed definition of Gramsci's concepts 
from exegesis of his text. That would negate Gramsci's way of thinking. He thought 
historically and dialectically, that is to say, his concepts are derived from his 

perceptions of reality and they serve not only to seize the momentary essence of a 

changing reality but also to become intellectual tools for fomenting change. Certain 
basic guidelines are essential in order to discern what Fernand Braudel later called 
the limits of the possible, the starting point from which strategic planning for social 

transformation has to begin. The first of these is to know accurately the prevailing 
relations of social forces. These have material, organizational, and ideological com 

ponents, together constituting the configuration of an historic bloc. 

Yet Gramsci was less concerned with the historic bloc as a stable entity than he 
was with historical mutations and transformations, and with the emancipatory 
potential for human agency in history. The concept of civil society in this emanci 

patory sense designates the combination of forces upon which the support for a new 

state and a new order can be built. These forces operate in a political and social 

space, a terrain occupied by different conflicting forces as historical change 

proceeds?a terrain which is narrowed when there is a close identity between people 
and their political and social institutions (in Gramsci's terms, when hegemony 

prevails) but which is widened when this identity is weak. 

Any fixed definition of the content of the concept 'civil society' would just freeze a 

particular moment in history and privilege the relations of social forces then 

prevailing. Rather than look for clearer definitions, we should try to understand the 

historical variations that have altered the meanings of the concept in the ongoing 
dialectic of concept and reality. We should not stop with the world of the 1930s 
which Gramsci knew but carry on the process into the late 20th century. To continue 
and develop Gramsci's way of thinking is more true to his purpose than to mummify 
his text. 

The changing meanings of 'civil society' 

Writing in the last decade of the 20th century, we must recognize that the European 
tradition of political thought will now be seen as that of a particular civilization 

coexisting with others. It can no longer make an uncontested claim to universality, 
even though the concepts evolved in western discourse have penetrated into all parts 
of the world through the era of Western dominance. Thus, Western terms may cover 

realities that are different. To Westerners these terms may obscure these differences 

by assimilating them to familiar Western meanings. This must be borne in mind in 

using a term like 'civil society'. We must be alert not only to the surface appearance 
but also to a non-Western meaning that may be deeply buried. Nevertheless, it is 

necessary to retrace the concept of civil society to its European roots in the 

Enlightenment. 
Civil society in Enlightenment thought was understood as the realm of particular 

interests, which in practice then meant the realm of the bourgeoisie. The state ideally 
embodied universality, the rule of law. The monarch was to be the first servant of 



6 Robert W Cox 

the state, bound by and applying the rule of law. An intellectual problem for the 

Enlightenment was how to explain the necessary compatibility of the two, of the 

realm of particular interests and the realm of universality. If the state were to em 

body universality, then civil society must generate universal principles in the ethico 

juridical sphere; civil society must be seen as creating the basis of common welfare 

out of the pursuit of particular interests. Both Hegel and Adam Smith thought they 
had achieved this reconciliation by in effect refurbishing the Christian doctrine of 

Providence, in Smith's case as the 'invisible hand' and in Hegel's as the 'ruse of 

reason'.5 In its European origins, civil society and the bourgeoisie were synonymous. 
Civil society signified the self-conscious social group whose influence, if not 

necessarily its executive power, was expanding. 
Karl Marx was, of course, sceptical about the emergence of common good from 

the pursuit of individual interests. He saw rather that civil society was generating a 

force within itself that would ultimately destroy or change it: the proletariat. He also 

cast his regard beyond Europe to sketch an outline of an Asiatic mode of 

production' in which rural villages reproduced themselves ad infinitum; and in his 

analysis of French society of the mid-19th century he discerned a social structure 

more complex than the bourgeois/proletarian dualism of his capitalist mode of 

production. If the bourgeoisie was the starting point for civil society, the 19th 

century opened up the concept to embrace a variety of conflicting social groups and 

interests. 

A particularly significant 19th century addition to the complexity of the concept 
came from Alexis de Tocqueville's work on American democracy.6 What impressed 

Tocqueville was the flourishing of associations, spontaneously formed by people for 

the achievement of common purposes outside of the state. In the context of 

American politics, Tocqueville saw this proliferation of associations as a guarantee 

against a tyranny of the majority that might result from an electoral sweep in an era 

of populist politics. He drew an analogy to the stabilizing influence he saw in 

European societies as arising from the existence of secondary bodies inherited from 

medieval times which acted as a restraint upon monarchic power. 
The spirit of voluntary association thus became a significant aspect of the concept 

of civil society. Civil society is no longer identified with capitalism and the 

bourgeoisie but now takes on the meaning of a mobilized participant citizenry juxta 

posed to dominant economic and state power. For Gramsci, who was concerned 

with the problem of mobilizing the working class for action in combination with 

other potential class allies, there was never a pure spontaneity in the construction of 

social organization but always a combination of leadership and movement from 

below. His sense of the optimum relationship was to 'stimulate the formation of 

homogeneous, compact social blocs, which will give birth to their own intellectuals, 
their own commandos, their own vanguard?who will in turn react upon those blocs 

in order to develop them . . .' (PN pp. 204-5). Gramsci's historical context was very 
different from that in which Tocqueville discovered the spirit of association in a 

society of farmers, artisans, and merchants untrammelled by the class and status 

5 
Carl Becker, The Heavenly City of the Eighteenth Century Philosophers (New Haven, CT: Yale 

University Press, 1932). 
6 Alexis de Tocqueville, De la D?mocratie en Am?rique 2 vols (Paris: Gallimard, 1951). 
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inheritance of European societies. To counter the fascist politics of the 1930s, he 

rejected both 'spontaneity' or 'voluntarism', on one side, and the notion of a 

revolutionary elite manipulating the masses, on the other. 

As counterpoint to the flourishing in America of autonomous voluntary associa 

tions outside of the state, 19th century Europe experienced the merger of civil 

society with the state in the form of corporatism. State leaders, perceiving the dis 

ruptive potential of class struggle in industrializing societies, sought to bring 

employers and organized workers into a consensual relationship with the state for 

the management of the economy and the support of state political and military 

goals. Corporatism left those who are relatively powerless in society out of account; 
but being powerless and unorganized they could hardly be considered part of civil 

society. The corporatist era began in mid-century with conservative leaders like 

Disraeli and Bismark and extended into the post-World War II decades in the form 

of the welfare state. This era is well encapsulated in Gramsci's equation: State= 

political society+civil society. 
The French Revolution left another legacy with implications for civil society: the 

rejection of anything that would intervene between the state and the citizen. 

Conceived as a means of liquidating medieval corporations, the principle as 

embodied in the Le Chapelier law of 1791 was in the early 19th century turned 

against the formation of trade unions. The same principle was reasserted by the 

Bolsheviks in the 20th century revolutionary Russian context: all allowable associa 

tions under 'real socialism' would have to be part of an all-embracing Party-state. 
Civil society was denied existence. 

Gramsci recognized the weakness inherent in this situation in his juxtaposition of 

the war of manoeuvre with the war of position when he referred to conditions at the 

onset of the Bolshevik revolution: 

In Russia the state was everything, civil society was primordial and gelatinous; in the West, 

there was a proper relation between State and civil society, and when the State trembled a 

sturdy structure of civil society was at once revealed. The State was only an outer ditch, 

behind which there stood a powerful system of fortresses and earthworks; more or less 

numerous from one State to the next, it goes without saying?but this precisely necessitated 

an accurate reconnaissance of each individual country. (PN, p. 238). 

The 'proper relation between State and civil society' suggests that the State should 

rest upon the support of an active, self-conscious and variegated civil society 
and should, in turn, sustain and promote the development of the constructive 

forces in that society. The organic intellectual was, for Gramsci, the key link in this 

process. 

This brief review of the use of the term 'civil society' in European and American 

thought yields broadly two juxtaposed meanings. One shows a 'top-down' process in 

which the dominant economic forces of capitalism form an intellectual and cultural 

hegemony which secures acquiescence in the capitalist order among the bulk of the 

population. The other envisages a 'bottom-up' process led by those strata of the 

population which are disadvantaged and deprived under the capitalist order who 

build a counterhegemony that aspires to acquire sufficient acceptance among the 

population so as to displace the erstwhile hegemonic order. With regard to the latter, 
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Gramsci insisted that the revolution must occur (in civil society) prior to the 

revolution (in the form of the state).7 

Civil society in the late 20th century 

Since Gramsci made his analysis, there have been significant changes affecting the 

relationship of state to civil society and in the development of civil society in 

different parts of the world. The world crisis of capitalism of the 1970s brought 
about a reversal of corporatism. Business persuaded governments that recovery of 

investment and growth from a situation of 'stagflation' required an attack on the 

power of trade unions and a reduction of state expenditures on social welfare, 

together with deregulation of capital, goods, and financial markets. As governments 

acquiesced in this business analysis, trade unions and social-democratic forces were 

weakened in most economically advanced countries. Protection for the more vulner 

able elements in society was cut back; and these elements were implicitly challenged 
to organize independently of the state both to protest the loss of state support and 

to compensate for this loss by voluntary initiative and self-help. The collapse of 'real 

socialism' in the late 1980s seemed to herald a possible rebirth of civil society in 

those countries where civil society had been eradicated by the Party-state. New 

independent organizations of protest grew into the political space that was opened 

7 There is a current of 'political Marxism' expressed by Ellen Meiskins Wood, Democracy Against 

Capitalism. Renewing Historical Materialism (Cambridge University Press, 1995), which is very 
critical of the hopes of some people on the Left that civil society will play an emancipatory role. In 

her view, civil society retains its original identity with the bourgeois order. This originated with the 

conceptual distinction made in bourgeois ideology between politics and economics, creating the 

illusion that economics, the realm of civil society, was not an arena of politics, that is to say, of power 
relations. This mystification of private power has made possible the acceptance and reproduction of 

the bourgeois social order. She writes: 'It is certainly true that in capitalist society, with its separation 
of "political" and "economic" spheres, or the state and civil society, coercive public power is 

centralized and concentrated to a greater degree than ever before, but this simply means that one of 

the principal functions of "public" coercion by the state is to sustain "private" power in civil society.' 

(p. 255) Her charge against the current appeal to civil society by the 'new social movements' and 

postmodernism is that it occludes the reality of class domination and fragments the opposition to the 

bourgeois order into a variety of distinct struggles for 'identity', thereby perpetuating capitalist 
domination. 

Justin Rosenberg, The Empire of Civil Society. A Critique of the Realist Theory of International 

Relations (London: Verso, 1994) transposes Ellen Wood's reasoning to international relations, arguing 
that the classical Westphalian concept of state sovereignty and the balance of power mystify the 

reality of power in the capitalist world order. The 'public' sphere of the state system is paralleled by 
the 'private' sphere of the global economy; and the state system functions to sustain 'private' power in 

the latter, the 'empire of civil society'. 
'Political Marxism' provides a cogent argument with regard to the 'top-down' meaning of civil 

society, and in its critique of a postmodernism that indiscriminate deference to identities implies a 

fragmentation and therefore weakening of opposition to the dominant order. The argument is more 

questionable in its apparent rejection of the Gramscian 'war of position' as a counterhegemonic 

strategy for the conquest of civil society and for the transformation of civil society in an 

emancipatory direction. Two key points in the 'political Marxist' thesis that bear reexamination are: 

(1) the positing of capitalism as a monolithic 'totalizing' force which excludes the possibility of 

historicizing capitalism so as to perceive that it is subject to historical change and can take different 

forms; and (2) the freezing of the concept of 'class' in a 19th and early 20th century form with a two 

class model juxtaposing bourgeoisie and proletariat which obscures the ways in which changes in 

production have restructured social relations, especially during recent decades. Both points are 

discussed below. 
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by the disruption and uncertainty of political authority. In both cases, the political 
and social space in which civil society could develop was expanded. Whether or not 

the opportunity would be realized was a challenge to human agency. 

The restructuring of society by economic globalization 

The globalization of production is restructuring the world labour force in ways that 

challenge 19th and early 20th century notions of class structure. Gramsci's keen 

sense of the strategic importance of building class alliances into a counterhegemonic 
bloc which could ultimately displace the bourgeoisie?he advocated linking 

peasantry and petty bourgeois elements with the working class?remains pertinent 
in today's world. What is relevant today is the strategy of class alliance rather than 

Gramsci's particular form of alliance derived from his understanding of the class 

structure of Italy in the 1920s and 1930s. It is problematic today whether the pro 
letariat can still be considered to be a 'fundamental' universal class. Indeed, the very 

notion of a proletariat as a single class juxtaposed to the bourgeoisie has lost 

substance in reality even if its ideological persuasiveness retains some impetus. 
International production is dividing the world's producers into broadly three 

categories: 

At the top is a core workforce of highly skilled people integrated into the 

management process. These people take the decisions about what is produced 
and where and by whom. They carry on research and development; they main 

tain the productive apparatus; and they staff the administrative frameworks and 

propagate the ideology of globalization. 
At a second level, this integrated core is flanked by a larger number of support 

ing workers whose numbers vary with levels of demand for products. Their lesser 

levels of skill make them more easily disposable and replaceable. These are the 

precarious workers. They are located where business is offered the lowest labour 

costs, the greatest flexibility in the use of labour, i.e. the least protection of 

workers' rights in jobs; and the weakest environmental controls. These workers 
are segmented by ethnicity, religion, gender, and geography, and thus are not 

easily organized collectively to confront management in a united manner. Trans 

nationalized production has accentuated social fragmentation and environmental 

degradation. 
The third level comprises those people who are excluded from international 

production. They include the unemployed and many small low-technology enter 

prises in the richer countries and a large part of the marginalized population in 

poor countries. 

The proportions in this three-fold hierarchical structure (integrated, precarious, 
and excluded) vary from country to country, but the categories cut across territorial 

boundaries and the ability of governments to alter the proportions is severely limited 

by their dependence upon global finance. Precarious employment and exclusion were 

accentuated by the decline in social expenditures that followed from the capitalist 
crisis of the 1970s. Economic orthodoxy now focuses on state budget deficits and 

urges states to further reduce social expenditures. 
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These tendencies give a new configuration to the material basis of civil society. 

People who speak of civil society today do not usually have in mind the realm of 

economic interests as did Hegel and Adam Smith. The distinction common today is 

between dominant power over society shared by corporations and states, on the one 

side, and popular forces on the other. 'Civil society' is now usually understood to 

refer to the realm of autonomous group action distinct from both corporate power 
and the state. The concept has been appropriated by those who foresee an emanci 

patory role for civil society. There is thus a marked distinction between the meaning 
of 'civil society' in the work of 18th and 19th century theorists and the way that 

term is commonly understood today. In the earlier meaning, civil society is another 

term for the social power relations deriving from the economy. Gramsci's usage 
stemmed from that of Hegel and Marx. It differed from Marx's, as Norberto Bobbio 

has shown, by including the ethical and ideological superstructure and not just the 

economic base.8 

The current widely understood usage which excludes dominant power in the state 

and corporations from the concept of civil society received impetus from the 

movements of opposition to Stalinist rule in Eastern Europe. They were charac 

terized as a 'rebirth of civil society'9 Similarly, movements of opposition to 

authoritarian rule and capitalist dominance in Asian and Latin American countries 
are commonly perceived as emanations of civil society. So 'civil society' has become 

the comprehensive term for various ways in which people express collective wills 

independently of (and often in opposition to) established power, both economic and 

political. 
This current usage has more affinity to Tocqueville than to Hegel, Adam Smith or 

Marx. But it also has affinity to Gramsci's usage, since Gramsci regarded civil 

society not only as the realm of hegemony supportive of the capitalist status quo, 
but also as the realm in which cultural change takes place, in which the counter 

hegemony of emancipatory forces can be constituted. Civil society is not just an 

assemblage of actors, i.e. autonomous social groups. It is also the realm of con 

testing ideas in which the intersubjective meanings upon which people's sense of 

'reality' are based can become transformed and new concepts of the natural order of 

society can emerge. 

There is little point in arguing that one usage of the term 'civil society' is correct 

and the other is wrong. Let us take current identification of civil society with 

autonomous social forces as a basis for discussion and examine its implications. 
Even conceived in this more limited way, i.e. without including the powerful 
economic forces, civil society in the late 20th century, though generally viewed as 

potentially emancipatory and transformative of the social order, can be seen to 

reflect the dominance of state and corporate economic power. 
In a 'bottom-up' sense, civil society is the realm in which those who are dis 

advantaged by globalization of the world economy can mount their protests and 

seek alternatives. This can happen through local community groups that reflect 

8 Norberto Bobbio, 'Gramsci and the concept of civil society', in John Keane (ed.), Civil Society and 

the State. New European Perspectives (London and New York: Verso, 1988). The essay was originally 

published in Gramsci e la cultura contemporarea: Atti del Convengno Internazionale di Studi 

Gramsciani, Rome 1968. 
9 Adam Przeworski, 'Democratic socialism in Poland?', Studies in Political Economy 5, spring 1981, 

pp. 29-54, esp. pp. 37-41. 



Civil society at the turn of the millennium 11 

diversity of cultures and evolving social practices world wide. Looking beyond local 

grass roots initiatives is the project of a 'civic state', a new form of political 

authority based upon a participatory democracy.10 More ambitious still is the vision 

of a 'global civil society' in which these social movements together constitute a basis 

for an alternative world order.11 

In a 'top-down' sense, however, states and corporate interests influence the 

development of this current version of civil society towards making it an agency for 

stabilizing the social and political status quo. The dominant hegemonic forces 

penetrate and coopt elements of popular movements. State subsidies to non 

governmental organizations (NGOs) incline the latter's objectives towards con 

formity with established order and thus enhance the legitimacy of the prevailing 
order. This concords with a concern on the part of many people for survival in 

existing conditions rather than for transformation of the social order. For many 

people, clientelism may seem preferable to revolutionary commitment, especially 
when backed by the force of state and economic power. Moreover, the basic conflicts 

between rich and poor, powerful and powerless, are reproduced within the sphere of 

voluntary organizations, whether trade unions or the new social movements.12 

Global governance 

Gramsci's sense that national situations are specific still has validity but now these 

distinct national situations are much more dependent upon the global economy.13 

10 I take the term 'civic state' from Yoshikazu Sakamoto, in personal correspondence. See also his article 

'Civil society and democratic world order' in Stephen Gill and James H. Mittelman (eds), Innovation 

and Transformation in International Studies (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997) 

pp. 207-219. 
11 

See, e.g., David Held, Democracy and the Global Order. From the Modern State to Cosmopolitan 
Governance (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1995). Michael G Schechter, 'Globalization and 

civil society', paper presented to the annual meeting of the Academic Council on the United Nations 

System (ACUNS), San Jose, Costa Rica, June 1997, contains a critical review of literature on 'global 
civil society'. Even the most optimistic writers regard 'global civic society' in the emancipatory sense 

as something to be achieved, not as something that already exists. In the 'top-down' hegemonic sense, 

by contrast, Rosenberg (see footnote 7 above) refers to the 'empire of civil society' as control by 

global capitalism. In the same sense, but without the Marxist theoretical framework, Susan Strange 
has written about a 'non-territorial empire' (in 'Toward a theory of transnational empire', E.-O. 

Czempiel and James N Rosenau (eds), Global Changes and Theoretical Challenges. Approaches to 

World Politics for the 1990s, Lexington, MA: Lexington Books, 1989). 
12 Laura Macdonald, Supporting Civil Society. The Political Role of Non-Governmental Organizations in 

Central America (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1997) gives a useful classification of 'ideal types' of NGOs 

according to their consequences for maintenance or transformation of social and political order. She 

suggests three types: neo-conservative, liberal-pluralist, and post-Marxist (or Gramscian) (pp. 15-23). 
With regard to opposition between dominant and subordinate groups within the labour movement, 

see Robert W. Cox, 'Labor and hegemony' and 'Labor and hegemony: a reply' in Cox with Timothy J. 

