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Civil Society and the State and Democracy and Civil Society
were among those lucky books that are held aloft after launch
by warm winds of opinion. These works fought hard to re
trieve the state-civil society distinction from the bookshelves
of the distant past. Judging by their buoyant sales and many
scores of reviews, translations, interviews, replies and even
pirated editions, they helped in a modest way to popularize
the category of civil society and to bring it to the heart of
various branches of the human sciences. Other works on the
subject had, of course, appeared before mine: for instance, in
Latin America, where a neo-Gramscian account of the con
cept of civil society was used as a theoretical weapon against
dictatorship;l and even earlier still in Japan, where (unknown
to me at the time) the contemporary renewal of the language
of civil society and the state first began during the second half
of the 1960s, especially thanks to the work of the so-called
Civil Society School of Japanese Marxism. 2

I See Caterina Mengotti, 'Civil Society in the Latin American Context',
unpublished paper, Centre for the Study of Democracy (London, January
1998); Carlos Nelson Coutinho, 'As categorias de Gramsci e a realidad
brasileira', Presenca (Rio de Janeiro, 8 September 1986), pp. 141-62; Norbert
Lechner 'De la revolution de la democratie Oe debat intellectuel en Amerique
du Sud):, Esprit (July 1986), pp. 1-13; and Guillermo O'Donnell and Philippe
C. Schmitter, 'Resurrecting Civil Society', in Transition from Authoritarian
Rule: Tentative Conclusions about Uncertain Democracies (Baltimore, 1986),
pp.48-56.
2 The main works include Yoshihiko Uchida, Nihon Shihonshugi no Shiso-zo

What might be called phase one of the contemporary ren
aissance of civil society is evident in the writings ofYoshihiko
Uchida and Kiyoaki Hirata, who used the term 'civil society'
(shimin-shakai) in a neo-Gramscian sense to highlight three
themes. First, emphasis was placed on the importance, in the
Japanese context, of breaking the bad habit of relying upon
European social science concepts and methods that were seen
to be wooden, with insufficient resonance in the everyday lives
of individuals. So Uchida positively called for a new, less aca
demic social science, sensitive to the need for 'compassion with
toiling people'3 within the sphere of civil society. Secondly,
the concept of civil society was used to deepen the analysis of
the peculiarities ofJapanese capitalism. Without saying so, the
Civil Society School of Japanese Marxism developed an early
version of what later would be called 'the Asian values argu
ment'. Particular emphasis was placed upon the survival in
modern Japan ofunusually strong premodern sentiments, such
as communalism, patriarchal family life and individuals' def
erence towards power. The weakness of civil society, in the
sense of shared social networks that infuse individuals with a
strong sense of their individuality, enabled Japanese capital
ism to grow at an exceptional speed without significant social
resistance. In consequence, the demands imposed by capital
were more easily realizable and to the detriment of civilliber
ties, such as the entitlement to improved living, working and
environmental conditions..

Seen from this perspective, Japanese capitalism has been a
form of capitalism without a civil society - note the refusal to
conflate the two categories - and this peculiar weakness of
civil society, it was argued, helped explain the unusually ma
nipulative, authoritarian quality of the Japanese state, despite
the introduction ofAmerican-style democracy following mili-

[Images ofJapanese Capitalism through the Social Sciences] (Tokyo, 1967)
and two works by Kiyoaki Hirata, Shimin-shakai to Shakaishugi [Civil
Society and Socialism1(Tokyo, 1969) and Keizaigaku to Rekishi-ninshiki
[Political Economy and Philosophy of History] (Tokyo, 1971). I am most
grateful to my colleague Takashi Inoguchi for advice about these works.
3 Yoshihiko Uchida, Nihon Shihonshugi no Shiso-zo, op. cit., p. 353.
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tary defeat. Whereas in western Europe the primacy of civil
rights over the state is a given axiom, in Japan, argued Uchida,
the 'rights of the State' are presumed to be primary. This leads
to a third point: the problem of overbloated state power, it
was argued, has reached crisis proportions in the Soviet model
of socialism, in which the state is omnipotent and civil society
is impotent. Existing socialist countries need to develop civil
societies, if only to actualize the basic ideal, outlined by Marx
in the Grundrisse der Kritik der politischen Okonomie, and at
the end of Book I of Das Kapital, of 'social individuality'. So
cialism stands for nothing, argued Hirata, unless it establishes
a new system of property relations in which individuals can
realize their various potentials by means of their labour, in
cooperation with other social individuals. Socialism must be
self-managed socialism.