Sinclair, Approaches to World Order (Cambridge University Press, 1996). 
13 Bernadette Madeuf and Charles-Albert Michalet, 'A new approach to international economics' 

International Social Science Journal 30: 2 (1978): pp. 253-83, made the distinction between the 

international economy (understood as flows of goods, payments, and investments across frontiers) 
and an emerging form of economy in which production was being organized on an integrated basis 

among entities located in a number of countries. In the English translation of their article, which was 

written in French, the emerging economy was called the 'world economy', which accords with the 

French term applied to the process generating it, mondialisation. The term 'global economy' is 
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The territorial distinctness of national economies and societies is penetrated by 

global and transnational forces. The problem of hegemony is posed at the level of 

the global political economy as well as at regional, national and local levels. As 

many analysts of world affairs have suggested, we seem to be moving towards a 'new 

medievalism' with multiple layers of authority and multiple loyalties.14 
At the top, there is no identifiable regime of dominance. The new popularity of 

the term 'global governance' suggests control and orientation in the absence of 

formally legitimated coercive power. There is something that could be called a 

nascent global historic bloc consisting of the most powerful corporate economic 

forces, their allies in government, and the variety of networks that evolve policy 

guidelines and propagate the ideology of globalization. States now by and large play 
the role of agencies of the global economy, with the task of adjusting national 

economic policies and practices to the perceived exigencies of global economic 

liberalism. This structure of power is sustained from outside the state through a 

global policy consensus and the influence of global finance over state policy, and 

from inside the state from those social forces that benefit from globalization (the 

segment of society that is integrated into the world economy).15 Competitiveness in 

the world market has become the ultimate criterion of state policy which justifies the 

gradual removal of the measures of social protection built up in the era of the 

welfare state. Neo-liberalism is hegemonic ideologically and in terms of policy. 
Where ideological and policy hegemony is not sufficient to protect the structure of 

global governance, then military force is available. The Gulf War was an object 
lesson in how military force intervenes when a regional power tries to ignore the 

global hegemony.16 
This global hegemony has profound consequences for the relationship of political 

society to civil society. As the state retreats from service and social protection to the 

public, the public loses confidence in the integrity and competency of the political 
class. Political corruption is inherent in the transformation of public goods into 

marketable commodities; a political favour acquires a market value. The loyalty of 

people to their political institutions becomes more questionable as scepticism and 

cynicism about the motives and abilities of politicians grows. These tendencies vary 

among countries. Americans honour the symbols of flag and constitution, but about 

commonly used now in English to designate the organization of production and finance on a world 

scale and 'globalization' as the process generating it. Of course, much of the world's economic 

activity still goes on outside this global economy, albeit increasingly constrained by and subordinated 

to the global economy. I reserve the term 'world economy' for the totality of economic activities of 

which the global economy is the dominant part. The impact of the globalization process on power 
relations among social forces and states, and in the formation of institutions designed to entrench the 

global economy or in stimulating resistance to it is the realm of 'global political economy'. 
14 

See, for example, Hedley Bull, The Anarchical Society. A Study of Order in World Politics (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 1977) esp. pp. 254?5; also Susan Strange, The Retreat of the State. The 

Diffusion of Power in the World Economy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996); and 

Bertrand Badie and Marie-Claude Smouts, Le retournement du monde. Sociologie de la sc?ne 

internationale (Paris: Presses de la Fondation Nationale des Sciences Politiques & Dalloz, 1992). On 

this theme of the increasing complexity of world politics and the obsolescence of conventional 

boundaries and distinctions, see also James N. Rosenau, Along the Domestic-Foreign Frontier. 

Exploring Governance in a Turbulent World (Cambridge University Press, 1997). 
15 See Leo Panitch, 'Rethinking the role of the state', in James H. Mittelman (ed.) Globalization: 

Critical Reflections (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 1996). 
16 Robert W. Cox, 'Production and security', in Cox with Timothy J. Sinclair, Approaches to World Order 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp. 276-95. 
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half of them do not bother to vote and most seem to have low expectations of their 

politicians. Corruption scandals are rife in Europe and Japan, and public hopes for 

salvation through politics are equally low. Throughout most of the rest of the world, 
in Asia, Africa and Latin America, people have endured government more than they 

have felt themselves to be a part of it. At the end of this century, there is a world 

wide problem of repairing or building political societies, of constructing a sense of 

identity between people and political authorities. There is a wide political space 
between constituted authority and the practical life of people. 

Revival of civil society as a response to globalization? 

Civil society would be the base upon which a new or reconstructed political 

authority would have to rest. This was Machiavelli's insight when he advocated the 

replacement of mercenaries by a citizen militia. There is some evidence of growth in 

civil society coming about as a reaction to the impact of globalization. In the French 

strikes of late 1995 and the strikes in South Korea in early 1997, reaction has come 

through trade union movements, in the French case with broad public support. In 

Japan and some other Asian countries, there has been a growth of many non 

governmental organizations, often of a local self-help kind, and often actively 

building linkages and mutual help relationships with similar organizations in other 

countries. In some poor countries of Africa and southeast Asia, community 

organizations, often led by women, endeavour to meet basic needs on a local level, 

turning their backs upon states and international economic organizations that are 

perceived as acting against the people. In central America, the Mayan people have 

recovered historical initiative through armed revolt in the Mexican state of Chiapas, 
and the indigenous people of Guatemala have fought a civil war to the point of 

gaining recognition of their claims. These various instances are indicative of 

something moving in different societies across the globe towards a new vitality of 

'bottom-up' movement in civil society as a counterweight to the hegemonic power 
structure and ideology. This movement is, however, still relatively weak and 

uncoordinated. It may contain some of the elements but has certainly not attained 

the status of a counterhegemonic alliance of forces on the world scale. 

Exclusionary populism and the covert world 

There is a gap between the retreat of the state and the still small development of 

civil society. This space, this void, attracts other forces. One is exclusionary 

populism: various forms of extreme right political movements and xenophobic 
racism. Social anomie is also a propitious recruiting ground for hermetic religious 
cults. Another set of forces can be called the covert world, a complex congeries of 

underground activities, some carried out secretly in the name of states, some 

criminal. 

Exclusionary populism has an ambiguous relationship to established power. 
Extreme right-wing movements in some European countries (France, Italy, Austria, 
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Belgium, Norway) have captured fifteen per cent or more of the popular vote in the 

1990s, and challenge the conventional right to legitimize them by accepting their 

support.17 In the United States, the far right perceives a global conspiracy against 
the basic principles of American life?especially private property, freedom from 

government control, and the right to have guns?in which the federal government is 

collusive.18 Cults like Aum Shinrikyo in Japan, or the Solar Temple in Canada, 
France and Switzerland, and Heaven's Gate in the United States, pose a nihilistic 

threat to society; they attract well educated people, an indicator of the extent of 

alienation, and mobilize them in the service of a doomsday scenario.19 

The covert world comprises intelligence services, organized crime, terrorist groups, 
the arms trade, money-laundering banks, and secret societies. There is a certain 

overlap between right wing extremism and the covert world and also between 

doomsday cults and the covert world. Right wing terrorists have been suspected of 

collusion with intelligence services in Italy in several bombings. Aum Shinrikyo 
furthered its doomsday plans, including the sarin gas attack in the Tokyo subway in 

March 1995, with the help of transnational arms dealers. 

The various elements of the covert world have usually been studied one by one. 

Their activities have often been treated d?faits divers, the material for spy novels and 

crime fiction. They have not been considered in their interrelationships as consti 

tuting a particular sphere of politics existing between visible government and the 

people. Yet there are many instances of cooperation as well as of conflict among its 

component elements. 

The covert world penetrates the visible authorities in government and corpora 
tions. Its expansion was encouraged by the Cold War when, for instance, mafia in 

Italy and Yakuza in Japan acquired a supportive relationship with the political party 
formations that constituted the bulwark against internal opposition to United States 

Cold War strategy. Money for electoral politics was channelled through covert 

agencies to sustain anti-Communist coalitions and to influence electoral outcomes. 

Covert forces assume a functional relationship with neo-liberal deregulated econo 

mies. Covert power substitutes for legitimate authority in a totally unregulated 
market?contracts are enforced by goons with guns.20 The high cost of electoral 

politics encourages clandestine political financing which opens the door to covert 

influences in national politics. 
The political space between constituted authority and the people is the terrain on 

which civil society can be built. A weak and stunted civil society allows free rein to 

exclusionary politics and covert powers. An expansive participant civil society makes 

17 
Ignacio Ramonet, 'N?ofascisme', Le Monde diplomatique, April 1998. 

18 Mark Rupert, 'Globalisation and contested common sense in the United States', in Stephen Gill and 

James H. Mittelman (eds), Innovation and Transformation in International Studies (Cambridge 

University Press, 1997). The most extreme manifestation of this tendency is withdrawal from 

American political society with the formation of private militias and perpetration of terrorist acts like 

the Oklahoma City bombing. 
19 Yumiko Iida, 'Virtual kingdom and dreams of apocalypse: contemporary Japan mirrored in Aum 

Shinrikyo', paper presented at the 10th annual conference of the Japan Studies Association of 

Canada, Toronto, October 1997. 
20 The most obvious case today is the role of mafias in the Russian economy; but an anecdotal instance 

relates to Argentina where deregulation has led to increased polarization of rich and poor and former 

members of the naval intelligence service, notorious torturers during the 'dirty war', have been 

reemployed by private corporations as 'security' staff. Argentine killers find new line of work' by 
Amaranta Wright, The Globe and Mail (Toronto) 28 February 1997. 
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political authority more accountable and reduces the scope for exclusionary politics 
and covert activity. 

The question of civil society in the late 20th century takes us back to the 

Machiavellian question of the 16th century: how to form the social basis for a new 

political authority. Where Machiavelli concluded reluctantly that his contemporaries 
were too corrupt to do it on their own and looked to the Prince to provide the 

initiative, Gramsci envisaged the Communist Party as the Modern Prince. At the 

close of the 20th century, comes the vision of a 'post-modern' collective Prince 

constructed through a coordinating of popular movements. The feasibility of this 

project would depend upon a resurgence of civil society. 

Gramsci's thought and the making of civil society 

Gramsci's starting point for thinking about society, consistent with Marxism, was 

class structure derived from the relations of production. He referred to 'funda 

mental' classes (bourgeoisie and proletariat); but other non-fundamental classes, e.g. 

peasants and some elements of the petty bourgeoisie, had considerable importance 
as potential allies for the working class in the formation of a counterhegemonic 
bloc. The consciousness of social groups and their organization for political action 
was built upon this basic material condition. 

Consciousness was not, for Gramsci, a direct derivative of class; it was an 

historical construction, not an automatically determined condition. There were 

different levels of consciousness. The lowest form was what Gramsci called 'cor 

porative', the collective self-interest of people in a particular material situation. 

Corporative consciousness did not challenge the status quo in any essential respect; it 

just looked out for the interest of a particular group. The next higher level was class 

consciousness; it posed the question of the state. For whom was the state? Class 

consciousness unified various forms of corporative consciousness, e.g. among 
different groups of workers or among bourgeois whose specific material interests 
were in competition with one another, to focus upon the formation of political 

authority that would advance a concept of society based upon the leading funda 

mental class, in actuality the bourgeoisie but potentially the working class. Class 

consciousness accentuated the sense of cleavage necessary to move the dialectic 

forward. Today, 'class' has become a more ambiguous notion as in common 

discourse it is mixed with a variety of 'identities' in the formation of consciousness: 

gender, ethnicity, religion, nationality. Often these identities are subjectively opposed 
one to another and are open to manipulation by dominant powers in state and 

economy so as to fragment opposition. The common sentiment among them is a 

sense of oppression or exclusion. Class, in its generic meaning of social divisions 

arising from exploitation, can be seen as the substratum of this variety of grievances. 
But the practical problem remains of forging the links among divergent 

disadvantaged groups that would bind them together in a counterhegemonic 
formation. 

This challenge leads to what for Gramsci was the highest level of consciousness. 

Hegemonic consciousness, according to Gramsci, would transcend class 

consciousness by incorporating interests of the 'non-fundamental' social groups into 
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a vision of society based on one or other of the 'fundamental' classes; and it would 

make this vision appear to be the 'natural order' of society. Gramsci's particular 

objective in the 1930s was the formation of a bloc led by the industrial working class 

in alliance with peasantry and petty bourgeois intellectuals. The questions now, 
towards the close of the 20th century, are: Who will lead? Who will follow? 

This progression in consciousness from corporative through class to hegemonic 
can be taken as a natural history of civil society. On the basis of the material 

conditions of production, the potential for collective human action is built upon 
self-conscious human groups. It is necessary to know when production relations have 

created the conditions requisite for arousing consciousness and for forming a 

strategy for change. Not to have these basic conditions would be to fall into idealism 

and utopianism, leading to failure. Though the formation of class or hegemonic 
consciousness depends upon the existence of these material conditions, conscious 
ness is nevertheless an autonomous force. Ideology and the organization of social 

forces does not flow automatically from material conditions. The critical agents in 

the raising of consciousness for Gramsci are the organic intellectuals; they serve to 

clarify the political thinking of social groups, leading the members of these groups 
to understand their existing situation in society and how in combination with other 

social groups they can struggle towards a higher form of society. 
Two other Gramscian concepts are relevant to this process of building civil 

society: the war of position and passive revolution. The war of position is a strategy 
for the long-term construction of self-conscious social groups into a concerted 

emancipatory bloc within society. It is only when the war of position has built up a 

combination of organized social forces strong enough to challenge the dominant 

power in society that political authority in the state can be effectively challenged and 

replaced. The war of position is contrasted to the war of manoeuvre which might 
seize state power before this groundwork of social organization had been built up. 

To win a state by a war of manoeuvre would constitute a fragile victory, likely to 

succumb to the entrenched forces of a recalcitrant civil society. Thus, a civil society 
animated through popular participation is an indispensable basis for durable new 

political authority. 
Passive revolution has a variety of meanings in Gramsci's thought. It represents 

an abortive or incomplete transformation of society and can take various forms. 

One is change induced in a society by an external force that attracts internal support 
from some elements but does not overcome the opposition of other entrenched 

forces. This can lead to an ambivalent situation of 'revolution/restoration' where 

neither of the opposed bodies of forces is victorious over the other. Passive revolu 

tion can also take the form of a stalled war of position strategy which is strong 

enough to provoke opposition but not strong enough to overcome it. Furthermore, a 

strategy on the part of the dominant power gradually to coopt elements of the 

opposition forces?a strategy known in Italian politics as trasformismo?is another 

form of passive revolution. Yet another form would be emancipatory strategies 
divorced from the material conditions of the social groups involved, inevitably 

incurring the illusions of utopianism and idealism. Gramsci cited Tolstoyism and 

Gandhism in this regard. So passive revolution points to many of the inadequacies 
and obstacles in the attempted construction of civil society. 
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Variations in prospects for civil society 

The restructuring of production is experienced world-wide in generating the three 

fold hierarchy of social relations referred to above: integrated, precarious, and 

excluded. The proportions, however, differ from society to society. The balance 

between top-down and bottom-up forces in civil society, and the relative importance 
of right-wing populism and the covert world, result in distinct types of state/society 

configurations with different implications for civil society. Tentatively, four different 

patterns may serve to illustrate the range of conditions and prospects of civil society 
in the world today. These patterns or types are not intended to be exhaustive in 

covering the whole world, but they do illustrate some of the significantly different 

situations and prospects for civil society at the present time. 

Evolved capitalism in Europe and America 

Evolved capitalism in North America and western Europe constituted the point of 

impetus for economic globalization. Its influence penetrates to the rest of the world, 
the impact varying according to the level of material development and the resistance 

of persisting cultural practices in other regions. Production is being restructured in 

the form of post-Fordism which brings about the pattern of integrated core workers 

flanked by precariously linked supporting workers. Global finance exerts a con 

tinuing pressure on state budgets to reduce the social expenditures built up during 
the era of Fordism which gave social legitimacy to capital. 

There is an implicit contradiction here between production and finance. 

Production and the 'real economy' that provides goods and services requires time to 

develop (research and development and the training of a committed labour force); 
finance has a synchronie space-oriented perspective directed to short-term returns 

which can often ignore the time dimension and undermine not only the social 

legitimacy of capital but also the productive apparatus itself (for example, through 

predatory buy-outs and asset stripping). In the late 20th century, it is global finance 

rather than production and the 'real economy' that focuses people's attention on the 

frailties of the economic order. 

Another contradiction is between the real economy and the biosphere. Expansion 
of consumer demand is the driving force of the global economy. World-wide 

emulation of the consumption model of North America and western Europe would, 

however, through resource depletion and environmental destruction, bring ruin to 

the biosphere?the ultimate feed-back mechanism. To escape this disaster would 

require shifting the use of labour which is surplus to that required to satisfy the 

basic needs of society (the labour resource currently employed in arousing and in 

gratifying the superfluity of consumerism) to investment in social and human 

services (education, health, care of children and the aged, protection of the 

environment, and conviviality in social life). This would imply a fundamental change 
in economic organization and values?a revolution in social practices and in the 

structure of social power. 
A further contradiction is in social relations. A large proportion of jobs are in the 

precarious category. Downgraded skilled workers in this category are often resentful 
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of immigrants and women who are the other significant groups among the 

precariously employed. Youth and minorities are prominent among the more or less 

permanently excluded, a volatile and potentially destabilizing group. There is no 

longer any such formation as the 'working class' of the early 20th century. A 

privileged part of that former working class has been absorbed into the integrated 

category. Other elements are in both precarious and excluded categories; and their 

material conditions can easily be perceived as generating adversarial relationships 
between downgraded manual workers, immigrants and women workers. The 

fragmentation of the old working class, a consequence of post-Fordism reinforced 

by pressures of global finance towards dismantling of the Fordist-era social safety 
net, has strengthened capital and weakened and divided labour. 

The problem for the organic intellectuals of the Left is how to envisage a strategy 
that could build from this fragmented situation of subordinate social groups a 

coherent alternative to economic globalization that would transcend {Aufhebung in 

Hegel's meaning) the contradictions just referred to. These organic intellectuals are 

now themselves a fragmented lot: trade union leaders, environmentalists, social 

activists on behalf of the poor and homeless and the unemployed, and promoters of 

self-help community organizations. They compete for potential clientele with right 

wing populists, anti-immigrant racists, and religious cults. All of these various 

movements are meanwhile developing transnational linkages and organizations. 
The covert world (organized crime, the drug trade, and intelligence services) occu 

pies a political space that has, if anything, been enlarged by public disillusionment 

with conventional politics. The high cost of electoral politics sustains hypocrisy in 

the political class, who ostensibly respond to public support for campaign finance 

reform while continuing to rely on occult financial contributions, thus remaining 
open to occult influences. This, in turn, further erodes public confidence in political 

leadership. 
In Europe, evolved capitalism has two variants. One is the 'pure' hyperliberal form 

which espouses removal of state intervention in the economy by deregulation and 

privatization and makes competitiveness in the global market its ultimate criterion. 

This is the dominant variant. The other is the European tradition of social market 
or social democratic capitalism which sees the viability and legitimacy of an 

economy as dependent upon its being embedded in social relations recognized as 

equitable by the general population.21 The issue between the two forms of capitalism 
is being fought out at the level of the European Union in the debate over 'social 

Europe' and the filling of the 'democratic deficit' in European institutions. 

In very general terms, we can think of three constellations of forces: first, the 

dominant forces in states and markets (corporate management and the political 
class, surreptitiously sustained by the covert world); second, a heterogeneous 

category of groups commonly identified as constituting civil society in the emanci 

patory sense (trade unions and 'new social movements'); and third, right-wing and 

populist movements and religious cults that compete with the preceding groups for 

support among the unorganized mass of the people. 
In attempts to construct a 'bottom-up' social force, the question arises of com 

patibility between trade unions and the new social movements, e.g. environ 

mentalism, feminism, anti-poverty movements, and peace movements. The new 

21 
Michel Albert, Capitalisme contre capitalisme (Paris: Seuil, 1991). 
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social movements have often been suspicious of organized labour, fearing 
domination by labour's tighter and more hierarchical organization which might not 

respect the social movements' far more loosely structured and more participatory 
forms of organization. Moreover, the new movements arise more frequently from 

problems related to consumption, e.g. poverty and homelessness, rather than, as for 

unions, from the realm of production. On the other hand, organized labour can 

sometimes, despite its weakened condition in evolved capitalism, be a catalyst for a 

more broadly based social movement to confront the established powers in state and 

corporations. Furthermore, a sustained concertation of social forces, i.e. one that 

would outlast a particular event or crisis, is hard to achieve among groups with the 

loose and participatory character of the new movements. Coherence and durability 
over time would be a necessary condition for having a sustained impact on political 

parties and thus on the state. 

Asian capitalism and the cultural dimension 

Japanese capitalism is the prototype of another form of capitalism with a different 

social context.22 In its origins, the pre-capitalist social and cultural form provided a 

foundation for imported Western technology and state sponsorship of industrializa 

tion. The result was a Japanese form of corporatism in which the state worked 

closely with business, and the firm developed on the concept of an extended, if 

bureaucratized, patriarchal family. Group loyalty contributed to organizational 

strength; but workers were divided between those integrated with the firm and others 

with a more casual or remote link to the central production organization (contract 
or out-sourcing workers). The lifetime employment of the first category corres 

ponded to the impermanence of the second. In this manner, Japanese practice 

prefigured the pattern that globalization has projected on to the world scale. 

This initial Asian pattern coincided with authoritarian political structures. The 

rapid growth of economies, first in Japan during the post-World War II years, and 

subsequently in several of the newly industrializing Asian economies (Hong Kong, 
South Korea, Taiwan and Singapore, followed by the Philippines, Thailand, 
Indonesia and Malaysia), brought into existence both a large middle class oriented 

towards consumerism and a more combative working class. In some of these 

countries, pressures from both of these social forces has resulted in attenuation of 

authoritarianism. 

Japan's political structures show continuity in many respects with pre-war 

patterns. Democratization was introduced under the auspices of the American 

occupation authorities. Domestic forces in Japan, reacting against the militaristic 

state that had brought war and ruin, supported the democratic innovations. These 

forces continued to urge further democratization when US policy shifted ground to 

bring Japan into the anti-communist Cold War alliance. Other domestic elements, 

including those associated with the wartime regime, rallied to the new US anti 

22 
See Shigeto Tsuru, Japans Capitalism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993); Chalmers 

Johnson, MITI and the Japanese Miracle (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1982); and James 

Fallows, Looking at the Sun: The Rise of the New East Asian Economic and Political System (New 
York: Pantheon, 1994). 
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communist line.23 Japan's post-war condition is a case of passive revolution in 

Gramsci's sense. The revolution/restoration balance remains non-catastrophic 

because the economic growth priority of Japanese governments during the later 

Cold War period achieved, at least temporarily, a high degree of depoliticization. 
The democratizing forces of the post-war years were to a large extent demobilized 

by the general preoccupation with economic growth. 

Japanese society has sufficient cohesion on its own, sustained by the long period 
of economic growth, so that it has in practice made slight demands upon the state. 

Whether this would continue through a prolonged period of economic stagnation or 

recession is an open question. Moreover, some Japanese are concerned that the 

formerly strong cohesion of family and community may be dissolving as a con 

sequence of modernization leading to more emphasis on individualism as well as 

consumerism and to a lesser commitment to work and organizational loyalties.24 The 

covert world, particularly in the forms of organized crime and political corruption, 
thrives in Japan as it does also in South Korea and other Asian countries. 

Asian scholars point to a distinction among three spheres: state, market, and civil 

society.25 They see civil society in Asia as a late and still, relatively to Europe, weak 

development which has focused on democratization, environmentalism, human 

rights, the peace movement, and various mutual self-help and internationalist goals. 
In these respects, civil society has made gains in Japan, South Korea, Taiwan and 

the Philippines. Private groups (including organized crime) contributed spon 

taneously and effectively to relief after the Kobe earthquake disaster of 1995, when 

the state's response proved to be disorganized and ineffective. Indeed, the current 

emphasis on civil society in Asia could be seen, in its emancipatory aspect, as the 

transnationalizing of the democratizing and people-based forces of Japan and their 

effort to atone for Japan's war guilt by building cooperative arrangements with 

communities in other parts of Asia. There is also a movement towards 

Asianization', or the imagining of a regional Asia-wide community of which Japan 
is a part, which reflects both the consumerist material values of middle-class eco 

nomic success and a right-wing aesthetic rejection of 'the West'.26 Authoritarianism 

has impeded the democratization movement in Singapore, Malaysia and Indonesia, 

although many local non-governmental organizations exist in these countries. It is 

difficult to speak of civil society in China so long as the authoritarianism of the 

Party-state limits the expression of aggrieved elements, although rapid economic 

growth and social polarization in coastal China is generating stresses that may be 

hard to contain. 

23 Yoshikazu Sakamoto, 'The international context of the occupation of Japan', in Robert E. Ward and 

Yoshikazu Sakamoto (eds), Democratizing Japan: The Allied Occupation (Honolulu: University of 

Hawaii Press, 1987); also Yoshikazu Sakamoto, 'Fifty Years of the Two Japans', typescript, 1995. 
24 Professor Tamotsu Aoki, a cultural anthropologist, Research Center for Advanced Science and 

Technology, University of Tokyo, at a symposium convened jointly by the International House of 

Japan and the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, Tokyo, September 26, 1996. 
25 Yoshikazu Sakamoto, Professor emeritus of International Relations, Tokyo University and Young-Ho 

Kim, Professor at Kyungpook National University, South Korea, at a symposium on Prospects for 

Civil Society in Asia, International House of Japan, Tokyo, September 24, 1996. 
26 The Asianization' idea is presented in Yoichi Funabashi, 'The Asianization of Asia', Foreign Affairs 

72: 5 (1993). The notion of a regional civil society is discussed in Mitchell Bernard, 'Regions in the 

global political economy: beyond the local-global divide in the formation of the eastern Asian 

region', New Political Economy 1: 3 (November 1996). For a critical assessment, see Yumiko Iida, 

'Fleeing the West, making Asia home: transpositions of otherness in Japanese pan-Asianism, 
1905-1930', Alternatives 22 (1997), pp. 409-432. 
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Recent events in South Korea have thrown new light on the condition of civil 

society. The challenge here has come from the effort of the large South Korean 

corporations, the chaebols, to compete as multinational corporations in the global 
market. Towards this end they persuaded the government to revert to earlier 

authoritarian practices by restricting labour rights recently acquired so as to give the 

chaebols more flexibility in hiring and firing. At the same time, the government 

sought to increase the powers of the intelligence services (Korean CIA). This 

attempt to revert to authoritarianism and to enlarge the sphere of the covert world 

provoked a general strike in which the labour movement became united and gained 

support from students, teachers, and religious organizations. The protest was a direct 

reaction to globalization.27 
As in the case of the French strikes of December 1995, the trade unions in South 

Korea provided the impetus for a response by civil society to state authoritarianism. 

Change in South Korea may be more authentic than passive, but it does not seem to 

be oriented towards radical structural transformation, but rather to a more liberal 

legitimation of political authority. In Japan, trade unions have not been identified 

with a 'bottom-up' transformation of civil society. They have been more aligned 
with corporations and the jobs they provide. During the 1970s, environmental 

protests that resulted in political changes at municipal and regional levels in Japan 
were led by citizens apart from unions. Union members identified their jobs with 

corporate interests in maintaining production, while their wives might feel freer to 

participate in the environmentalist revolt. 

Thus in some Asian countries capitalist development has generated the class basis 

for a development of civil society which is weaker than that of Europe in the face of 

state and corporate authoritarianism but which has nevertheless made some signi 
ficant progress in recent years. The social forces involved in this emergent civil 

society are both middle class (including students, environmentalists, peace activists 

and feminists) and organized workers. The coherence between middle class and 

worker elements is problematic. Asia gives a mixed picture of authentic and passive 
structural change in societies. 

State breakdown and predatory capitalism 

The prototype for this category is the breakdown of the Soviet Union; but instances 

of the phenomenon are not limited to the former Soviet bloc. Similar situations have 

arisen in countries of Latin America affected by the debt crisis. In broad outline, the 

circumstances leading to this situation are: an economic crisis generated by both 

internal and external causes leaves an authoritarian state unable to carry out the 

functions it has assumed; external pressures, welcomed by a politically aware 

stratum of the population, lead to the establishment of a liberal democratic regime 
based on electoral politics, but civil society is insufficiently developed to provide a 

firm basis for the new regime; external pressures then succeed in reducing state 

powers over the economy in favour of an expansion of market forces; the weakness 

27 A series of articles by Philippe Pons in Le Monde, 3 January, 15 January, and 16 January, 1997; and 

by Laurent Carrou?, Le Monde diplomatique, February 1997. 



22 Robert W Cox 

of institutions to regulate the market and the collapse of state authority open the 

way for organized crime and political corruption to gain control in both state and 
market spheres; the general population, struggling for personal survival, becomes 

politically apathetic and non-participant, while some elements nourish a nostalgic 
hope for salvation by a charismatic leader. The weakness of civil society is the 
critical element in this catastrophic cycle. 

The domestic cause of the collapse of the Soviet regime stemmed from its failure 
to make the transition from extensive development, i.e. the addition of more 

productive capacity of the same kind, to intensive development, i.e. innovating 
production technology with higher productivity. This was exacerbated by the 

external pressure to accelerate the arms race which placed an intolerable burden on 

the economy, preventing the state from maintaining the social services it had 

instituted as basic citizen rights.28 
In the eastern and central European countries of the bloc, where the arms burden 

was less than in the Soviet Union, opposition movements developed openly. In 

Poland, Solidarnosc as a trade union became a rallying point for a broad based 

opposition to the communist regime; and the Catholic Church had long stood as an 

alternate pole of loyalty to the state. In East Germany, Neues Forum mobilized 

people into the streets to demonstrate against the authoritarian regime. As noted 

above, the current scholarly interest in civil society very largely originated in 

observation of the popular movements in Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary and the 

German Democratic Republic which toppled the communist regimes in these 

countries after the Soviet Union had signalled it would not or could not support 
them. 

These movements crumbled later after they had achieved their initial purpose of 

overthrowing established state power. In retrospect, in Gramsci's terms, they may 
seem more like the phenomena of a war of manoeuvre than of a war of position. 

Liberal democratic regimes were then established in these countries, encouraged by 
western politicians and media and welcomed by local citizens. These were cases of 

passive revolution. In the Soviet Union, change came from the top. In Eastern and 
Central Europe, civil society played a bigger role. But after the collapse of the 

communist regimes, those who led the popular revolt did not for long remain as 

major political forces; and the bureaucratic elites of the former regime became the 

typical private market elites of post-communism. The solidity and durability of civil 

society remains questionable. 
External support for the new regimes came more in the form of exhortations and 

technical advice urging 'democracy and market reform' than in large-scale invest 
ment and access for trade. It was clear that market reform in the ex-communist 

sphere had priority in western policy and that democracy was perceived as instru 

mental towards market economics. 

When the erosion of state authority and the absence of effective regulation of the 

market led to a dramatic growth of mafia control over economic activity, corrupt 

penetration of the state, and the forging of international criminal links, apologists 

28 See various writings of J?nos Kornai, including Economics of Shortage (Amsterdam: North-Holland, 

1980; and 'Dilemmas of a socialist economy', Cambridge Journal of Economics, 4: 2 (1980); also 

Wlodzimierz Brus and Tadeus Kowalik, 'Socialism and development', Cambridge Journal of 
Economics, 7 (1983); and Robert W. Cox, '"Real socialism" in historical perspective' in Ralph 
Miliband and Leo Panitch (eds), Socialist Register 1991 (London: Merlin Press, 1991). 
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for liberal economics showed their preference for crime over state regulation. They 
could view it with equanimity as a probably necessary stage of primitive capital 
accumulation.29 The collapse of state authority also unleashed sub-national forces of 

ethnic nationalism which became vehicles for garnering the residues of economic 

and political power. 
Several Latin American countries also fit the model?Mexico and Columbia, for 

example. The decline of state authority is associated with the imposition of 'struc 

tural adjustment' policies advocated with financial leverage by the International 

Monetary Fund and backed by US pressure. Initially, US policy looked to 

authoritarian solutions to introduce economic liberalism in Latin America, in the 

manner of the Pinochet coup in Chile. Subsequently, US policy began to advocate 

liberal democratic forms of state as being more able to sustain the continuity of a 

liberal economic regime while allowing for changes of government, making the 

economy less vulnerable to political coup.30 This, again, implied passive revolution. 

In these societies various forms of popular movements have taken root?trade 

unions, left wing political parties, and the 'new social movements', as well as the 

episodic manifestations of 'people power' such as toppled the Marcos regime in the 

Philippines or 'IMF riots' provoked by rising food and transport prices. There is 

some evidence that, under the impact of structural adjustment, unions and social 

action movements have pulled together despite their mutual suspicions of earlier 

years and have worked to support left wing political parties.31 However, groups led 

by social activists have focused more on local demands often obtained by the old 

patterns of clientelism and compromise with authorities than on the broader aims of 

change in social and economic structures which are the concern of left wing political 

parties. These left wing parties have, in turn, been weakened nationally by the 

hegemony of globalization ideology. Furthermore, promotion of civil society has 

been coopted by forces behind the propagation of neo-liberal economics as a way of 

defusing and channelling potential protest.32 Consequently, civil society, in its dual 

form of class-based organizations and social activism, has a latent but not very fully 
realized potential for social and political transformation. The covert world, in the 

form of organized crime, drug cartels and political corruption, is rife in these 

countries. The decline of state authority is not matched by a development of civil 

society. 

The most open challenge to the impact of globalization on social and political 
structures has come from a new type of revolutionary movement, the Zapatista 
rebellion of the Mayan Indians in the southern Mexican state of Chiapas that broke 

out on New Year's day 1994. This was the day on which the North American Free 

Trade Area came into effect, which symbolized the anti-globalization message of the 

29 
L?szl? Andor, 'Economic transformation and political stability in East Central Europe', Security 

Dialogue, 27: 2 (June 1996). 
30 See William I. Robinson, Promoting Polyarchy. Globalization, US Intervention, and Hegemony 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996) which contains case studies of the Philippines, Chile, 

Nicaragua, Haiti, South Africa, and the former Soviet bloc; also William I. Robinson, 'Globalization, 
the world system, and 'democracy promotion' in US foreign policy', Theory and Society, 25 (1996), 

pp. 615-65. 
31 Judith Adler Hellman, 'The riddle of new social movements: who they are and what they do', in 

Sandor Halebsky and Richard L. Harris (eds), Capital, Power, and Inequality in Latin America 

(Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1995). 
32 Laura Macdonald, Supporting Civil Society, (see footnote 12 above). 
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revolt. Indigenous peoples in different parts of the world have proclaimed their 

distinctness as social formations demanding control of their ancestral lands. The 

Zapatistas have gone beyond this to cultivate international support and attempt to 

change the Mexican political system. They have sought to transcend both the 

hierarchical military character of the rebellion in its initial phase and its ethnic base 

of support in order to become a rallying force in civil society of all forces for 

democratic change, in other words to create the beginnings of a counterhegemonic 
bloc.33 

Africa: civil society versus the state 

In Africa there are even more extreme cases of state breakdown and of alienation of 

people from the state. State structures inherited from colonial regimes had no close 

relationship to local populations to begin with; yet the state controlled access to any 
economic activity more substantial than peasant agriculture and petty trading. The 

political struggle for control of the state was thus a struggle for a share of the 

economic product of the country, a product divided between foreign investors and 

the power holders in the state. There has been a history of resistance to this pattern. 
Some social revolutionary movements and attempts at social democratic experiments 
have endeavoured to create political authorities that were based on African com 

munity life?movements led by Amilcar Cabrai in Guinea-Bissau, Samora Machel 

in Mozambique, and Julius Nyerere in Tanzania, for example. However, obstacles, 

mainly external in origin, impeded the success of these struggles for a more 

participant polity.34 The Cold War came to dominate African politics as both the 

United States and the Soviet Union chose allies among the power-holders in African 

states and armed them. This strengthened the tendency towards military rule and 

towards African states taking the form of kleptocracies?dictators with armed 

bands that served both as praetorian guards and as gangs who pillaged the 

population. Mobutu's Zaire was a prime example. 
In these circumstances, it is not to be wondered that African people did not 

readily identify with their rulers. Furthermore, foreign capital proved to be equally 
hostile to people's welfare. Foreign investors, with the connivance of African states, 
have damaged the ecology upon which local people depend for their livelihood. The 

international financial agencies (IMF and World Bank) impose structural adjust 
ment policies that have placed heavy burdens on the populations of these countries. 

33 Maurice Najman, 'Le grand virage des zapatistes' in Le Monde diplomatique, January 1997. A sketch 

of the world view of the Zapatistas is to be found in Sous-commandant Marcos, 'La 4e guerre 
mondiale a commenc?', Le Monde diplomatique, August 1997. 

34 
Amilcar Cabrai was a particularly articulate leader who expounded in theory and practice the 

position that popular participation in revolutionary action and cultural change were essential for 

African peoples to raise themselves out of imperialist domination. Although the momentum of his 

movement stalled, following Cabral's assassination by agents of Portuguese colonialism, the historian 

Basil Davidson thinks that Cabral's success in mobilizing Africans to make their own history has left 

its impact and example to inspire a renewed movement. See Basil Davidson, The Search for Africa. 

History, Culture, Politics (New York: Random House, 1994, esp. pp. 217^43); and Unity and Struggle. 

Speeches and Writings of Amilcar Cabrai (New York and London: Monthly Review, 1979). Cabral's 

speeches and writing have striking similarity to Gramsci's thought. 
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In consequence, many Africans have come to see the state and the international 

institutions as their enemies and have organized in a variety of self-help community 

groups to confront the daily problems of life, shunning any link to the state. Women 

have been prominent as initiators and leaders in this movement. An Ethiopian 
economist has called it 'the silent revolution in Africa'.35 Similar movements exist in 

some other poor countries. 

This is a form of incipient civil society that has turned its back on the state. The 

question remains open whether it could develop into a force that would engage with 

the state to alter the state's character and become the foundation for a new 

participant form of democracy.36 

Conclusions 

The nature and condition of civil society is very diverse, looked at on a world scale. 

It is, nevertheless, tempting to look at this diversity through the analytic lens of 

Gramsci's conceptualization of relations of forces (PN, pp. 180-85). Civil society is 

itself a field of power relations; and forces in civil society relate, in support or 

opposition, to powers in state and market. 

The first level in Gramsci's relation of forces, is the 'relation of social forces' by 
which he meant objective relations independent of human will brought about by the 

level of development of the material forces of production. Through the effect of 

economic globalization and the passage from Fordism to post-Fordism in the 

present day world, this has brought about a basic cleavage between, on the one 

hand, the beneficiaries of globalization or those people who are integrated into the 

world economy, and on the other hand, those who are disadvantaged within or 

excluded from the world economy. The latter would include some who, in a 

precarious way, may become intermittent adjuncts to the world economy and whose 

35 Fantu Cheru, The Silent Revolution in Africa: Debt, Development and Democracy (Harare and 

London: Zed/Anvil Press, 1989). Basil Davidson, The Search for Africa (see footnote 34 above) has 

also referred to this phenomenon: 'One finds [in Africa] the striving of countless individuals and 

collectives towards new types of self-organization?perhaps one should say self-defense?aimed in 
one way or another at operating outside the bureaucratic centralism of the neocolonial state' (p. 290). 