* * *
Phase one of the contemporary renaissance of civil society
was short-lived. Although the Civil Society School of Japa
nese Marxism attracted some controversy, it was confined to
its country of origin. Its influence was weak, in no small meas
ure because its talk of self-managing socialism arguably short
circuited, or spoiled outright, the democratic potential of the
novel emphasis upon civil society. The unoriginal vision of
self-regulating socialism was also deeply problematic, espe
cially because it shared with classical Marxism a certain faith
in the goal of creating a communist society without class divi
sions, and thus without the modern division between the state
and civil society. Insofar as it was ultimately driven by the
reverie of abolishing civil society by means of civil society, the
Civil Society School of Japanese Marxism was undermined
by its deep dependence upon the Gramscian approach, which
emphasizes the tactical importance of non-market, non-state
institutions in the struggle against the exploitative power of
capitalist society.

The strengths and weaknesses of the Gramscian approach
are worth reviewing in any effort to reconsider old images
and new visions of civil society. Against narrow-minded trade
unionism, with its preoccupation with struggles at the point

of production, Gramsci proposed, mainly in his prison note
books, that the grip of the property-owning class is most vul
nerable within the cultural institutions of civil society, which
otherwise function to 'popularize' and to reproduce among
the subordinate classes and groups the dominant bourgeois
sense of reality or egemonia. Gramsci usually - not always con
sistently -likened civil society to the labyrinthine trench sys
tems of modern warfare. Wedged between the state and
class-structured economy - note the unusual geography of
Gramsci's account of civil society - these 'fortresses and
earthworks' normally protect the 'outer ditch' of state power
and shield the ruling class from the shock waves produced by
economic crises.

It is precisely the complexity of civil society that enables
those who are well organized and cunning to penetrate its
manifold structures. Gramsci considered that a protracted 'war
of position' within the trenches of civil society could under
mine the power of the bourgeoisie within its home territories
of the economy and the coercive state. Seen in this way, the
empowerment of the subordinated classes, especially 'the fun
damental class' of the proletariat, depends vitally upon the
prior capturing of civil society. Gramsci here attacked the
Bolshevik strategy of violently seizing state power. The key
aim of the proletarian 'war of position' is to avoid 'statolatry'
by creating a communist civil society, whose successive enlarge
ment would undermine the foundations of state and class
power, thus sidestepping the danger of political dictatorship
that would certainly result from a sudden frontal assault upon
the state apparatus, or what Gramsci called a 'war of move
ment'.

* * *
The Gramscian approach may continue to have a certain in
tuitive appeal. And it is true that its rejection of'economism'
and its highlighting of the co-dependence of economies and
states upon sociocultural institutions are important. It is never
theless hopelessly flawed in several respects. To begin with,
social and political conditions in the core capitalist countries
have changed so dramatically since Gramsci's time that his
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thesis of the 'leading role of the proletariat' must be rejected.
The more recent fragmentation of national labour movements,
the decline in the relative size of the 'core' working class due
to deindustrialization and the growing prominence of ser
vices, challenges to the work ethic, and the growth of a variety
of citizens' initiatives and movements - to mention only the
more pertinent developments - jeopardize Gramsci's exag
gerated belief that the industrial working class ('the funda
mental class') must play the leading role in the anti-capitalist
revolution. In other words, Gramsci's presumptions that capi
talist society is characterized by a central contradiction and
that there is a privileged subject capable of fulfilling the telos
of history are both contradicted by the growing complexity
and differentiation of power in contemporary capitalist sys
tems.4

Gramsci's belief in the leading role of the Communist Party
- the Modern Prince - in the struggle for socialism implicitly
recognizes these difficulties, but it does not help much. It evi
dently understates the various factors working against the ca
pacity of the mass political party to organize and integrate
civil society into its ranks. 5 It also underestimates the totali
tarian potential of monopolistic parties, a suspicion that is
fuelled by the reverie of abolishing civil society. Gramsci's stra
tegic interest in civil society is wholly opportunistic. It envis
ages a future classless 'regulated society', and it therefore draws
the political conclusion that civil society is a temporary and
historically disposable arrangement. Gramsci's political strat
egy is driven by the reverie of abolishing civil society by means
of civil society.