36 Basil Davidson, Africa: the politics of failure', Socialist Register 1992 edited by Ralph Miliband and 

Leo Panitch (London: Merlin Press, 1992), envisaged the possibility that more participatory politics 
in Africa might develop within the framework of market economics, but concluded rather 

pessimistically: 'How far the developed world of multinational concentrations of power will bring 
itself to tolerate this devolutionary politics of participation, and its democratic implications, is [a] 

question to which, at present, we do not have an answer' (p. 225). The fall of the Mobutu regime in 

Zaire and its replacement by the Democratic Republic of the Congo under Laurent-D?sir? Kabila did 
not really test Davidson's proposition. Kabila's victory was achieved by military means with 

considerable support from Ugandan and Rwandan military forces. The struggle seemed to take place 
over the heads of the vast majority of Zaire's population which has evolved techniques of survival in 

communities that have avoided involvement with the state and the formal economy. Although these 

elements of autonomous civil society do exist, they have not yet been able to evolve a real politics of 

participation that could be the foundation for a new state. See e.g. Colette Braeckman, 'Comment le 

Za?re fut lib?r?' Le Monde diplomatique, July 1997. In other works, Davidson seems more optimistic 
about the long range potential for the development of civil society and 'the elaboration of a culture 

capable of drawing the civilization of the Africans out of the fetters into which it has fallen, and of 

giving that civilization, in its multitudinous aspects and varieties, a life and meaning appropriate to its 

present tasks and destiny' (Basil Davidson, The Search for Africa, pp. 261-2 (see footnote 34 above)). 
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interests may thus waver between hope for more stable affiliation and outright 

antagonism in despair of achieving it. 

This cleavage does not yield anything so clear as the Marxian cleavage along 

property lines between bourgeoisie and proletariat. The proletariat is divided now 

between some beneficiaries of globalization and many disadvantaged. The petty 

bourgeoisie is also divided between some who would identify with the world 

economy and others who are disadvantaged or excluded in relation to it. Many 

people would need to be understood more in their relationship to consumption (or 
the inability to consume adequately) rather than to production?the more or less 

permanently unemployed, the inhabitants of shanty towns, welfare recipients, and 

students. The old production-related categories are not entirely superseded; but the 

scheme of categories of people relevant to the problematic of social change needs to 

be rethought. 
Gramsci's second level, which he called the relation of political forces, addresses 

the question of consciousness. In today's context, the challenge is to bridge the 

differences among the variety of groups disadvantaged by globalization so as to 

bring about a common understanding of the nature and consequences of globaliza 
tion, and to devise a common strategy towards subordinating the world economy to 

a regime of social equity. This means building a counterhegemonic historic bloc that 

could confront the hegemonic formation of globalization in a long term war of 

position. 
Gramsci's strategic concepts are pertinent here, including particularly the role of 

organic intellectuals. Their task now is to be able to work simultaneously on local, 

regional and world levels. The obstacles are considerable in that the active or poten 
tial opposition to globalization is divided on many issues. There is opposition 
between manual workers protecting their jobs in environmentally destructive and 

polluting industries and environmentalists working to stop these industrial practices. 
Other conflicts arise between manual workers in mature industrial countries who 

face downgrading through global competition and workers in recently indus 

trializing countries or immigrant workers from poor countries who are perceived to 

be taking away their jobs. Still other conflicts arise from the claims by indigenous 

peoples for lands and control of resources that conflict with the aims of mining and 

forestry corporations and their workers. Also there is the issue between the claims of 

women's movements for equity in employment and the fears of precariously 

employed male workers. Organic intellectuals linked to these various groups face a 

difficult task of transcending the immediate corporative instincts of these groups 
and the oppositions they engender to other disadvantaged or excluded groups, in 

order to achieve a commonly shared vision of a desirable and feasible alternative 

future and a strategy for joint action. They must at the same time do battle with the 

right wing forces of anti-immigrant racist nationalism, neo-fascism, authoritarian 

populism, and nihilistic religious cults, which compete for the allegiance of people 
where social bonds have disintegrated and apathy and alienation has become the 

norm. 

Gramsci's third level in the relation of forces was the relation of military forces, 
which he divided into two parts: one, the technical military function which we may 
read as control of the repressive apparatus of a state; and the other, the politico 

military, refers to the morale of a population, to the degree of coherence or 

disintegration among people. In the absence of high morale, struggle against a 
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dominant power over people, whether foreign or domestic, would be improbable. 
The condition that sustains an oppressive regime, Gramsci wrote, is a 'state of social 

disintegration of the . . . people, and the passivity of the majority among them' (PN, 
p. 183). This, in varying degrees, is the situation characteristic of the populations 

engulfed by globalization today. To overcome this social disintegration and passivity 
will require the creation of a vibrant civil society inspired by a strong spirit of 

solidarity at the community level and, by linkage with other strong communities in 

other countries, at the transnational or global level. Upon such a basis of partici 

patory democracy new political authorities may in the long run be constructed at 

national, regional and world levels. 

One aspect in developing a vision and strategy is to shift from a predominantly 

space-oriented and synchronie mode of thinking to a predominantly time-oriented 

and diachronic or dialectical mode of thinking. Oppositions that are apparently 

objective in the immediate may be overcome through attacking the structures that 
ensure the persistence of these oppositions. First among these is the doctrine 

subscribed to by corporate capital and most governments, and propagated by the 

intellectuals and media of the status quo, that competitiveness in the world economy 
is the ultimate criterion of policy. This is the primary form of alienation in the world 

today?the imagining of a force created by people that stands over them 

proclaiming that 'there is no alternative'. This contemporary deity will have to be 

deconstructed to make way for an alternative vision of a world economy regulated in 

the interest of social equity and non-violent resolution of conflict. 

The other important aspect of creating a counterhegemonic bloc is revival of a 

spirit of solidarity. The crisis of capitalism in the mid 1970s and the subsequent 
supremacy of the globalization dynamic has not only weakened psychological bonds 

between people and states but also the level of trust among people themselves and 

their disposition for collective action. The result is an increase in cynicism, apathy 
and non-participation of people in politics and social action.37 Increasingly politics 
are not about choices concerning the future of society but rather about choices 

among competing sets of would-be managers of the status quo, many of whom are 

tainted by corruption and most of whom are professedly incompetent to think of, let 

alone pursue, an alternative.38 The political space abandoned by people has been 

readily taken up by the covert world, which has become functional to the financing 
of established political systems and is involved in a substantial part of world 

markets. 

Civil society has become the crucial battleground for recovering citizen control of 

public life. It seems that very little can be accomplished towards fundamental change 

through the state system as it now exists. That system might be reconstructed on the 

37 The American sociologist Robert D. Putnam has suggested that civil society in the United States has 

lost much of the spirit of association once noted by de Tocqueville as its salient characteristic. He 
sees this as being replaced by non-participation in group activities and a privatizing or individualizing 
of leisure time. He calls this a decline of 'social capital' which refers to networks, norms, and social 

trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit. See Putnam, 'Bowling alone: 

America's declining social capital', Journal of Democracy, 6: 1 (January 1995). The same author has 

made a study about social capital in Italy: Putnam with Robert Leonardi and Raffaella Y Nanetti, 

Making Democracy Work. Civic Traditions in Modern Italy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

1993). 
38 

See, for example, the brilliant essay by Jean-Marie Gu?henno, La fin de la d?mocratie (Paris: 
Flammarion, 1993). 
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basis of a reinvigorated civil society which could only come about through a long 
term war of position. Meanwhile, a two-track strategy for the Left seems appro 

priate: first, continued participation in electoral politics and industrial action as a 

means of defensive resistance against the further onslaught of globalization; and 

secondly, but ultimately more importantly, pursuit of the primary goal of 

resurrecting a spirit of association in civil society together with a continuing effort 

by the organic intellectuals of social forces to think through and act towards an 

alternative social order at local, regional and global levels. 



Civil Society in African Contexts: Reflections on the

Usefulness of a Concept

David Lewis

ABSTRACT

This article considers the usefulness of the concept of civil society — both

as an analytical construct and as a policy tool — in non-Western contexts,

drawing on a selected review of literature on Africa from anthropology and

development studies. Rejecting arguments that the concept has little meaning

outside its Western origins, but critical of the sometimes crude export of the

concept by Western development donors seeking to build ‘good governance’,

the author examines different local meanings being created around the concept

as part of an increasingly universal negotiation between citizens, states and

markets. The article seeks to clarify different theoretical traditions in thinking

about civil society, and suggests distinguishing the use of civil society as an

analytical term from the set of actually existing groups, organizations and

processes which are active on the ground. The concept is therefore useful in

the analysis of contemporary politics, but is also important because it has a

capacity to inspire action.

INTRODUCTION

Since the end of the Cold War, there has been a global ubiquity to the
concept of civil society among researchers and activists, and a widespread
assumption among many policy-makers in different parts of the world of
its global relevance to strengthening development and democracy. The
aim of this article is to provide some reflections upon whether or not the
concept of civil society can be seen as useful — both in terms of the analysis
of social and political processes, and in relation to policy intervention aimed
at poverty reduction and development — in the context of non-Western
societies; and if so, how.

This article has its origins in a lunchtime discussion seminar given by the author at the LSE

Global Civil Society Working Group organized by Helmut Anheier, Meghnad Desai and

Mary Kaldor. Feedback from many of the participants was useful in revising the paper for

publication, as were the comments of three anonymous referees. Special thanks are due to

Marlies Glasius, Deborah James, Nazneen Kanji, Jeremy Kendall, Hakan Seckinelgin and

Ronan Toal for their comments on earlier drafts of the paper.
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The question of usefulness can be explored along two dimensions: on the
one hand, the concept of civil society may be ‘useful to think with’ in the sense
of supporting analysis which can help to make sense of political and social
realities, while on the other it may be ‘useful to act with’, by helping to inspire
action on the ground. The term civil society, which itself has multiple mean-
ings, may of course also be useful in different ways to different kinds
of people, including political activists, development workers, policy-makers
and academic researchers. Among some development policy-makers and
policy-focused academics, an idea of civil society has become influential
which tends to be deployed in ways which limit not only the diversity of local
civil society understandings and struggles, but also the essentially political
nature of the concept itself. In providing a critique of this trend, this article
seeks to contribute to research on the relationship between concepts, ideologies
and development policy and, perhaps, to aspects of development practice.

This introduction presents some brief general comments about the recent
rise to prominence of the concept of civil society, as both an analytical
construct and as a policy tool. The article then moves on to discuss several
different views about civil society in non-Western contexts, drawn from a
selected review of literature on Africa from anthropology and development
studies. It is not the purpose of the article to engage in detail with the
complex definitional debates about the meanings of civil society, which have
been summarized effectively elsewhere (Keane, 1998; van Rooy, 1998); nor
does it aim at a comprehensive review of the African politics literature. It is
not the intention to attempt to generalize about Africa, which is vast, com-
plex and diverse. Rather, the article aims to explore selectively some of the
different positions in relation to the relevance of civil society which have
appeared in this literature.

It is useful to begin with a brief discussion of the different versions of the
concept of civil society which are commonly drawn upon. Civil society is
generally understood as ‘the population of groups formed for collective
purposes primarily outside of the State and marketplace’ (van Rooy, 1998:
30). Civil society is usually seen as being situated beyond the household,
and writers such as Robert Putnam (1993) — whose work has been highly
influential among policy-makers in recent years — argue that civil society is
composed of horizontal solidaristic groups which cross-cut vertical ties of
kinship and patronage. The idea of civil society has many different roots.
The Scottish enlightenment thinker Adam Ferguson saw civil society as a
socially desirable alternative both to the state of nature and the heightened
individualism of emergent capitalism (Ferguson, 1767/1995). The German
philosopher G. W. F. Hegel argued that self-organized civil society needed
to be balanced and ordered by the state, otherwise it would become self-
interested and would not contribute to the common good (see Hegel, 1821/
1991). Both approaches shaped the concept’s early evolution. Moving from
the social and political sphere to a narrower organizational focus, the work
of Alexis de Tocqueville has been widely influential and has been used to
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support arguments ‘in favour of ’ civil society. De Tocqueville’s positive
account of nineteenth century associationalism in the United States (de
Tocqueville, 1835/1994) stressed volunteerism, community spirit and inde-
pendent associational life as protections against the domination of society
by the state, and indeed as a counterbalance which helped to keep the state
accountable and effective. This account — and elements of those which
preceded it — tended to stress the role of civil society as one in which some
kind of equilibrium was created in relation to the state and the market. The
neo-Tocquevillian position can now be seen in current arguments in many
Western countries that the level of associationalism within a society can be
associated with positive values of trust and co-operation.

Two other issues are frequently flagged in discussions of civil society. One
is the idea that civil society is essentially fragile, borne out by Putnam’s
(2000) account of anxieties surrounding the ‘collapse’ of community in the
United States, typified by his idea that people now go ‘bowling alone’
instead of in groups. The other is concern about the historical specificity
or otherwise of civil society, which is a concept which has clear roots in
Western European experience and which may therefore have only limited
relevance to non-Western contexts (Blaney and Pasha, 1993). Both concerns
are revealed in Brown’s (2000) account of civil society as a precarious, time-
bound construct which first emerged from a distinct ‘historical moment’ in
certain areas of Western Europe during the late eighteenth century. The new
middle classes, along with a commercializing landed aristocracy, required
conditions for sanctioned private accumulation underwritten by a state
which maintained legal order and stability. However the state was unable
to impose religious conformity, which led to an atmosphere of relative
tolerance in which a new civil society flourished. The state became strong
enough to maintain law and order but not so strong as to become oppressive
— a balance which Brown (2000: 8) argues was crucial:

There is very little margin for error here — if the state is too extensive it will strangle civil

society at birth, too weak and private institutions will compete for its role as provider of

order; if people are too much involved in each other’s lives then they will lose the sense of

distance needed to preserve civility, too little involved and they become part of an atomized

‘mass society’.

Such ideas have been highly influential in relation to efforts by development
policy-makers during the past decade to promote democratic institutions
and market reforms in developing countries. This is the so-called ‘good
governance’ agenda which was made popular in the early 1990s and which
suggested that a ‘virtuous circle’ could be built between state, economy and
civil society which balanced growth, equity and stability (Archer, 1994).
Indeed, much of the recent interest in civil society is clearly linked to the
global dominance of neo-liberal ideologies during the past decade, which
envisage a reduced role for the state and privatized forms of services delivery
through flexible combinations of governmental, non-governmental and
private institutional actors.
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There is a different strand of civil society thinking which has also been
influential in some parts of the world. This strand has been influenced by
Antonio Gramsci, writing much later than the earlier civil society theorists,
who argued that civil society is the arena, separate from state and market, in
which ideological hegemony is contested, implying that civil society contains
a wide range of different organizations and ideologies which both challenge
and uphold the existing order (see Gramsci, 1971). These ideas were influential
in the context of the analysis and enactment of resistance to totalitarian
regimes in Eastern Europe and Latin America from the 1970s onwards.
Gramscian ideas about civil society can also be linked to the research on
‘social movements’ which seeks to challenge and transform structures and
identities (Escobar and Alvarez, 1992; Howell and Pearce, 2001).

Two differing civil society traditions can therefore usefully be distinguished,
although it has been the organizational view of civil society exemplified by
de Tocqueville which has been most enthusiastically taken up by agencies
within development policy discourse during the past decade (Davis and
McGregor, 2000). Since the early 1990s, the ‘good governance’ agenda has
deployed the concept of civil society within the wider initiatives of support-
ing the emergence of more competitive market economies, building better-
managed states with the capacity to provide more responsive services and
just laws, and improving democratic institutions to deepen political partici-
pation. Development donor support for the emergence and strengthening of
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) has formed a central part of this
agenda (Archer, 1994).

While the various concepts of civil society may be useful for the purposes
of analysis, they may have less value as a prescriptive tool in the hands of
policy-makers. There are four main reasons for this. The first is that, as we
have seen, different understandings of the term exist and this makes it difficult
to agree precise policy purposes. A second reason is that since the concept
of civil society is primarily a theoretical one, it may not lend itself in any
straightforward way to a practical policy level application. Third, if the
concept of civil society is arguably historically specific to particular time(s)
and place(s), then it may be sensitive to differences of history, culture and
economy. Finally, a key problem with the concept is the frequent lack of
clarity within the research literature or within political discourse as to
whether a discussion of ‘civil society’ refers to an analytical concept or to an
actually existing social form. This is a difficulty which muddles much of the
policy level debate on the importance of civil society. With these problems in
mind, it is useful to hold on to van Rooy’s (1998) characterization of the
usefulness of the concept of civil society to development policy-makers in
terms of an ‘analytical hat-stand’ on which to hang a whole range of ideas
about politics, organization, citizenship, activism and self-help.

Despite the argument that the concept of civil society is historically
specific, the concept is generating interest and debate in both Western and
non-Western contexts. The view that the concept is of less relevance to non-
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Western contexts can obscure the fact that, as Hann and Dunn (1996) argue,
there is little agreement about the concept even within Western contexts in
terms of its relevance and practical policy value. Kaviraj and Khilnani
(2001: 3) point out that ‘Some of the ambiguities in the contemporary Third
World discussions arose because of the multiple meanings of the term in the
Western tradition itself . . . it was not enough to say that those who used the
idea did not look carefully at the Western concept. There was no single or
simple Western concept to study and emulate’. If we move on to consider
non-Western contexts, differences of culture, history and politics will com-
plicate these questions of ‘usefulness’ still further.

The Re-emergence of an Idea

As we have seen, civil society is an old idea which has in the past two
decades undergone a massive global revival. The Comaroffs describe this as
an elaborate mythological cycle of imagining, memory loss and ultimately
the recovery of the concept. After emerging in Enlightenment Europe and
later influencing important nineteenth and twentieth century thinkers such
as Hegel, de Tocqueville and Gramsci, the concept was largely forgotten.
In the 1980s, it was rediscovered and given new contemporary relevance
by dissident intellectuals in communist Eastern Europe engaged in anti-
totalitarian struggle. The concept has ironically returned to the West where
it has been ‘re-remembered’ along with a realization that ‘we [in the West]
have been living it without noticing’ as ‘part of the unremarked fabric of
society itself ’ (Comaroff and Comaroff, 1999: 5).

In fact, the concept of civil society did not lie as entirely dormant as
accounts such as this one suggest. As we have seen, in Latin America from
the 1970s onwards, the Gramscian concept of civil society was embraced by
activists fighting against authoritarian military regimes. Keane (1998) shows
how Yoshihiko Uchida and the ‘civil society school of Japanese Marxism’
(ibid.: 13) emerged in the 1960s. Drawing also on Gramsci’s ideas, Uchida
argued that Japanese civil society was weak, because the patriarchal family
and a culture of individual deference towards power allowed a specific
Japanese capitalism to grow quickly, with very little social resistance.

The recent re-entry into political discussion has, as the Comaroffs (1999)
point out, brought a paradox: while some policy-makers have become
interested in how to build civil society in countries where it is perceived to
be weak or non-existent, such as in Africa, a level of anxiety has now been
generated in some parts of ‘the West’ that it has somehow been lost, as
witnessed by Putnam’s (2000) argument that associationalism has declined
in the United States. According to the Comaroffs, there is another irony in
the relatively sudden re-emergence of the concept of civil society — it is
often misleadingly presented as being both new and conveniently free of any
historical baggage.
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This apparent novelty is misleading and potentially dangerous. Firstly, as
an old term, it may represent an outdated ‘modernist’ concept with limited
relevance for explaining contemporary patterns of change. Secondly, if
the apparent dormancy of the concept is investigated further, it is possible
to show that the ‘re-remembering’ of civil society in the West has been
somewhat selective, focusing as it has on the version which emphasizes the
role of non-governmental organizations ‘balancing’ the state. By contrast,
a Hegelian concept of ‘civil society’ may be useful in understanding how
access to and exclusion from public space and citizenship rights was
organized in colonial African contexts, while Gramscian ideas about civil
society have long been relevant to understandings of organized resistance to
colonialism and post-colonial states. In addition to the breadth of different
understandings of ‘civil society’, there are also both ‘old’ and ‘new’ under-
standings of the term.

REFLECTIONS ON THE RELEVANCE OF THE IDEA TO AFRICA

In Western development policy circles the act of ‘re-remembering’ has, as we
have seen, been a selectively political one, since the version of civil society
which has dominated development policy agendas has been one which plays
down or ignores the more conflictual implications of the Gramscian version
(Davis and McGregor, 2000). It is this view that has tended to dominate
much of the policy debate concerned with civil society in Africa. This section
now briefly analyses a range of positions found in the literature on the
relevance or otherwise of the concept of civil society.

Four different possible answers can be identified to the question ‘is the
concept of civil society relevant to Africa?’ The first is a clear ‘yes’, based on
the idea of a positive, universalist view of the desirability of civil society as
part of the political project of building and strengthening democracy around
the world. There are many organizations and activists that explicitly
embrace this view. For example, the global civil society network CIVICUS
aims to ‘. . . help advance regional, national and international initiatives
to strengthen the capacity of civil society’.1 The second possible answer is
a clear ‘no’, based on the argument that a concept which emerged at a
distinctive moment in European history can have little meaning within such
different cultural and political settings. From this perspective, ‘civil society’
is just another in a long line of attempts at misguided policy transfer from
the West. The third is an adaptive view which suggests that while the
concept is potentially relevant to non-Western contexts it will take on local,
different meanings and should not therefore be applied too rigidly, either at
the level of analysis or in the implementation of policy, where it should not

1. See CIVICUS website: www.civicus.org.
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be deployed instrumentally in search of ‘predictable’ policy outcomes.
Fourth, there are those who imply that the ‘relevance question’ is probably
the wrong question to ask, arguing that the idea of civil society — whether
explicitly recognized as such or not — has long been implicated in Africa’s
colonial histories of both domination and resistance. This view takes a
broader perspective on social and political changes, and analyses these in
historical and cultural context, whether or not there is explicit reference
made to ‘civil society’ concepts. Each of these points of view will now be
briefly considered.

Prescriptive Universalism

The idea that civil society in Africa is a ‘good thing’ which needs to be
encouraged and ‘built’ has been eagerly taken up in some quarters. This has
perhaps been in response to early (and of course continuing) ideas by
outsiders that Africa was hostile to the development of civil life. Adam
Ferguson wrote in 1757 that Africa had a ‘weakness in the genius of its
people’ and did not inspire the virtues ‘which are connected with freedom,
and required in the conduct of civil affairs’ (Ferguson, 1767/1995: 108).
More recently, Harbeson (1994: 1–2) has argued that civil society is crucial
to Africa’s future political development: ‘Civil society is a hitherto missing
key to sustained political reform, legitimate states and governments, im-
proved governance, viable state–society and state–economy relationships,
and prevention of the kind of political decay that undermined new African
governments a generation ago’ (my italics). In this view, the concept of civil
society fills a theoretical gap in social science approaches to economic and
social development in Africa, where both donors and African governments
have largely failed so far to develop sound policies. The conceptual frame-
work of civil society allows for setting out and agreeing working rules about
improvements to the workings of the state and economy.

According to Harbeson (1994), this framework now has the potential to
shift discussion away from a focus on the balance of power between state
and society to debates about the terms of the interdependence between state
and society. The state is seen as the binding, organizing principle of the
political order — the arena within which processes for the authoritative
allocation of social values takes place. Individuals, groups and organiza-
tions are seen as part of the political order when they participate in these
processes, but are ‘. . . part of civil society when they seek to define, seek
support for or promote changes in the basic rules of the game by which
social values are authoritatively allocated’ (Harbeson, 1994: 4). In this view,
civil society is not just about associational life, but is also about individuals
and associations which take part in wider rule-setting activities. Support for
the view of civil society as ‘counterbalance’ to the state can also be found in
more anthropological accounts. In his recent study of the negative effects of
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large-scale modern state planning schemes in Africa and elsewhere, Scott
(1998) argues that a ‘prostrate’ civil society which is unable to resist such
designs provides the ‘leveled social terrain’ upon which an authoritarian
state can then build.

Following from such positive views of civil society has come the phenom-
enon of prescription at the level of policy. Within development policy dis-
course, the framework of good governance has brought support for civil
society as part of a policy package transferred to Africa and elsewhere by
official donors and NGOs. For example, it has taken the form of support
for the monitoring of elections and voter education by civil society organ-
izations, and to ‘capacity building’ work in relation to local NGOs through
the provision of organizational support and training.

This perspective on civil society remains a relatively optimistic one,
although there have been concerns raised within it. One is the danger of
what Blair (1997) calls ‘civil society gridlock’ in which so many different
interests are active that they paralyse social and political life through a
multiplicity of claims made on services and resources. This is particularly
likely to happen when the state is weak, because additional ‘claims’ made
from within civil society on the state may simply weaken it further. Another
is the problem of prescriptive failure when planned or desired results fail
to emerge. Despite being technically part of ‘civil society’, certain groups
generated by a policy intervention may not in the end ‘fit in well’ with the
prevailing political or moral vision. For example, Garland (1999) analyses
the work of an international NGO working with a hunter-gatherer com-
munity in Southern Africa and finds within it an assumption that Western
civil society ideals are lacking locally and therefore need to be transferred
and built. While members of the local community readily seized the oppor-
tunities which were on offer for building civil society with this outside
support and resources, they were later criticized by the NGO for having
created the ‘wrong’ kinds of civil society institutions because they were
based on clan, kin and market systems.

Western Exceptionalism

Following from the critique of this prescriptive universalism argument,
some researchers suggest instead that the concept of civil society really has
little meaning outside the contexts of Western Europe or North America.
For example, in rejecting many of the arguments for the simple policy
transfer of civil society to Africa, Maina (1998: 137) argues that ‘civil society
is a concept made to order for the political reality of Western society’ which
has ‘limited explanatory power’ for the complexities of African associational
life because it fails to understand the domination of African societies by a
predatory state, the informal character of many forms of organization, and
the fundamental roles played by class and ethnicity.
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In a recent overview of Mozambique, Sogge (1997: 42) finds three sets of
reasons to doubt the relevance of the concept of ‘civil society’. The first is
historical. The colonial state has constrained associational space so tightly
that ‘Mozambiquan ways of associating together hardly ever resemble
institutions of civil society known to Westerners’ because they were not
voluntaristic. Under Portuguese colonial rule, the interests of business,
labour and farmers were organized through state-controlled associational
forms, and when political leaders emerged after independence they did so
from colonial state structures, and not from the trade unions or the legal
profession as in some other African countries. The second reason is that
during the past fifteen years of structural adjustment, characterized by weak
public services and low wages, there has been a gradual diminishing of state
power and legitimacy alongside a reduction of citizen expectations of the
state. The result is that there are now few real incentives for citizens to
organize, since power is widely perceived to be exercised from outside the
country. Finally, there is an ambiguous distinction between the public and
the private. Those forms of associational activity that do exist tend to do so
within an ‘obscure realm’ where informal social and political action is
preferred over formal, and where the forms of organizational activity
constantly change shape in the effort to avoid capture or co-option.

James Ferguson (1998: 3–4) points out that civil society ‘has become one
of those things (like development, education or the environment) that no
reasonable person can be against’, but that ‘the current (often ahistorical
and uncritical) use of the concept of civil society in the study of African
politics obscures more than it reveals, and, indeed, . . . often serves to help
legitimate a profoundly anti-democratic transnational politics’. He shows
how the ‘nation building’ paradigm of African politics, which envisaged the
construction of national identities and structures of hierarchy in place of
backward, traditional, primordial affiliations, has gradually given way to a
‘state/civil society’ paradigm which sees the importance of a dynamic local
civil society in balancing, taming and reducing the role of the state. The
irony is that both models, though different, mirror each other and therefore
share a basic false assumption of the existence of a vertical state/society
opposition. Power in Africa has long been exercised by entities other than
the state — such as the British South Africa Company, a private corpora-
tion, which established structures for colonial rule in Zambia, and more
recently the international financial institutions such as the World Bank,
which have determined state policies through ‘structural adjustment’ pro-
grammes. At the same time, any differentiation at the national level between
state and civil society in Africa is, according to Chabal and Daloz (1999: 18),
largely illusory ‘. . . and derives more from wishful thinking or ideological
bias than from a careful analysis of present conditions’.

The tendency among outside policy-makers is usually for African civil
society to be conceived of in terms of a set of development NGOs, most of
which are funded by bilateral or multilateral development donors or by
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international NGOs. Some of these NGOs are large transnational organiz-
ations which are effectively taking over some of the state’s functions in
health or education. The range of organizations which may lay claim to
being part of civil society is of course much wider than just the NGOs. At
the same time, these transnational NGOs have complex horizontal links
which stretch beyond Africa. The reason the civil society concept is unhelpful
in such cases, Ferguson argues, is because these NGOs do not actually
challenge the state ‘from below’ but are instead ‘horizontal contemporaries’
of wider institutions of transnational governmentality. These new forms of
transnational connection show up the idea of a national ‘state/civil society
dichotomy’ as simplistic and inaccurate. This point is well illustrated by
Ferguson’s ethnographic work on community organizing in a South African
township. In this account, one particular activist sets out his key challenge
as building class-based civil society alliances with international solidarity
groups and with certain official donors, rather than building local networks
with what he regards as certain repressive elements within local civil society.

Adaptive Prescription

The problem with the first ‘universalist’ view is that it tends to view phe-
nomena through a limiting Western lens and ignores the historical legacy of
colonial civil society building. It also ignores those organizations which do
not fit with its prescriptions (for example because they are based on kin or
ethnicity or local ‘tradition’) or may miss altogether groups which take an
unfamiliar form. The prescriptive view is also based on imagined past stages
of Western civilization around eighteenth and nineteenth century capitalist
society and manners (Hardt, 1995). Such discussions have come to see
Western-oriented intellectuals, lawyers, entrepreneurs, teachers and church
people as ‘vanguards’ of civil society’s development in Africa because of
efforts to develop an active public sphere, the role of voluntary organiz-
ations and the emergence of media institutions. Rejecting both this per-
spective and the notion of Western exceptionalism, a third ‘adaptive’ view
tries to argue that there is a middle way between crudely imposing the concept
from outside or simply abandoning it altogether as being inappropriate.

Despite his earlier objections to the concept of civil society in relation to
Africa, Maina (1998) later reluctantly concedes that such a concept can have
value if it is adapted in various ways. In particular, he suggests that it be
amended to include activities and not just organizations, and that it needs
to move away from a ‘Western’ preoccupation with rights and advocacy to
include self-help groups that are organized for personal, economic ends. An
emphasis on informal, self-help activity reveals the existence of an active
civil society founded on a strong mistrust of the state and the overcoming
of civic apathy, and Maina suggests that it may be from this sector that
independent political leadership can emerge. For example, hometown
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associations in Nigeria have long been an important part of the livelihood
and survival strategies of millions of Nigerians; this form of associational
life has evolved to meet the challenges of living under colonial administra-
tion and, more recently, the absence of local government under a highly
centralized Nigerian state (Honey and Okafor, 1998). In a study of civil society
in Tanzania between the 1950s and the 1990s, Gibbon (2001) identifies a
core of lineages, age-sets, elders’ committees and women’s credit groups
which have long co-existed independently of the state, alongside a set of
other more formal entities such as churches, branches of political parties
and primary co-operatives which have constantly shifted their allegiances
and identities over time. In Uganda, munno mu kabi women’s groups —
informal local self-help associations — have proved flexible in responding
both to local problems and crises in the provision of home care services to
HIV/AIDS patients and in negotiating effectively their preferred mode of
support from international NGOs (Brehony, 2000).

Hann and Dunn (1996) argue that locally-specific ‘counterpart traditions’
may interact with the Western ‘export’ of a universal idea of civil society.
Edwards (1998) develops this line of thinking in a draft paper for the World
Bank which sets out a set of oppositions between Western and non-Western
ideas about civil society. Rather than current prescription based on Western
models, Edwards argues for a more open-ended view of support to civil
society in terms of process, negotiation and as a contested domain. Within
this domain, there are a series of tensions which need to be negotiated
around the concept of civil society. For example, the origins of Western
ideas about civil society within the growth of industrial capitalism and the
nation state will contrast with the different histories and contexts found
elsewhere. Secondly, the three sector model common in the West — state,
market, civil society or ‘third sector’ — may contrast with the increased degree
of ‘blurring’ between such sectoral boundaries in non-Western societies.
Finally, the normative view of civil society as a set of positive values may
clash with the mixture of traditional and modern institutions which are both
civil and ‘uncivil’ in other societies.

The need to think more broadly about the organizational and the moral
basis of civil society in African contexts is supported by the Comaroffs
(1999: 22), who state that there is a ‘Eurocentric tendency to limit civil
society to a narrowly defined institutional arena’, which runs counter to
Hegel’s original insistence that the civil sphere of relatedness has its origins
in the historical particularities of capitalist production and exchange. There
may be partisan, parochial, or fundamentalist organizations each with a
claim on civil society roles and membership. Recognition of local counter-
part traditions may therefore counter the tendency to undervalue the role
of kin-based and ethnic organizations in helping to form public opinions
and political pressure groups. The changing role of ‘tradition’ in helping
to structure different forms of African civil society is also important. In
Tunisia, Keane (1998) describes how Al-Ghannouchi has shown how
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sections of the Islamic religious community are beginning to accommodate
aspects of modern democratic principles within a ‘post-secular’ view of an
Islamic society in which, between nature and God, there is a space in which
human, context-bound judgments have to be made.

Widening the concept of civil society to include involuntary membership
and kinship relations opens up the concept to locally-specific institutions
and processes. Karlstrom (1999) argues that we need to go beyond simply
identifying civil society with ‘voluntary associations’, pointing out that in
Uganda the restoration of the Ganda kingship is politically significant
despite its nonconformity with Western ideals of liberal participatory
government. This restoration arguably promises a political order founded
on co-existing clan-based organizations and royal rule, a more stable,
responsive and representative institution than a national party system, and
a long history of clans mediating between citizens and monarchy, checking
excesses of power. The possibility for kinship to take on both a private and
a public face in Uganda contradicts Western assumptions of civil society
in which kinship relations are considered to be outside civil society norms:
‘African sociocultural arrangements provide their own logic of sovereign
accountability, their own public spheres, their own forms of nongovernmental
organization and association’ (Karlstrom, 1999: 27). While a distinction
between state and society is maintained, the relationships between them are
being reshaped. For example, there is a greater capacity for local govern-
ment councils to delegate certain tasks and resources to elements of ‘society’
in the form of NGO staff, groups and associations at the local level rather
than having these resources ‘captured’ as used to be the case.

Within such a perspective, the obvious danger is of course to move from
prescription into an equally unhelpful position of cultural relativism. There
are also dangers in moving too far from a generally agreed understanding of
what ‘civil society’ really means. If it is widened to include kin groups, for
example, it is a long way from Gellner’s (1995) argument that civil society
should not only be seen in terms of balancing the state, but is also a counter-
balance to what he terms the ‘tyranny of cousins’.

The Wrong Question to Ask?

This final position is the argument that the concept of civil society has
always been relevant to questions of African governance and citizenship,
since it was used as an organizing principle by colonial administrations. It
makes little sense therefore to ask how useful the concept is to African
contexts. By taking such histories and their legacy as an analytical starting
point — rather than the current return to fashion of the term ‘civil society’
— advocates of this point of view argue that the relevance of the concept of
civil society is self-evident. In his study of colonial citizenship Wilder (1999:
45) writes:
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The point is not that European categories are inappropriate for non-Western cultures.

Rather, the source of the dilemma lies in the fact that because colonial government

rationalized and racialized native society, civil society could only be an impossible promise:

at once the justification for colonial intervention (civilize the natives) and the sign of native

exclusion (they are not yet civilized).

It is less relevant to argue about universal or local realities and instead more
useful to analyse the historical processes which have shaped civil society in
Africa — in its widest sense — and the forms which these processes have
taken. Mamdani (1996) suggests that the current ‘blinkered view’ of civil
society prevents us from looking critically at either European or African
civil society, and particularly at their complex interrelationship dating from
colonial times. Mamdani shows us that this meeting was in reality very
‘uncivil’ and aimed to institutionalize difference between groups of citizens
and ethnicized subjects, and between civilized colonists governed by ‘consti-
tutionalism’ and native tribes governed by ‘customary law’.

These enduring sets of tensions have persisted in the post-colonial era;
they have helped structure the competition for state power and they have
also fuelled community conflict. The growing obsession with civil society in
Africa may date from the mid-1980s, but the contents of these debates have
a far longer history. For example, some nineteenth century humanists
arguing against slavery used a discourse of civility which implied universal
human rights and norms of citizenship, while the ‘colonial humanism’ of
official policies spoke of universal rights but excluded native subjects from
such rights (Wilder, 1999). Nationalist resistance has long been couched in
terms of citizen rights denied, and has led to many social movements and
voluntary associations, and civic activism against the state in Africa has
as long a history as the other struggles normally associated with the re-
emergence of civil society elsewhere in the world.

Mamdani (1996) shows how much of the debate on civil society is
concerned with competing ideological notions about how to match universal
governance ideals against existing institutions. For liberal modernists the
call is for civil rights, while African communitarians criticize the discourse
on human rights or its ethnocentricity and argue instead for the reinstate-
ment of marginalized political cultures. Mamdani therefore suggests, like
Ferguson, that such dichotomies are ultimately unhelpful because they
simply replay the old dichotomies of universal and particular, of Western
democracies and the colonial orders which were created in their name.

The ‘wrong question’ argument therefore signals the need to bring these
wider perspectives into the rather limited discussion of civil society which
currently takes place. There is a rich theoretical tradition of thinking about
civil society, but far less empirical work available. An exception is Masquelier’s
(1999) work on an Islamic reform movement in Niger which produces an
active engagement with wider forces of social and cultural change. Women
are required to cover themselves in public spaces but are at the same time
encouraged to pursue an education and register to vote, thereby challenging
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the stereotypical conservative ideologies of gender, family and society. Such
movements may be central to civil society in Africa because they seek to
contest legacies of Western colonialism. In addition to the need for a
broader historical and cultural perspective, it is therefore necessary to enrich
debates with a more detailed understanding of ‘actually existing’ civil society
activity in Africa.

CONCLUSION

Of the four different positions on the usefulness of civil society briefly out-
lined above, the third and fourth are the most persuasive. The ‘prescriptive
universalism’ argument which has been deployed in support of the crude
export of outsider visions of civil society by Western aid donors is clearly
flawed, while the ‘exceptionalist’ argument which states that the idea of civil
society has little meaning outside its Western origins, underestimates both
the analytical and inspirational power of the term. By examining the range
of local meanings being created around the concept in certain African
contexts, it becomes clear that ‘civil society’ — broadly defined, with an
emphasis on Gramscian notions of struggle, power and dissent — refers to
increasingly universal negotiations between citizens, states and market (the
adaptive argument). While the prescriptive ‘strengthening’ of civil society is
strongly associated with the ideological dominance of neo-liberalism, there
is the paradox that contestation by civil society organizations and social
movements can also constitute a means through which such orthodoxies are
challenged and resisted. Civil society is not a new term, nor is it one which
has uniquely contemporary relevance. The control of public space and the
exercise of power either to include or exclude sections of the population as
citizens or non-citizens has long been a component of colonial history.
Although such phenomena may not previously have been understood in
relation to ‘civil society’, they may now usefully be analysed as precursors to
what is currently meant by the term. This is the strength of the ‘wrong
question’ argument, which shows that it makes little sense to allow changes
in terminological fashions to obscure analysis of historical continuities
which may exist between different stages of struggles between state and
citizens.

The potential usefulness of the concept of civil society can therefore be
analysed across two main dimensions — it can be ‘useful to think with’ and
it may be ‘useful to act with’. An adaptive, historically contextualized view
of the concept of civil society is analytically useful because its re-emergence
is linked to wider structural changes and state transformation. Blaney and
Pasha (1993) argue that the claim of the universality of the idea of civil
society is warranted, but that it must include the analysis of both ‘structure’
and ‘process’ to avoid being represented as a static, ahistorical concept. This
means linking the discussion of African civil society with the international
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capitalist division of labour and avoiding the simple conflation of ‘society’
and civil society. Such analyses will also need to reject a crudely normative
view of civil society by accepting that civil society contains a range of diverse
values and intentions. A related approach is that taken by Engberg-Pedersen
and Webster (2002), who reject the generalized view of civil society as
ahistorical and apolitical, and instead take a Gramscian view which deploys
the concept of civil society to explore contested political space in which
different groups, organizations and individuals seek to influence public
policy. The concept of civil society allows us to connect local and global
dimensions of political struggle, while Mamdani and Ferguson also show
how the concept reveals the dangers of over-simple conceptualizations of the
opposition of state and civil society given the increasing importance of
horizontal transnational identities and linkages.