Despite widespread recognition of these problems, 'subli
mated' Gramscian assumptions are evident in some fields of
the contemporary human sciences. A case in point is the un
fortunate analytic separation of the non-state realm into
economy and civil society, evident in the neo-Gramscian ef-

4 The point is admitted in neo-Gramscian writings, such as Ernesto Laclau
and Chantal Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical
Democratic Politics (London, 1985), especially chapter 4.
5 See my 'Party-centred Socialism?', in Democracy and Civil Society, op. cit.,
pp.101-51.

forts of Jiirgen Habermas to distinguish between the logics of
the political and economic systems, regulated respectively by
administrative power and money, and civil society, or the life
world (Lebenswelt) , which is based (potentially) on rules of
solidarity and free and open communication.6 Concerning
matters of production, exchange and consumption, this type
of neo-Gramscian approach generates several conceptual dif
ficulties, each carrying strategic implications. Civil society,
because it is defined so narrowly, is represented as economi
cally passive, exactly because by definition it is deprived of
any property resources which would enable it to defend or
expand its power. Workers' campaigns to nurture civil
freedoms, like that of early Solidarnosc in Poland or more re
cent trade union initiatives against racism in the workplace,
are made to appear as a contradiction in terms.

Moreover, because civil society is defined as the realm of
(potential) freedom it is viewed positively; by contrast, and
by implication, the economy is viewed negatively, as a realm
of necessity in which (here there is a close affinity with the
neo-liberal view) only money speaks. This view is question
able. Not only are the material conditions of life in any actu
ally existing civil society theoretically degraded to a mere
instrument for achieving the ends desired by civil society - in
just the same way that the classical Greek concept of civil
society presupposed the silent unfreedom of the oikos. The
vital preconditions of an economy are also read out of the
analysis. Whether the error is intended or not, actors within
any given economy are presumed, falsely, never to give to chari
ties, never to hold or enjoy social functions, and never to form
trade unions or professional and trade associations. Another
point is overlooked: that economic actors always and every-

6 See Jiirgen Habermas, Theorie des kommunikativen Handelns (Frankfurt
am Main, 1982), vol. 2, p. 471. Similar difficulties are evident in the ap
proach of Jean L. Cohen and Andrew Arata, Civil Society and Political
Theory (Cambridge, Mass., 1992). See also my earlier critique in 'Work and
the Civilizing Process', in Democracy and Civil Society: On the Predicaments
of European Socialism, the Prospects for Democracy, and the Problem of
Controlling Social and Political Power (London and New York, 1988), pp.
69-100.
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where go about their business and do their work, and can only
ever do so, if they draw upon endogenous sources of 'social
capital': that is to say, if 'the economy' ofwhich they are mem
bers is 'embedded' in a wider civil society that harbours social
interaction based on such norms as trust, reliability, punctual
ity, honesty, friendship, the capacity for group commitment,
and non-violent mutual recognition.

The same point is sometimes put more forcefully: in the
most productive post-industrial societies, the need for a lively
and flexible civil society of norm-based exchange and infor
mal, decentralized and 'flat' organizations - a networking civil
society - becomes ever more important as goods and services
become more complex and computerized. 7 In effect, this
heightened co-dependence of contemporary markets upon
other civil society institutions confirms an old rule about the
strengths and weaknesses of market forces. On the one hand,
economies driven by commodity production and exchange
have the great advantage of minimizing collective losses. Mar
ket forces ensure that factors of production that fail to per
form according to current standards of efficiency are
continuously and swiftly eliminated and compelled to find
alternative and more productive uses. Market forces continu
ously ensure that 'uncompetitive' factors of production go to
the wall. Markets operate according to Abraham Lincoln's
maxim that those who need a helping hand should look no
further than the lower end of their right arm. In this way,
markets invite the victims of competition to blame themselves
- and to survive by adapting to new standards of efficiency.8