But how useful is the concept of civil society ‘to act with’ at the level of
policy? Despite the tendency for development donors to see civil society as a
normative concept, and to seek the ‘building’ of civil society mainly through
financial and organizational support to NGOs, the new aid industry interest
in civil society may focus attention usefully on human rights, citizen action
and institutions. Whether such efforts can move forward to embrace the
political aspects of Gramscian notions of civil society, or whether develop-
ment projects are necessarily neutralized by the forces which act to maintain
Ferguson’s (1990) ‘anti-politics machine’ remains an open question. Recent
work by Jenkins (2001), which argues that bilateral donors that support the
strengthening of civil society continue to ‘mistake governance for politics’,
suggests that this is unlikely. Jenkins shows that aid donors such as USAID
build only an apolitical ‘sanitized’ version of civil society which excludes
organizations and individuals engaged in struggles for political power and
influence and which may be critical of neo-liberal orthodoxy. However, the
efforts of donor-assisted civil society actors to develop more autonomous
‘room for manoeuvre’ should not automatically be ruled out. For example,
the struggle in Mozambique to recognize collective land rights in the
development of the 1997 Land Law, and the subsequent civic movement in
support of the rights which it enshrines, has involved a pragmatic combin-
ation of mobilization and advocacy work by local NGOs, international
NGOs and some donors (Kanji et al., 2002).

The concept of civil society has become ‘useful to think with’ in the sense
that it has a striking capacity to inspire. It is precisely the ambiguities which
lie at the heart of the idea of civil society that give it importance at this
moment in history. Cut loose from simplistic policy transfer from the West,
the concept of civil society has become part of the political and social
discourse of a wide range of groups and individuals in Africa and else-
where. It is animating discussion and action, for example, in the current
negotiations towards constructing a new Somali government after a decade
of statelessness. At the recent Djibouti peace conference for Somalia the
language of civil society was deployed in documents drawn up locally in
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support of the peace process: ‘The representatives of civil society, together
with the warlords, must come together to agree on the road to peace in the
interests of all citizens, national harmony and the democratic right to choose
leaders in accordance with an accepted formula’ (Horn of Africa Bulletin,
2000: 14). In this case, the term civil society is used to describe organized
sections of society opposed to the domination of society by Somali ‘warlords’.
Whether or not civil society can be identified in recognizable forms ‘on the
ground’, it has taken on meanings which are providing researchers, policy-
makers and ordinary people with the means to rethink politics and
citizenship under conditions of global change.

Finally, a key conclusion is the need for more micro-studies of actually
existing civil society. While there are many case studies of NGOs and
community development projects, there are fewer micro-level studies of
more broadly defined, culturally varied types of ‘civil society’ activity. The
reworking of the concept in the light of African histories, politics and
cultures allows for the possibility of illuminating more than just the
problems of development policy interventions. There is a need to focus less
on high levels of rhetoric, abstraction and ahistorical generalization and
produce more close-up observation (Comaroff and Comaroff, 1999: 4). The
absence of a clear understanding of the distinct forms taken by civil society
actors and actions in African contexts requires research which links local
realities with emerging global changes, but which resists being too
normative in its definition. Mamdani (1996: 19) therefore argues the need
for ‘. . . an analysis of actually existing civil society so as to understand its
actual formation, rather than as a promised agenda for change’.

Civil society in Africa can have multiple meanings, and as an ‘all-purpose
placeholder’ (Comaroff and Comaroff, 1999: 3) it can capture emerging
aspirations in the context of local level social struggles for well-being and
global economic and technological changes. The concept of civil society
contains within it the seeds of contradiction in being both unitary and
divisive, and prescriptive and aspirational, but it nevertheless leads us to
focus on changing structure and process.
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PROSPECTS FOR CIVIL SOCIETY IN CHINA: 
A CASE STUDY OF XIAOSHAN CITY* 

Gordon White 

'Civil society', 'the market' and 'democracy' are the conceptual 'good guys' 
that dominate current Western thinking about China's present and future in the 
social, economic and political realms respectively. Though these ideas are 
often used in imprecise and tendentious ways, they have considerable 
analytical and practical power; they reflect real processes and point toward 
real solutions. This paper sets out to examine how useful the notion of 'civil 
society' is in describing and explaining social change in contemporary 
Chinese society. I shall proceed, flrst, by clarifying the specific way in which I 
intend to use the term 'civil society' and, second, by investigating the 
empirical utility of the idea through a case-study of one Chinese city. 

'Civil Society': A Protean Idea 
It is worth considering why the tenn 'civil society' has come to prominence in 
general discourse about social and political change over the past decade. It is 
clearly part of a broader re-evaluation of the role of the state in society and the 
economy, a sociological adjunct to the conventional state-market paradigm 

' This paper will appear as a chapter in David Goodman and Beverley Hooper (eds), 
China's Quiet Revolution: New Interactions between State and Society (Longman 
Cheshire, Melbourne, forthcoming). Thanks are due to the editors for their gracious 
permission to publish the paper here first. 

The research project upon which the paper is based was sponsored and supported 
financially by the United Nations Research Institute for Social Development in Geneva, 
to which thanks are also due (with particular thanks to Ann Zammit). The project was 
designed by the author as one part of a wider comparative research program covering 
socialist and post-socialist societies. It was adapted to the Chinese situation and caffied 
out by a research team that also included Dr Jude Howell of the University of East 
Anglia and a group of researchers from the Institute of Sociology, Chinese Academy of 
Social Sciences, Beijing, which was headed by Zhe Xiaoye and included Li Peilin, Sun 
Bingyao, Tang Jun, Wang Ying and Xia Guang. While the material on which this paper 
is based reflects the work of all these participants, the author takes sole responsibility for 
the views expressed. 
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familiar to economists and political scientists. At its vaguest level, 'civil 
society' reflects the desire to curb the power of overweening states through a 
sphere of social organizations enjoying more or less autonomy from the state. 
It is not surprising, therefore, that the term gained prominence following the 
rise of social movements against Communist states in Eastern Europe in the 
late 1970s and early 1980s, particularly with the emergence of Solidarity in 
Poland. In Hungary, it was given intellectual substance by Elemer Hankiss' 
notion of the 'second society'1 and by an upsurge of theorizing about its role 
in socio-political change in Eastern Europe.2 To the extent that the same 
problematic of changing state-society relations was important elsewhere in the 
real world, 'civil society' appeared as a convenient analytical 'hat-stand' in 
contexts as wide apart as Sub-Saharan Africa and Taiwan.3 

Given that the issue of overweening state power and the need to change 
the balance of power between state and society/economy through fundamental 
reforms have dominated thought about China for at least the last fifteen years, 
it is to be expected that the idea of 'civil society' has gained currency both 
within China and abroad.4 The events of early to mid-1989 in China gave 
particularly strong impetus to scholarly use of the term, because of the 
widespread attempts then, in Beijing and in other cities, to construct a sphere 

For discussions of the notion of 'second society' and the relationship between the 
'second economy' and civil society in the Hungarian context, see Bob Dent, 'Knowledge 
on the Black Market', Times Higher Education Supplement, 7 March 1986; Ivan 
Szelenyi, 'Eastern Europe in an Epoch of Transition: Toward a Socialist Mixed 
Economy?', in Victor Nee and David Stark (eds), Remaking the Economic Institution of 
Socialism in China and Eastern Europe (Stanford University Press, Stanford, 1989), 
pp.208-32; and C. M. Hann, 'Second Economy and Civil Society', in C. M. Hann (ed.), 
Market Economy and Civil Society in Hungary (Frank Cass, London, 1990), pp.21-44. 

2 For example, see the collections in Vera Gathy (ed.), State and Civil Society: 
Relationships In Flux (Ventura, Budapest. 1989); and John Keane (ed.), Civil Society 
and the State (Verso, London, 1988). For post-1989 views, see Robert Miller (ed.), The 
Development of Civil Society in Communist Systems (Allen and Unwin, Sydney, 1992). 

3 For Africa, see Jean-Franmois Bayart 'Civil Society in Africa', in P. Chabal (ed.), 
Political Domuiation in Africa (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1986), pp.109- 
25; and David Booth, 'Alternatives in the Restructuring of State-Society Relations: 
Research Issues for Tropical Africa', IDS Bulletin, vol.18, no.4 (October 1987), pp.23- 
30. For Taiwan, see Hsin-Huang Michael Hsiao, 'Social Movements and the Rise of a 
Demanding Civil Society in Taiwan', The Australian Journal of Chinese Affairs, no.27 
(July 1990), pp.163-80; and Chou Yangsun, 'Social Movements and the Party-State in 
Taiwan: Emerging Civil Society and the Evolving State Corporatist Structures', PhD 
thesis, Columbia University, New York, 1988. 

4 For a review of the Chinese debate, see Wang Shaoguang, 'Some Reflections on "Civil 
Society"', Ershiyi Shijp [Twenty-First Century], Hong Kong, no.8 (December 1991), 
pp.102-17. 
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of autonomous organizational space outside of and in opposition to the party- 
state.5 

In analysis of China, as in the broader comparative literature, the term 
'civil society' has been used to mean a variety of things. Underlying the often 
bewildering diversity, there are certain common elements. First, the use of 
'civil society' reflects an attempt to defme a type of relationship between state 
and society, regarding them as separable, distinct spheres roughly to be 
equated with the 'public' and 'private' spheres; second, it implies a certain 
power relationship between state and society such that there are limitations on 
the state's capacity to pervade and control society, and a certain power on the 
part of members of a society to insulate themselves from, and exert influence 
upon, the state; third, in this realm of autonomous social power and space, 
'civil society' denotes an associational realm in which autonomous 
organizations are formed through voluntary association to represent the 
interests and aspirations of members of society. 

In spite of these common elements, however, the term 'civil society' is 
commonly used, in the analysis of China and elsewhere, to denote two broad 
categories of meaning. 

(i) 'civil society' = 'political society'. In this conception, following the 
tradition of liberal political theory embodied in theorists such as Locke and the 
historical evolution of liberal democracy in Western Europe and the United 
States, 'civil society' describes a particular type of political relationship 
between state and society based on the principles of citizenship, rights, 
representation and the rule of law.6 In Chinese terms, 'civil society' in this 
sense would be translated as gongmin shehui; it would be a concern par 

S Western scholars have used the idea of 'civil society' to analyse the Beijing Spring of 
1989: for examples, see Clemens Ostergaard, 'Citizens, Groups and a Nascent Civil 
Society in China: Towards an Understanding of the 1989 Student Demonstrations', 
China Information, vol.4, no.2 (Autumn 1989), pp.28-41; Thomas B. Gold, 'The 
Resurgence of Civil Society in China', Journal of Democracy, vol.1, no.1 (Winter 1990), 
pp.18-31; and Lawrence R. Sullivan, 'The Emergence of Civil Society in China, Spring 
1989', in Tony Saich (ed.), The Chinese People's Movement: Perspectives on Spnng 
1989 (M. E. Sharpe, London, 1990), pp.126-44. Dory Solinger has applied the concept to 
her analysis of the urban 'floating population' in China's Transients and the State: A 
Form of Civil Society? (Hong Kong Institute of Asia-Pacific Studies [USC Series no.1], 
Chinese University of Hong Kong, 1991), p.46. Michel Bonnin and Yves Chevrier have 
also used the concept in their discussion of the relationship between Chinese 
intelligentsia and the state in 'The Intellectual and the State: Social Dynamics of 
Intellectual Autonomy during the Post-Mao Era', China Quarterly, no.127 (September 
1991), pp.569-93. The applicability of the concept to the analysis of contemporary China 
has recently been discussed in greater depth by David Kelly and He Baogang in 
'Emergent Civil Society and the Intellectuals in China', in Robert Miller (ed.), op. cit., 
pp.24-39. 

6 Hugh Roberts makes a strong case for viewing 'civil society' in these terms; see his 
'Editorial' in IDS Bulletin, vol.18, no.4 (October 1987), p.4. 
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excellence of political analysts; and it would focus squarely on the nature and 
feasibility of political democratization along liberal lines. 

(ii) 'civil society' = intermediate social associations. This draws loosely 
on the Hegelian notion of 'civil society' as in some sense intermediate 
between the state and the family7 and refers to organizations and associations 
enjoying some autonomy vis-a-vis the state and formed voluntarily by 
members of society for their own protection or self-interest. This broad 
'intermediate' notion itself translates into three specific usages. 'Civil society' 
can connote (a) all social organizations, whatever their nature, including 
'uncivil' entities like the Mafia, 'primordial' nationalist or religious 
fundamentalist organizations, or kinship units from the nuclear family on up, 
as well as 'modem' organizations such as trade unions, chambers of 
commerce or professional associations. This usage essentially conflates 'civil 
society' with society and makes the term 'civil' redundant. In Chinese, this 
might translate roughly as minjian shehui (a usage common in Taiwan). The 
term 'civil society' can also connote (b) bourgeois society, the sense in which 
it was used by Hegel and Marx (burgerliche Gesellschaft) to denote the 
particular form of society which emerged with the growth of capitalism, 
rooted in an autonomous sphere of economic activity based on private 
property and regulated by markets.8 As such, the institutions of 'civil society' 
are to be distinguished from 'affective institutions' based on kinship and from 
pre-capitalist forms of organization of the primordial Gemeinschaft kind. As 
such, 'civil society' is inextricably bound up with the notion not merely of 
capitalism but also of modernity, these two concepts being embodied in the 
term burgerliche Gesellschaft.9 The notion of 'bourgeois' or burgerlich is also 
linked to the world of cities or towns since capitalism developed out of the 
particular environment created by late medieval towns. This finds expression 
in the Chinese translation of 'civil society' as shimin shehui. This conception 
of 'civil society' is more precise than the foregoing in that it directs attention 
to a specific type of social organization that arises symbiotically with the 
emergence of a market economy and a capitalist mode of production. A third 

For the locus classicus, see G.W.F. Hegel, Elements of the Philosophy of Right (first 
published 1821), edited by Allen P. Wood (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 
1991). 

8 For a critical evaluation of Marx's view of 'civil society', see Alvin Gouldner, The Two 
Marx,sms (Macmillan, London, 1980). 
This raises certain thorny issues, which centre not only on whether one should equate 
'civil society' with 'bourgeois society', but also whether one should equate 'modern 
society' with 'bourgeois society'. As Roberts argues (op. cit., p.4), while it is true that 
the rise of 'civil society' has gone together with the development of capitalism, the 
dominance of capitalism as a mode of production does not guarantee the existence of 
'civil society'. Moreover, while there have been forms of 'modern society' which are not 
capitalist, it is true that, in the real world, most 'modern' societies are in fact based on 
advanced capitalism, and the alternative form of modernity (until very recently), the 
communist or state-socialist, did not have a 'civil society' worth the name. 
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connotation of 'civil society' is (c) mass organizations which arise in 
opposition to the state, the product of a contradiction between a dominating 
state and a dominated society. These are to be found in a particularly pure 
form in state-socialist contexts. Solidarity in Poland is a clear example, a 
social organization constituted through its opposition to state domination.10 It 
is primarily to this kind of organization that writers are refening when they 
allude to the rise of 'civil society' in China in the context of the mass 
mobilizations of 1989. The nomenclature of these organizations is complex - 
they were variously called 'corps' (duO), 'societies' (hui), 'brigades' (tuan), 
'alliances' (lianhehui), etc. - but they can be referred to collectively as 
'citizens' groups' (gongmin tuant), 'mass organizations' (qunzhong tuanti) or 
'social organizations' (shehui tuanti).ll In retrospect, the Hundred Flowers 
Movement and the Cultural Revolution also contained strong elements of 
'civil society' in this sense, and a comparison between the successive patterns 
of mass organization in these three movements would prove instructive. 

As one can see by now, the use of the term 'civil society' involves both 
unanimity and confusion. However, if one is hoping to find the notion useful 
in understanding social change in contemporary China, something within the 
ambit of the second category, particularly sub-category (b), would appear to 
recommend itself. Unlike (i), it directs attention to an intermediate realm of 
organizational growth outside the realm of 'politics' proper. This may be 
'non-political' in the short term, but it may play a cardinal role in the longer 
term evolution of the Chinese political system, in the sense that it provides the 
social underpinning for eventual democratization along the lines of (i). 

Moreover, unlike mass organizations of an explicitly political kind - sub- 
category (c) - civil society organizations of type (b) have received inadequate 
attention in both Western and Chinese scholarship. It is my contention that 
there is a close relationship between the spread of market relations and the 
differentiation of ownership brought about by the Chinese economic reforms 
on the one hand, and the rise of new forms of social organization and the 
adaptation of existing social organizations on the other. While this process is 
not isomorphic with the relationship between the rise of bourgeois civil 
society and the emergence of capitalism out of feudalism in Western societies, 
it does bear strong similarities in the sense that market-oriented economic 
reforms, be they 'socialist' or not, would bring about a radical transfonnation 
of the economy and its relationship with the state, with equally radical social 
and ultimately political repercussions. One can expect 'civil society' in the 
sense of a change in the balance of power between state and society in the 
latter's favour, a clearer separation between the spheres of 'public' and 
'private', far greater scope for the expression of individual and group interests, 

10 Bayart (op. cit., p.lll) defines 'civil society' in the African context in similar terms, as 
'society in its relations with the state ... insofar as it is in confrontation with the state'. 

11 For a detailed analysis of one of these organizations, see the paper by Andrew G. Walder 
and Gong Xiaoxia in this issue of the Journal. 



68 THE AUSTRALIAN JOURNAL OF CHINESE AFFAIRS 

and the ability of social interests and organizations to acquire greater 
autonomy from and influence over the state. In short, the central emphasis 
here is on 'civil society' as an organic accompaniment of the spread of market 
relations and the consequent emergence of a new realm of social organizations 
based on voluntary participation and enjoying some autonomy from the state. 

Preliminary research at the national level has revealed that a new layer of 
just such organizations has in fact emerged in China, spontaneously or through 
state action or a mixture of both. I hypothesize that this process can be 
identified in two spheres. First, the socio-economic changes wrought by the 
reforms will bring pressures to change the behaviour of existing participatory 
organizations, such as the official 'mass organizations' that involve specific 
sectors of the population: e.g., the trade unions, the Women's Federation and 
the Communist Youth League. Here we would be looking for signs within the 
organization of a recognition of a changing environment, a redefinition of 
organizational goals, changes in organizational structures and modes of 
recruitnent, and attempts to re-define the organization's relationship with its 
members, the Party and state authorities and society at large. 

Second, I hypothesize that the new relationship between state and society 
emerging from the economic reforms and the resultant changes in social 
structure will provide space and impetus for the formation of new 
organizations of an associational character. The specific functions of these 
organizations will be: (a) to act as a new form of intennediary linkage 
between state and society that the state may attempt to control to varying 
degrees; (b) to represent and protect an increasingly atomized population in its 
relations with a still relatively monolithic state; (c) to provide means of 
coordination and cooperation to transcend the atomizing effect of markets; and 
(d) to defend sectors of the population against the instabilities, insecurities and 
inequalities of the market or to achieve sectional advantages therein. 

It is with these issues in mind that this paper will investigate the rise of 
the new 'intermediate organizations'. A number of questions suggest 
themselves: how did these organizations came into being (were they state- 
sponsored, spontaneous, or a mixture)?; how were they organized internally?; 
how do they relate to their own constituency and to other such organizations?; 
how much autonomy do they enjoy?; and how much influence do they exert in 
relation to the party-state? Also, to what extent are these organizations taking 
on an intermediate role between state and economy: between the plethora of 
state institutions charged with specific regulatory responsibilities on the one 
side, and the various constituents of a semi-reformed command economy on 
the other, be they individuals, households or enterprises? This latter concern 
reflects an interest on the part of the state, sparked by a proposal made by Xue 
Muqiao in 1988, that such intermediate organizations could become part of a 
new system of 'indirect' economic regulation: what could be called 'socialist 
corporatism'. In Xue's view, such organizations are valuable because they 
help to prevent the potential anarchy of the market and 'serve as a bridge 
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between the state and the enterprises'.12 If this were to transpire, the Chinese 
politco-economic nexus would more closely resemble certain of its capitalist 
East Asian neighbours - Japan, South Korea and Taiwan - whose pattern of 
development has been characterized by strong corporatist elements. 13 

The Research Site 
The site chosen to examine such questions was Xiaoshan city in Zhejiang 
Province, a relatively rich area in the suburbs of Hangzhou municipality that 
developed rapidly during the 1980s through small-scale industry, commercial 
agriculture and production for export. Xiaoshan was converted from a county 
to a city in 1988 in recognition of these achievements and is known as one of 
China's 'ten great Gods of Wealth' (shi da caishen) counties, with a 'GLP' 
(Gross Local Product) per capita in 1990 of V2,702. Out of the total population 
of 1.153 million in 1990, about 51 per cent was still classified as 'rural', 
though if one includes the agricultural population living in the urban areas 
(chengzhen), the total 'rural' population is much higher (87 per cent). In 1990, 
654,000 people were listed as rural workers. Of these, 37.1 per cent were 
working in industry and construction and a further 14.3 per cent in the tertiary 
sector. The agricultural sector produces grain, cotton, hemp and oil-seed, with 
a particular specialization in 'red hemp' (hongma) and silk-cocoons. Xiaoshan 
also has a historical reputation as a producer of poultry, dried radishes, silk 
and Chinese medicine, while new specialities have been developed recently, 
such as a variety of aquatic products, melons, milk, mushrooms, etc. The 
city's industry is also highly diversified, dominated by light industries 
producing watches, toys, textiles, hardware, clothing, artwork, paper and food 
products, with a rapidly expanding export sector. The city seems a suitable 
place for investigation, since it has developed rapidly over the past decade of 
economic reforms through a dual process of economic diversification and 
commercialization in both urban and rural sectors. 

The research covered the period September 1990 to September 1991, with 
two field visits in March 1991 and May 1991. This entailed structured 
interviews according to a protocol agreed upon in advance, accompanied by 
the collection of background statistical materials on Xiaoshan in general and 
its social and mass organizations in particular. 

12 Xue Muqiao, 'Establish and Develop Non-Governmental Self-Management 
Organisations in Various Trades', Renmun Ribao [People's Daily], 10 October 1988, 
translated in Foreign Broadcast Information Service, China Report 88/201. 

13 For analyses of the East Asian states which stress their corporatist aspects, see F. Deyo 
(ed.), The Political Economy of the New Asian Industrialism (Cornell University Press, 
London, 1987); and J. J. Choi, Labor and the Authontanan State: Labor Unions in 
South Korean Manufactunng Industries, 1961-1980 (Korea University Press, Seoul, 
1989). 
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The Development of Social Organizations in Xiaoshan 
There appears to have been a flowering of associational life in Xiaoshan 
County during the Republican period, but this could only be explored through 
a detailed historical study. The Xiaoshan County Gazetteer is brief and 
selective on the issue, mainly stressing organizations connected with the CCP, 
which was active in the area.14 China's first peasant association was 
established there as early as 1921, and a peasant association continued to exist 
in the county until as late as 1965, when it was converted into a 'Poor and 
Lower-Middle Peasants' Association'. Trade unions were established by the 
CCP in 1927 and there were also numerous trade and religious organizations. 
After 1949, however, these organizations were either abolished or replaced. 
For example, the Federation of Industry and Commerce, established in 1919, 
was abolished and replaced by a new Association of Industry and Commerce 
in 1950. The Women's Federation was set up in 1951 as a successor to 
women's organizations that had existed since 1927, and the previous unions 
were replaced by a county branch of the General Trade Union Federation in 
1950. A number of new associations were established in the 1950s, including 
the Handicraft Workers' Association in 1955, which ceased operation in 1966 
with the onset of the Cultural Revolution; the Workers' and Labourers' 
Association in 1966 for workers in the private and collective sector, which 
also lapsed during the Cultural Revolution; and the Science and Technology 
Association in 1957, which disappeared during the Cultural Revolution and 
was revived in 1980. To a greater or lesser degree these organizations shared a 
common characteristic: they were set up under the Party's initiative and 
largely functioned as Leninist 'transmission belts' between the Party and 
sectors of the population. With the possible exception of the immediate post- 
Liberation period, they did not enjoy any significant autonomy; the flow of 
power and influence was overwhelmingly top-down. 

As can be seen from Table 1, the picture changed dramatically during the 
post-Mao era. New social organizations emerged, slowly in the early years but 
gathering pace after 1984, reaching a high point in 1988-89 and then declining 
drastically in 1990. The latter phenomenon can be attributed to the general 
tightening of political controls after Tiananmen, the consequent scrutiny and 
restructuring of some organizations, and the introduction of more detailed 
requirements for registration and supervision. 

At the time of the survey in 1990, ninety-three social organizations that 
had come into being during the reform era were registered with the Social 
Organizations Registration Office of the city's Civil Affairs Bureau. Another 
six mass organizations had either existed before the reforms (the trade unions, 
the Women's Federation, the Communist Youth League and the Science and 

14 Xiaoshan Xianzhl [Xiaoshan County Gazetteer], (Zhejiang renmin chubanshe, 
Hangzhou, 1987). There is also a gazetteer for the main urban area in the former county, 
Chengxiang Town, i.e., Xiaoshan Chengxiangzhenzhi [Xiaoshan Chengxiang Town 
Gazetteer], (Zhejiang daxue chubanshe, Xiaoshan, 1989). 
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Technology Association) or, though established after the reforms began, were, 
like the preceding four organizations, under the direct leadership of the 
municipal Party committee (i.e., the Cultural and Arts Federation and the 
Overseas Chinese Federation). 

The emergence of these organizations can be linked to the economic 
reforms in thee broad senses. First, a process of accelerated social 
differentiation has occurred in both city and countryside. This has been based 
on an increasing sectoral differentiation in the economy through growing 
specialization and through diversification of the ownership system, with the 
rapid spread of non-state economic institutions, notably township and village 
enterprises. Second, a process of decentralization or dispersion of power over 
economic resources has occurred as a consequence. Third, with the spread of 
market relations there has been an increasing atomization of economic agents 
and, in reaction, a growth in horizontal ties between them which cross the 
traditional vertical state-structured boundaries between sectors and areas. 

More and more economic actors are now outside the old protective shells 
of the work unit, be it a state enterprise or an agricultural collective. But 
separation brings isolation, and decreased dependence brings increasing 
vulnerability. This generates both a greater consciousness of individual 
interests and greater awareness of the need to protect them in the context of 
pressures from both the state and the market. Since the individual economic 
agent is powerless against both the market and a still powerful state, there is a 
trend toward a recognition of a group interest (quntide rentong) and, in turn, 
pressure for a social organization (shetuan) to act on behalf of this group 
interest. 

From the perspective of the party-state, too, there has been a recognition 
among reformers that in the new context of an increasingly marketized 
economy the old forms of control and regulation are increasingly ineffective 
and new organizational forms have become necessary, to bridge the gap 
between the state and economy and to act as a crucial agent in behalf of the 
state. It is not surprising, therefore, to find that the state has been the dominant 
force behind the establishment of new organizations. This is not merely a 
question of vertical control; in an economic context in which market relations 
rupture the old boundaries between 'systems', such organizations can play an 
important role, not merely in linking the state with the independent economic 
actors, but also in coordinating between different economic 'components' 
(e.g., fonns of ownership) and different state departments. Individual state 
agencies not only find these organizations useful as an instrument of 
regulation and control over 'their' sectors of the economy, but also in 
facilitating communication and cooperation with other agencies (more on this 
below) in the context of a politico-economic system which is as yet semi- 
reformed - half-planned and half-market. 
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The Nature and Types of Social Organizations 
What exactly are 'social organizations' (shehui tuanti)? Are they in some way 
different from the old-style mass organizations, and, if so, how? The official 
regulations issued by the Ministry of Civil Affairs in 1989 (Law concerning 
the Registration of Social Organizations) define them as 'mass organizations' 
(qunzhong zuzhi); and they were specifically prohibited from engaging in 
profit-making activities. The latter criterion distinguishes them from the 
plethora of new types of profit-making enterprises and companies which have 
emerged over the past dozen years, but it is hardly informative since it does 
not distinguish them from official 'mass organizations'.15 They are generally 
seen as occupying an organizational space between a state organ proper and an 
enterprise, an intermediate position that gives them, in theory at least, some 
degree of formally recognized autonomy and status as a 'popular' (minjian) or 
'people-run' (minban) organization as opposed to an 'official' (guanban) 
organization. 

It is possible to classify social organizations, both old and new, according 
to their functions, under ten different headings: 

(i) Political: This category of organizations - which includes the General 
Trade Union Federation, the Communist Youth League, the Women's 
Federation, the Science and Technology Association, the Cultural and Arts 
Federation, the Overseas Chinese Federation, the Individual Labourers' 
Association and the Private Enterprises Association - primarily functions as 
an instrument of political-administrative regulation, mobilization, 
communication and control, and as 'transmission belts' linking the party-state 
with specific social groups, both old and new. 

These institutions characteristically are organized hierarchically from the 
national level downwards; they are established on the initiative of the 
authorities; and their organizational structure is defined, their key personnel 
selected and their expenses provided by the government. As such, they 
function in ways similar to the 'old' mass organizations, bearing in mind that 
the role of the latter has changed during the reform era. Rather than 
functioning merely as instruments of political communication and control, 
they have had an opportunity to expand their 'mass' role in the sense of 
representing the interests of their members more effectively in relation to the 
party-state, broadening their activities, increasing their membership, and (in 
the case of the Women's Federation) encouraging the establishment of brand- 
new social organizations to further the interests of their constituency. 

The most effective among the 'old' mass organizations have been the 
trade unions, which began pushing for more autonomy in the mid-1980s under 
the impetus of higher levels of the organization. Locally, this has meant 
greater freedom in internal election procedures; a membership drive among 
township and village industries; publication of two periodicals (the Xiaoshan 

15 Shehui Tuantu Gusanit Shouce [Social Organizations Management Handbook] (Renmin 
chubanshe, Beijing, 1990). 
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Workers' Review and the Xiaoshan Workers' News, though the latter was 
cancelled after 4 June 1989); and an opportunity to raise extra income through 
various revenue-generating activities, including a travel agency. It has also 
meant more influence within the local party-state structure (see below). The 
trade unions' expansion drive has brought them into conflict with two other 
'old' mass organizations. The Women's Federation, under prompting from its 
national organization, has also sought to expand its membership by setting up 
its own basic-level organizations in government departments and enterprises. 
It was successful in setting up a branch in the city govemment organs, but its 
efforts to expand into enterprises brought it up against the trade unions which, 
unlike the Women's Federation, had substantial financial resources at their 
disposal (they receive 2 per cent of the total wage bill of an enterprise). The 
unions responded by establishing women-workers committees within their 
own enterprise organizations and argued that this was enough to safeguard the 
women's interests (the Women's Federation has a representative on this 
committee); but the issue is still a live one and is currently being negotiated by 
the city branches of the trade unions and the Women's Federation. 

On another front, the Women's Federation has been more immediately 
successful. It has sought to reach out to the growing numbers of women 
(particularly rural women) who are working outside the home in small-scale 
enterprises or who are engaged in some specialized form of commercial 
agriculture or sideline. To lay an organizational base for this effort, the 
federation has sought to establish branches at the city district (qu), township 
(xiang) and town (zhen) levels. Moreover, it has encouraged the establishment 
of two new organizations for working women: one, a women's individual 
business association (nude geti gongshang xiehui) which plays a particular 
role at the village level; and two, an association of women factory directors 
(ntichangzhang lianyihui) for women managers in all types of enterprise, from 
state to household. 

These examples suggest how the traditional mass organizations are 
attempting to seek greater independence and to find new roles for themselves, 
operating within the more permissive political environment of the 1980s up to 
1989 and in response to the impact of rapid socio-economic changes on their 
own specific constituencies. To this extent, my first hypothesis about the 
breathing of new life into the traditional mass organizations does receive some 
support, notwithstanding the efforts by the post-Tiananmen leadership to bring 
them to heel. 

This case is even stronger for the new social organizations within this 
category, most notably the Individual Labourers' Association and the Private 
Enterprises Association. There has been a systematic effort by the state 
(through State Council regulations) to incorporate and control these 
organizations: e.g., by controlling their leadership and finances or by making 
membership obligatory. But the organizational base rests on individuals and 
enterprises that control their own economic resources and that play a growing 
role in the local economy. As such, though the state may attempt to use the 
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association to organize and control them, this can only have limited success. 
There is an ineluctable amount of compromise and give-and-take involved in 
the relationship - as such, they are in fact only 'semi-official' organizations, 
as will be shown below. 

(ii) Economic: There were twenty of these organizations in Xiaoshan as 
of 1990, including sixteen engaged in agriculture, stock-breeding, industry and 
commerce, and four for quality management, enterprise management, 
economic information and consumer affairs. The membership of organizations 
that are based directly on production tend to be enterprises, and as a whole 
their activities are relatively specialized, being oriented toward exchanges of 
information, technology and management expertise and cooperation in the 
management of markets. Unlike the political organizations listed above, they 
do not play a role in representing the interests of a particular group (qunti 
daibiao) vis-al-vis the authorities (even the Consumers' Association only 
handles individual complaints and deals mostly with enterprises rather than 
government departments). 

(iii) Science and technology: There are forty-two such associations in 
Xiaoshan, of which twenty-four are based on particular disciplines (such as 
the construction and accounting associations), seven on specific skills (such as 
standards-and-measurement and the abacus association), and ten on specific 
topics of research (such as the public transport study association). Twenty-two 
of these associations deal with natural science and twenty with the social 
sciences. The main functions of the organizations involve raising professional 
standards through regular exchanges of information, training, conferences, etc. 
Though they are professional associations in the sense that they are based on 
particular professions or specialized skills, they apparently do not (as yet) act 
as fully-fledged professional organizations (zhiye zuzhi) in the sense of 
representing a professional group interest (zhiye liyi) on behalf of their 
members. 

As for the rest, there are (iv) nine arts and culture associations and (v) 
nine sports associations; (vi) two health associations (the Qigong Research 
Association and the Old People's Exercise Association); (vii) two social 
welfare associations, including the Red Cross; (viii) two religious associations 
(the Catholic Patriotic Association and the Christian Association); (ix) friendly 
associations (lianyi xiehui), such as the Female Factory Managers' Friendly 
Association and the Retired Teachers' Association, which at present function 
mainly as social clubs; and (x) 'public affairs' associations, i.e., namely three 
family planning associations that are attached to the city bureaux of industry 
and commerce and to the family planning committee (see Table 1). 

We can press our pursuit of 'civil society' by asking how much autonomy 
these organizations enjoy in relation to the party-state. A classification of 
social organizations in terms of their 'popular nature' (minjianxing) produces 
three categories - 'official', 'semi-official' and 'purely popular'. The main 
leaders and work personnel of an 'official' (guanban) organization are 
appointed by a specific state agency as part of its official establishment 
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(bianzhi) of posts, and its finances are either paid directly by the state or are 
subject to strict legal regulation. The six 'official' organizations in Xiaoshan - 
the General Trade Union Federation, the Communist Youth League, the 
Women's Federation, the Science and Technology Association, the Culture 
and Arts Federation and the Overseas Chinese Federation - are distinctive in 
that they have a 'special' relationship with the Party. Their cadres are selected 
and appointed by the organization department of the city Party committee, 
with some important examples of 'double posting' (jianzhi) occurning between 
the Party and three of the key mass organizations: the chairman of the city 
Trade Union Federation is a member of the standing committee of the city 
Party committee; the director of the Women's Federation is a member of the 
city Party committee; and the head of the Science and Technology Association 
is a vice-secretary of the city Party committee. 

In the case of a 'semi-official' (banguan) organization, the link with a 
state organization (administrative or other) is looser. Its main leaders hold 
concurrent posts in their sponsoring organization (which could in turn be an 
'official' social organization) and its finances can come from either the state 
or its own revenue. Last, the 'purely popular' (chun minjian) social 
organization has no overlapping of personnel with its sponsoring state 
organization and depends on its own finances. 

As Table 2 shows, the predominant type is 'semi-official', a category 
which includes all of the more important economic and professional 
associations which have emerged during the reform era. Since my primary 
interest here is these types of organizations, attention will be focused on the 
nature of the 'semi-official' social organizations in an attempt to assess their 
degree of autonomy from the state, their influence over the state, and the 
extent to which they play an intermediary role between the state and their 
membership in a new system of politico-economic regulation. 

Relationships Between Social Organizations and the State 
This section looks at relations between the state and social organizations 
primarily from the state's perspective; in the next section this perspective will 
be inverted. 

Although the impetus toward the formation of social organizations may 
come either from 'below' and 'above', to take on a regular organizational 
existence the social organization must receive official recognition from the 
state and must be subordinated to a network of state supervision. In Xiaoshan, 
the Poultry Raising Association, the Dried Turnip Association, the Poets 
Society and at least seven other organizations were formed by pressure from 
below. With the Private Enterprises Association, for example, pressure came 
from the private owners, who sent a representative to the Industrial and 
Commercial Management Bureau to raise the issue. Something similar seems 
to have occurred with the Individual Labourers' Association, which built itself 
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Table 2: Types of Social Organization 

Official Semi-official Popular Total 

Political 6 2 8 

Economic 20 20 

Science and 
Technology 42 42 

Culture and 
Education 9 9 

Sports 9 9 

Health 2 2 

Social Welfare 1 1 

Religious 2 2 

Friendly 1 2 3 

Public Affairs 3 3 

Total 6 69 24 99 l 

upwards from basic branches. In both cases, however, the groups concerned 
were responding to national initiatives from the State Council, which had 
published documents calling upon them to organize themselves. By contrast, 
the Cement Industry Association was formed on the initiative of local officials 
who were concerned about the uncoordinated growth of cement firms and saw 
an association as a useful way to bring order into the industry. The county 
Party secretary and a deputy secretary met with an official from the county's 
Economic Commission and then called a meeting with cement companies to 
get the association under way. 

To receive official recognition, the social organization must receive 
approval from the state agency that regulates its sphere of operation (zhuguan 
bumen). It must then find a state organization to which it can be formally 
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affiliated (guikou or guakao danwei) and then initiate an official registration 
procedure with the Civil Affairs Bureau. This set of formal procedures was not 
set fully in place in Xiaoshan until 1990. The framework of regulation had 
built up gradually from the early 1980s onwards as the utility of social 
organizations obtruded into the government's consciousness. It was given 
further impetus by the upheavals of early 1989.16 

The details of the procedures vary from region to region within China. 
Even in Xiaoshan the regulations are not clear: e.g., the distinction between 
'departments in charge' (zhuguan bumen) and 'affiliated departments' (guikou 
bumen) is messy in practice and may include a variety of 'official' sponsoring 
institutions, not merely state administrative organs; such as corporations 
(gongsi) like the Foodstuffs Company or the Animal Products Company, and 
mass organizations like the Women's Federation or the Science and 
Technology Association, which is itself the 'department in charge' of fifty-six 
organizations in the social and natural sciences. 

This process should not be seen merely as a means of control, since the 
nature of the department in charge and the affiliated unit are important to the 
well-being of the social organization. If the agency is well endowed and well 
situated, it can provide strong support to its affiliated social organization in 
terms of finance, materials, office space, connections and politico- 
administrative access. This is referred to as a 'support-drawing' relationship 
(jiezhu guanxi) (discussed later in the paper). From the opposite perspective, 
moreover, an effective social organization may have many potential benefits 
for state agencies in helping carry out its regulatory responsibilities, by 
organizing the intermediate space between state and economic agents which 
the state organization cannot directly occupy itself. This distinct role means 
that it is counter-productive for a state organ to attempt to subordinate a social 
organization totally to its own control since the performance of the 
intennediary's mission requires a degree of autonomy. There is thus a role of 
complementarity between the state and social organizations, engendering a 
relationship which is to some degree cooperative rather than merely 
subordinate. 