On the other hand - these are the key structural weaknesses

7 Francis Fukuyama, The End of Order (London, 1997), p. 77. See also his
Trust: The Social Virtues and the Creation of Prosperity (New York, 1995).
Relevant here as well are the much-discussed works by Robert D. Putnam,
Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy (Princeton, 1993),
and 'Bowling Alone: America's Declining Social Capital', Journal of Democ
racy, vol. 6 (1995), pp. 65-78. Some weaknesses of Putnam's thesis are
explored in Michael Schudson, 'What if Civic Life Didn't Die?', The Ameri
can Prospect, vol. 25 (March-April 1996), pp. 17-20.
8 Claus Offe, 'After "The Great Transformation" " CSD Bulletin, vol. 5, no. 2
(Spring 1998), p. 12.

ofmarkets - commodified economies tend to destroy the struc
tures of civil society within which they are always and already
embedded, and upon which they fundamentally depend for
their reproduction. One example: adaptation to economic fail
ure and change is never spontaneous or automatic, but de
pends upon a social infrastructure of assistance and incentives
that enable adaptation to take place. Another example: mar
ket forces tend to spread into every nook and cranny of social
life, thereby violating its plurality ofvoices and identities, which
(as debates over good quality education and childcare facili
ties demonstrate) are themselves nevertheless indispensable
to the functioning of market forces. And a final example: mar
ket forces display a definite blindness. They fail to recognize
and to translate into price signals both present and future 'ex
ternalities' , including the marginalization and exclusion of in
dividuals, social groups and entire regions that are flung into
the ranks of the disemployed. These 'market failures' - as Karl
Polanyi famously pointed out in The Origins ofOur Time (1945)
- demonstrate that markets cannot create social order because
the vital ingredients of social order cannot be produced by
market interaction. Where there are no markets, civil societies
find it impossible to survive. But the converse rule also ap
plies: where there is no civil society, there can be no markets.

* * *
Phase two of the contemporary revival of interest in civil soci
ety and the state began during the 1970s in the central-east
ern half of Europe. During this second phase, that region
witnessed (as in Japan) the birth of public criticisms of des
potic state power and the radical defence of civil society as an
indispensable moment of a democratic political and social
order. But in sharp contrast to the earlier Japanese break
through, the central-east European advocates of civil society
parted company with Marxism. Among the pathbreaking ef
forts in this direction was a samizdat essay written by Jan Tesar,
an unemployed Czech historian who specialized in analysing
and comparing totalitarian regimes. He was among the initial
signatories of Charter 77 and a co-founder of the Committee
for the Defence of the Unjustly Prosecuted (VaNS), and had
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recently been released from six years' imprisonment for 'sub
versive activity'. 9 According to Tesar, the various twentieth
century forms of totalitarian dictatorship (Stalinism, Nazism)
were born of political instability and 'the undeveloped struc
ture of civil society'. The origins of these party-dominated
regimes show that democracy and totalitarianism are not op
posites, for under crisis conditions, when the so-called 'broad
masses' suddenly enter political life under conditions of a
weakly developed civil society, totalitarian movements and
parties feed parasitically upon such bowdlerized democratic
slogans as 'all power to the soviets' and 'from the masses to
the masses'. Totalitarian regimes are always born of 'a revolu
tionary crisis in society'. But the inverse rule also applies, ar
gued Tesar. Not only is civil society the best antidote to the
demagogy spawned by the mass ideologies and mass move
ments encouraged by the advance of the democratic ideal.
The protracted struggle for civil society - not sudden revolu
tion from above or below - is also the strongest weapon against
totalitarian dictatorship once it is established. Civil society is
the Achilles' heel of regimes such as Czechoslovakia: 'if the
totalitarian systems, as a reversion to absolutism in the twen
tieth century, arise more easily in an environment where the
structure of"civil society" is not sufficiently well formed, then
the most reliable means of preventing their genesis is to en
courage the development of that civil society'.

* * *
Democracy and Civil Society and Civil Society and the State
fed upon the type of argument presented byTesar. These books
absorbed some of the 'spirit' of its iconoclasm, and at the
same time tried to demonstrate its comparative strengths and
limits - and the lessons it posed for countries, regions and
peoples elsewhere in Europe, and beyond. The two volumes

9 Jan Tesar, 'Totalitarian Dictatorships as a Phenomenon of the Twentieth
Century and the Possibilities of Overcoming Them', originally prepared in
typewritten form for the Biennale on Cultural Dissent in Venice, 1977, and
translated and published in the International Journal ofPolitics, vol. II, no. I
(Spring 1981), pp. 85-100.

attempted to show the variety of overlapping and conflicting
reasons why the old theme of civil society resurfaced in this
'forgotten half' of Europe. They suggested that within the
one-party systems of countries such as Poland, Czechoslova
kia and Yugoslavia, and especially within their democratic op
positions, the intellectual and practical interest in the subject
of civil society was encouraged by the evident failure of re
form communist attempts (as in the Prague Spring) to liber
alize these systems from the top downwards. It was also fuelled
by the conviction, widespread throughout the region, that
these one-party systems could function only by thwarting this
region's old traditions of civil society and, thus, by treating all
individuals, groups and organizations as their property. Dur
ing phase two of the theory of civil society, in other words,
efforts were made to highlight the totalitarian character of
Soviet-type systems. These systems were said to extinguish
civil society by absorbing it fully into the bureaucratic struc
tures of the Party-controlled state apparatus. The basic divi
sions between political and social power, public and private
law, and state-sanctioned (dis-)information and publicly de
bated opinion were consequently seen to have been annihi
lated. So too were markets, in consequence of which these
systems, despite the constant official boasting about planning,
efficiency and 'the advantages of socialism', were marked by
chronic planning failures, technical stagnation, waste and scar
city, and a staggering overdevelopment of an unproductive
state apparatus of surveillance and control. In effect, these
states were seen to place all citizens under permanent intern
ment and surveillance - with public opposition of any kind
being regarded as seditious.

Despite the state's permanent efforts to crush independ
ent centres of power, the language of civil society functioned
as an effective moral and political utopia in central and east
ern Europe. Inspired by memories of besieged democratic
traditions and convinced that the socialist project was ex
hausted, a variety of suppressed social interests, manifested
in initiatives like KOR, Charta 77 and WiP, tried to protect
themselves by forming alliances based on the principles of
openness, solidarity and what Vaclav Havel famously called
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'living in the truth'. 10 Such groups understood well that to
talitarian state power could survive only if the (potential)
civil society was forced underground, shackled by apathy and
fear, and thereby reduced to 'the safety of the mousehole'
(Gyorgy Konrad). The inverse of this point was also well
understood: whenever civil society gained in confidence, the
state's structural weaknesses and powerlessness would be
come evident. Civil society would swell rapidly from below.
It would feed upon whatever gains it could wrench from
state hands, which thereupon would likely suffer sprains
and paralysis. Elements of this dynamic became evident
in the Serbian events sketched in the opening of this book.
The dynamic first made its presence felt during the Polish
events of 1976-81, when downtrodden civilians, led by work
ers, struggled to establish a civil society (spoleczenstwo
obywatelskie) alongside and in opposition to a totalitarian state
(panstwo). Solidarnosc sought neither to form a political party
nor to 'capture' state power. It sought neither the restoration
of capitalism nor the withering away of the state. It rather
pursued a self-limiting 'evolutionist' strategy (which was
radicalized during 1981 into the idea of a 'self-governing re
public' and modified several times under martial law). Its
ultimate goal was the cultivation of solidarity among a plu
rality of self-governing civil associations capable of pressur
ing the state from without and enabling various groups to
attend peacefully to their non-state affairs. I I Its moment of
triumph finally came in the autumn of 1989. In that year,
more or less 'velvet' revolutions broke out through the whole
region, forcing the Soviet Empire and its constituent regimes
into a state of collapse. The populations of the whole region
were then catapulted into the messy business of crafting po
litical democracy, drawing new territorial boundaries, deal
ing with the national question, privatizing property and
marketizing social life, negotiating a 'return to Europe' and

10 Vaclav Havel et aI., The Power of the Powerless, ed. John Keane (London,
1985).
II See my interview (published using my nom-de-plume, Erica Blair) with
Adam Michnik, 'Towards a Civil Society: Hopes for Polish Society', Times
Literary Supplement, no. 4429 (19-25 February 1988), pp. 188, 198-99.

entry into the European Union - and doing so, wherever
possible, with a measure of civility, patience and political wis
dom.