This relationship is cemented with the 'semi-official' social organizations 
through 'double posting'(jianzhi), whereby all or a portion of the leading 
positions in a social organization are filled by people who also hold formal 
positions in the department in charge or in an affiliated department. In the case 
of certain associations, all major posts are occupied in this intrusive fashion: 
e.g., the Individual Labourers' Association, the Private Enterprises 
Association and the Consumers' Association vis-al-vis the municipal Industrial 
and Commercial Management Bureau; the Enterprise Management 
Association and the Quality Management Association vis-a'-vis the city's 
Economic Commission; the Agricultural Study Society vis-al-vis the Bureau of 

16 Susan Whiting, The Non-Governmental Sector In China: A Prelammnary Report (Ford 
Foundation, Beijing, 1989), pp.81-84. 
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Agriculture; the Poultry Raising Association vis-al-vis the Foodstuffs 
Company; the Dried Turnip Association vis-a-vis the Local Products and Fruit 
Corporation; and the Rabbit Raising Association vis-al-vis the Animal Products 
Company. In the case of other, less important associations, this intersection of 
leadership is more limited, such as the Cement Industry Association and the 
Accountants' Association. In the case of certain sports and cultural 
associations, there is no intersection at all. 

In general, as one might expect, the amount of direct organizational 
intersection between the state and a social organization (and in the case of 
'official' organizations, between the Party and a social organization) varies in 
keeping with the perceived political and economic importance of the 
organization. 

A social organization is supposed to provide a crucial communications 
channel between a state organ and the organization's members, thereby 
helping the state to get across ideological points or specific policies. Second, 
by bringing together otherwise uncoordinated economic actors, a social 
organization can facilitate the state's management of, and policy 
implementation within, a given sector. For example, the local government has 
enlisted the aid of the Cement Industry Association in a drive to improve 
product quality across the local cement industry so as to increase its 
competitiveness with other districts. Third, associations take over or share 
certain specific functions formerly monopolized by state agencies. For 
instance, the Enterprise Management Association and the Quality 
Management Association share, with the enterprise management section of the 
city's Economic Commission, the task of upgrading and technically 
transforming enterprises. Or, as another example, the Individual Labourers' 
Association and the Private Enterprises Association help state agencies to 
evaluate the tax liabilities of member enterprises, to maintain health and safety 
standards, to implement the regulations concerning standards and 
measurements, etc. 

Fourth, an association may bring together otherwise unrelated 
government agencies in ways which may benefit its members. This is 
achieved organizationally by the presence within an association's leadership 
of many of the relevant institutional parties, both governmental and non- 
governmental. One good example is the Private Enterprises Association. 
Fifteen of the twenty-five members of its administrative committee are private 
entrepreneurs while the other ten are representatives from the Industrial and 
Commercial Management Bureau, the Tax Bureau, the Public Security 
Bureau, the Land Administration Bureau, the Electricity Bureau and the 
Township and Village Industry Management Bureau. This enables a range of 
questions central to the development of the private sector to be addressed 
across administrative boundaries. 

Thus in Xiaoshan the two sets of organizations - state and social - are 
acting as complementary parts of an evolving new network of management. 
Though there are conflicts between and within levels, this organizational 
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arrangement rests on certain common interests shared by the state's economic 
organs on the one side and the members of the associations on the other. At 
the deepest level, there is a common interest in the development of the local 
economy in competition with localities elsewhere in China. There is also a 
common interest in handling multiple conflicts of interest between the state 
and its economic agents, among state agencies with overlapping 
responsibilities, among economic actors in a specific sphere and between them 
and actors in other sectors or regions. There is a common interest also in 
managing emerging markets so as to minimize damaging fluctuations, bottle- 
necks and informational shortages. As such, the state-social organizational 
nexus embodies both complementarities and conflicts and represents the 
emergence of a dualistic mechanism of institutional integration, parallel with 
and in response to the emergence of an increasingly dualistic economy. 

This integration is both vertical and horizontal: vertical in that the state 
and an increasingly disparate economic structure are brought together through 
the intermediation of a social organization, and horizontal in that a social 
organization can act to bring together both the scattered elements within a 
complex economic field and the uncoordinated state agencies which may be 
involved in that field. Given the realities of China's semi-reformed economy, 
if such an organizational nexus (and the role of the social organization within 
it) did not exist, it would have to be speedily invented. 

The Role of Social Organizations in Representing Social Interests and 
Influencing Government 
The relationship between a social organization and its membership varies a 
great deal according to the type of organization and its specific functions. In 
some organizations, membership is voluntary, such as various hobby or 
special interest associations. In others, it is legally compulsory, such as in the 
Individual Labourers' Association, in which self-employed workers 
automatically become members when they are issued business permits. The 
Private Enterprises Association operates along the same lines. In other 
organizations, notably trade associations (hangye xiehui or just hanghui), 
membership is formally not compulsory but pressures may be brought to bear 
on potential members to make them join. Alternatively, in some trade 
associations, such as the Poultry Raising Association, membership is used as a 
control device to exclude new entrants to the market in the manner of a guild. 

Where constituents, be they individuals or enterprises, have an element of 
choice, they can calculate the costs and benefits of membership. With regard 
to the trade associations, for example, there are certain costs in not 
participating. In the case of the Cement Industry Association, all sixteen of the 
cement factories in Xiaoshan joined not only the Xiaoshan association but also 
higher-level associations for Hangzhou City and Zhejiang Province. Some of 
them did this with reluctance, but as far as Xiaoshan was concerned, the local 
government was intent on rationalizing and upgrading the industry, and 
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enterprises were subject to a three-line whip. The reason they joined the 
higher-level associations, however, reflected the fact that the latter were 
involved in the process of upgrading cement enterprises, a process which 
brought substantial benefits to the enterprise concerned. Indeed, membership 
in not just one but in a number of conveniently situated associations may bring 
a wider range of benefits to the participating enterprise. 

'Famous' enterprises may be courted by associations seeking prestigious 
members, particularly higher-level associations. One such enterprise in 
Xiaoshan, a rural township firm which produces spare-parts for vehicles, is a 
member of the local Science and Technology Association, but also the 
Chinese Public Bus Association, the Chinese Factory Directors' and 
Managers' Research Association, and the China Joint Automobile 
Association. Moreover, some individuals in the finn were themselves 
members of other associations: e.g., its director was a member of the standing 
committee of the council of the Chinese Enterprise Management Association 
and vice-secretary of the Chinese Peasant Entrepreneurs' Association. Clearly 
an enterprise of this calibre can afford to pick and choose its associations; in 
fact, this plant had already left several associations which it did not find 
useful. But membership, particularly in the national associations, did bring its 
benefits. As one of the firm's officials remarked, 'One advantage of belonging 
to associations is that it means you must be quite a good enterprise and known 
to be operating well. For example, to be in the Chinese Enterprise 
Management Association means you must be good'. 

In the context of a semi-reformed economy in which economic 
relationships are highly politicized and the power of the state is still massive, 
clearly the greatest potential advantage in joining an economic association is 
as a channel of access to the government (and the Party) and to the favours 
that only government can dispense. For example, leaders of official mass 
organizations cite improvements in their direct access to the local Party 
leadership as one of the achievements of the reform era. Such access, for 
example, means that an organization can 'issue orders through a different 
bugle' (jiehao faling), as the chainnan of the Science and Technology 
Association put it. The director of the Women's Federation argued that 'to get 
as close as possible to the city Party committee is exactly what we want for the 
sake of women's interests and to improve their status'. 

Members of economic associations hold hopes that their association can 
act as a broker between them and the state in dealing with business problems. 
One businessperson referred to this triadic relationship in familial terms, from 
the perspective of a woman married into another household: the association is 
the 'mother's home' (niangjia) while the state is the 'home of the husband's 
mother' (popojia), a distinction which carnies with it differences in intimacy/ 
distance, friendliness/hostility, support/control and weakness/strength. The 
vice-director of an urban private enterprise went even further: 

This factory wanted the Xiaoshan City government to form an association. An 
association can help out an enterprise like mine through its 'connections' (guanxi). 
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If you have problems, the association can help you contact govermment 
departments. Private enterprises don't have their own government department, so 
they see the association as playing this role. They feel as if they have no 'parents'. 
We're not like a village enterprise which can lean on the village leadership. 

So we would like the Private Enterprises Association to become a govenmment 
department or for the government to create a department which takes care of the 
interests of private enterprises. 

The power of an association in this 'support-drawing relationship' (jiezhu 
guanxi) is partly, as noted, institutionalized through overlapping leaderships 
between the association and its in-charge department and the relevant 
affiliated (and therefore potentially useful) government agencies. These 
formal relationships not only bring new opportunities for formal access to the 
state via the association, but also open up opportunities for informal 
'connections' (guanxi) with individual state personnel. Extra efforts are made 
to mobilize connections by inviting retired government cadres from relevant 
state agencies to work in the association in order to make use of their personal 
relations. For members of an association, it may open up a new arena within 
which to form a 'relational network' (guanxiwang) involving other members 
of the association, leaders of the association and influential officials.17 This 
can complement the pre-existing networks they had been using to facilitate 
their business and can be parleyed to good effect in contexts outside the ambit 
of the association. 

An especially obvious advantage of a trade association is where the state 
is a total or partial monopsonist of the goods produced by its members. A case 
in point is the Poultry Raising Association, which is able to negotiate on 
behalf of its members with the state Foodstuffs Company, which buys a large 
percentage of their produce (e.g., 95 per cent of duck eggs were sold this way 
in 1991). Fluctuations in the free market price of duck eggs have caused 
problems for both the Foodstuffs Company and the producers (mostly 
specialized households) who lock themselves into contracts before the point of 
sale. In 1984, for example, the contract price turned out to be lower than the 
free market price at the time of delivery. Some producers ignored the contracts 
and began to sell eggs on the open market. The state called in the Poultry 
Raising Association to help persuade recalcitrant members to meet their 
contractual obligations. In the following year, the situation was reversed as the 
market price fell below the contractual price and the Poultry Raising 
Association intervened to persuade the Foodstuffs Company and other state 
purchasers to respect the original contract price. Though the result was a 
compromise, duck egg producers still received a guaranteed price which more 

1 For an exploration of networks in China, see Ruan Danqing's paper in this issue of the 
Journal; also Ruan Danqing, Lu Zhou, Peter M. Blau and Andrew G.Walder, 'A 
Preliminary Analysis of the Social Network of Residents in Tianjin and a Comparison 
with Social Networks in America', Social Scwences in China (September 1990), pp 68- 
89. 
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than covered their costs (XO.988 as opposed to Y0.96 per kilo) whereas the 
market price (WO.95) would have led to losses. In this case, the Foodstuffs 
Company tried to recoup some of its own losses by selling to other areas 
where prices were higher. Another case is that of the Cement Industry 
Association which intervened in 1989 in a situation where the price of cement 
sold to priority local enterprises was being set below average production costs 
(X150 and Y190 per ton respectively) by the local Commodity Price Bureau. 
Member enterprises complained to the Cement Industry Association, which 
contacted relevant government agencies and sent a formal report to the 
Commodity Price Bureau suggesting that the stipulated price should cover 
production costs. Again the result was a compromise - the price was raised (to 
X177 per ton), still below production costs. 

Leaders of both associations and enterprises cited many other examples of 
this kind of assistance, along with a long list of other economic and technical 
services which trade associations had provided for their members. Underneath 
all this, however, one senses that a trade association is like a double-edged 
sword, with the state edge being considerably sharper than the members' edge. 
In interviews with both leaders and members of trade associations, however, 
the leaders seemed more inclined to be up-beat about their association by 
emphasizing its achievements in its relations with the state and its overall 
usefulness to members, while the members seemed inclined to be more 
dismissive, believing that their association had only been able to help them 
with relatively minor problems. The major problems facing enterprises in the 
non-state sector - those of procuring raw materials, securing bank credits and 
finding markets - are matters for which they must largely rely upon their own 
devices, particularly their personal connections with officials in the relevant 
departments. 

While the organizations nonetheless are able to be of benefit to their 
members by drawing resources from the state, are they at all able to exert 
positive influence on state agencies and sway policy in favour of their 
members? Clearly the leaders of some of the official mass organizations - 
notably the trade unions and to a lesser extent the Women's Federation - feel 
that their power increased during the 1980s. This was by no means true across 
the board: e.g., the Communist Youth League had virtually been abandoned 
by the Party and had sought a new role as a politically insignificant, mainly 
sports and entertainment organization. League cadres confessed that they felt 
neglected by the Party, like children abandoned by adults. The League did not 
know which way to turn, since few young people wanted to join the 
organization any longer. By contrast, officials of the Xiaoshan General Trade 
Union pointed proudly to the fact that there was now a trade union 
representative on the city Party committee's standing committee, which had 
not been the case until very recently. Moreover, for the first time ever in May 
1991, the union was holding a joint meeting with the city government to 
discuss issues of common concern, and it was hoped that this would become 
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an annual event. This too was evidence, argued a union official, that 'now the 
unions have influence in Xiaoshan and people listen to us'. 

Given the fact that the union has a stable financial base, it can afford to 
maintain a sizeable full-time staff and pay for services such as policy research. 
This may provide it with some leverage in local policy-making. For example, 
the union did some research on medical fees, which have risen rapidly in 
recent years, while the limit on payments to state workers has remained fixed. 
In practice, workers were now spending between Y200 and X300 a year on 
medical expenses, while they were only covered for a maximum of V120. 
Based on their research, the union sent a document to the city government 
proposing that the maximum be relaxed for ill workers and that the 
government increase its investment in health via its enterprises. As of our last 
field visit in May 1991, the city govemment had not yet taken action on this 
proposal. 

The potential impact on local policy-making of the research conducted by 
associations is not confined to the Xiaoshan General Trade Union. It is 
increasingly common for government agencies to commission specialized 
associations to conduct such policy-relevant research. For example, since 
Xiaoshan is short of land, the govemment is eager to ease the problem through 
land reclamation. The staff of the Science and Technology Association were 
consulted on this issue, and produced a report which was converted into an 
official government document; a similar process of consultation and advice 
took place on the issue of land drainage. It seems that other associations in 
Xiaoshan were involved in similar work in their own particular spheres. 

Having an informational input into policy is one thing, but actually 
contributing to a change in established policy is another. The potential does 
exist because of the difference in interests between the locality and higher 
levels of govemment and the need to convert national policies into 'local 
policies' that may differ significantly but work better. There is some limited 
evidence that local economic associations do play a role in the shaping of 
local policies, given the contiguity of interests in local development between 
the local state and business. For example, private enterprises have not been 
able formally to occupy land for long periods (a limit of three years has been 
set) or to erect permanent structures, whereas enterprises owned by rural 
townships and villages can. The Private Enterprises Association took up this 
issue on behalf of some of its members and liaised with the major parties 
concemed: township govemments, village govemments, the county-level 
Rural Enterprise Management Bureau, and the Land Administration Bureau. 
The result was a proposal that villagers' committees would occupy land on 
behalf of private enterprises and the latter could then 'borrow' it and erect 
permanent structures on it. There was a happy coincidence of interests here: 
the rural township govemments agreed because they obtained revenue from 
private enterprises, which relieved the tax burden on their own collective 
enterprises; village leaders agreed because 'their' economic assets increased 
and they could parley this into getting grants for infrastructure; and the Private 
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Enterprises Association was able to bring together the government agencies 
concerned (including the Industrial and Commercial Management Bureau), all 
of whom were represented in its leadership, so as to get a new policy 
implemented to its liking. 

This is an interesting example of the ability of an association to influence 
policy on behalf of its members, but one swallow does not make a spring. 
Cases of this kind appear to be rare as yet, although they may be a a harbinger 
of things to come if economic reforms continue to progress. At the present 
stage, the independence and the influence of the associations are too weak to 
allow us to call them 'pressure groups' (yali qunti) or even 'interest groups' 
(liyi qunti). As organizations they are far too deeply penetrated by the state, 
and the leadership in consequence has too dominant a position over the 
membership. And yet there is movement. 

Conduding Remarks 
What light has this case-study shed upon the initial questions and hypotheses 
posed at the start of this paper? First, the Xiaoshan case would support the 
argument that, with the socio-economic changes wrought by the economic 
reforms, a social space has begun to open up between the state and economic 
agents, and a parallel shift has occurred in the balance of power between the 
state and the new non-state sectors. However, in the context of a semi- 
reformed economy, the state continues to retain a great deal of its power and 
has moved to occupy this space and organize the newly emergent, dispersed 
sources of economic power by encouraging the establishment of social 
organizations to act as intermediaries. Though there has been some impetus 
for their formation from below, the dominant impulse has come from above. 

In consequence, a new type of social organization has emerged which 
embodies contradictory elements (one of which is still dominant); social 
organizations are a dualistic institutional form that mirrors the increasing 
dualism of China's economy and society. The particular mix of these 
contradictory elements varies between organizations of different types and 
functions. Let us concentrate here on the newly formed organizations rather 
than the 'old' mass organizations and return to our indices of the presence or 
absence of 'civil society'. First, these social organizations do not reflect a 
clear distinction between 'public' and 'private' spheres; rather they represent a 
mixture of public and private in which the public continues to dominate. Yet 
this very mixture creates a distinct organizational form different from the old- 
style mass organizations before 1978, which were essentially links in a chain 
of hierarchical statist controls. 

Second, these cannot be described as 'independent' organizations, but 
they do exercise (to varying degrees) a limited sphere of autonomy which 
reflects their intermediary status. From the point of view of the state, any 
attempt to extend controls over social organizations to the point of virtual 
dtatization would be counter-productive because, in the context of economic 
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dualism, there is a trade-off between control and compliance. The gap 
between state and enterprise would not be bridged; it would merely be 
displaced downward by one institutional rung. 

Third, these organizations cannot be described as 'pressure groups' or 
'interest groups' in any credible sense, since the pressure is still mainly one- 
way. Yet social organizations are not entirely dependent on, and subordinate 
to, their bureaucratic 'minders'. As observed, they do have limited scope to 
influence state organizations and state policy in the interests of their members. 
However, from the point of view of the social organizations, there is a trade- 
off between autonomy and influence; their leaders often feel that the best way 
to increase their influence is to get closer to and become more intermeshed 
with state and Party organs, compromising their autonomy in the process. 

Fourth, in general, membership in these organizations cannot be described 
as 'voluntary' - though, again, there are voluntary elements. Even where 
members cannot exercise the option of exit, they can exercise their voices, and 
the leaders of an association, to remain credible to both of their constituencies, 
cannot afford to ignore this. 

To summarize, one can detect only embryonic elements of anything that 
could be described as 'civil society' in the precise sense discussed earlier in 
this paper. Nonetheless, though its presence varies greatly from organization 
to organization, elements of 'civil society' can be found in both major 
categories of intermediate organization - the 'old' mass organizations and the 
new associations. That these elements are embryonic is hardly surprising 
inasmuch as the phenomenon of intermediate social organizations is so very 
recent, essentially beginning in the mid- 1980s. 

This relative weakness of 'civil society' must be situated in the context of 
a semi-reformed command economy in which the state retains its dominant 
position in the economy. Its weakness must also be perceived within the 
context of the dynamics of reform, in which this dominance is gradually being 
undermined as the number of participants in the non-state sectors increases. 
One can hypothesize, therefore, that to the extent that the economic reforms 
continue and economic development proceeds apace, these socio-economic 
forces will grow in strength and a more powerful 'civil society' will emerge in 
their train. 

In the short and medium term, this could involve a growing role for social 
organizations as intermediaries between the state and the society/economy, in 
a socialist form of corporatism comparable to those of other East Asian 
countries - and as envisaged by Xue Muqiao. Yet the dynamics of economic 
reform and development would lead one to expect that the nature of any such 
corporatist arrangement would undergo constant change, in the general 
direction of a more developed form of civil society: they would become more 
distinctly 'private', more autonomous from the state and more influential over 
it, and more accountable to their members, who would enjoy greater powers of 
voice and exit. Ultimately, the very notion of corporatism may disappear as 
these organizations cease to be intermediaries between the state and China's 
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society/economy and become genuine representatives of society in its dealings 
with the state. In light of the recent sudden breakdowns elsewhere in state 
socialism, such a scenario may seem bland and quietistic. But it may be 
preferable to an alternative scenario of radical rupture followed by an 
institutional vacuum, of the kind currently visible in Eastern Europe and the 
former Soviet Union. 
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