* * *
During the past decade, which might be described as phase
three of the renaissance of civil society, the 'footprint' of the
term has spread well beyond the boundaries of Europe. Not
only that, but the language of civil society, and its implied or
explicit contrast with state institutions, has appeared in an
extraordinary variety of intellectual contexts, with a variety of
different meanings, and for a wide variety of purposes. It has,
for instance, made a striking entry into scholarly examinations
of the development of citizens' entitlements and duties within
the European Union. The term has surfaced in the much
neglected discussion of children and their maltreatment· in the,
examination of controversies about the relationship between
religion and politics; and in arguments for 'sub-politics' and
'ecological democracy' (Ulrich Beck). The same term is promi
nent in speculations about the ways in which the conclusion
of the Cold War has unleashed new global tensions - for in
stance, between the potentially contradictory tasks of secur
ingterritorial state prerogatives based on legal-political criteria
and the building of civil society associations based on norma
tive pluralism. And some scholars are presently reflecting
upon the possible emergence of a 'global' or 'international'
civil society. 12

During phase three, the language of civil society has also

12 Examples include Elizabeth Meehan, Citizenship and the European Com
munity (London, 1993), chapter 2; John O'Neill, The Missing Child in Lib
eral Theory (Toronto, Buffalo and London, 1994); David Hollenbach, 'The
Contexts ofThe Political Role of Religion: Civil Society and Culture', Uni
versity of San Diego Law Review, vol. 30, no. 4 (1993), pp. 877-901; Ulrich
Beck, Die Erfindung des Politischen (Frankfurt am Main 1996), and 'World
Risk Society? Ecological Questions in a Framework of Manufactured Un
certainties', Theory, Culture and Society, vol. 13, no 4 (1996), pp. 1-32;
Mahmood Monshipouri, 'State Prerogatives, Civil Society, and liberaliza
tion: The Paradoxes of the Late Twentieth Century in the Third World',
Ethics and International Affairs, vol. II (1997), pp. 232-51; and Ariel
Colonomos, 'La "Societe civile globale": mirage ou oasis de l'international',
unpublished paper (Paris, April 1998).
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spread to an unprecedented variety of geographic contexts. In
the Latin American area, for instance, discussions about civil
society have featured in citizens' resistance to bureaucratic
authoritarian military regimes, in campaigns against terrorism
and warlordism, and in proposed schemes (like Mercosur) of
regional economic and political cooperation. 13 Scholarly studies
of sub-Saharan Africa have emphasized how associationallife
- farmers' organizations in Kenya and Zimbabwe; lawyers' and
journalists' associations in Ghana and Nigeria; mineworkers'
unions in Zambia; Christian churches in Burundi and Kenya;
Islamic brotherhoods in Senegal - are most likely to thrive in
the presence of an effective state, and how, paradoxically, weak
states can sometimes become stronger - more effective at pro
moting the accumulation and better distribution of wealth,
and improving their own legitimacy and power potential- by
allowing a good measure of pluralism in associationallife. 14

The term 'civil society' has also been used widely for politi
cal ends, as in South Africa, where groups like the South Afri
can National Civic Organization (SANCO) have helped to
popularize talk of civil society in debates about the type of
post-apartheid regime that is currently being born, or at least
should be worked for. According to figures like Mzwanele
Mayekiso, apartheid spawned the growth ofnetworks ofpower
sensitive civil society groups, which sprang up in the densely
packed communities of cardboard, plywood and zinc roofed
huts, backyard repair shops, petty businesses ('spaza shops')
and shacks-cum-hairdressing salons, and local bars ('shebeens').
These initially functioned as 'dual power' organizations de
signed to disrupt apartheid. According to Mayekis0, organs

13 A good summary account of the degree to which the military regimes of
Argentina, Brazil, Uruguay and Chile were supported or resisted by their
civil societies is found in Alfred Stepan, 'State Power and the Strength of
Civil Society in the Southern Cone of Latin America', in Peter B. Evans et
al. (eds), Bringing the State Back In (New York, 1985), pp. 317-43.
14 Michael Bratton, 'Beyond the State: Civil Society and Associational Life
in Africa', World Politics, vol. 41 (April 1989), pp. 404-30; and Maxwell
Owusu, 'Domesticating Democracy: Culture, Civil Society, and Consti
tutionalism in Africa', Comparative Studies in Society and History, vol. 39,
no. I (January 1997), pp. 120-52.

such as the yard and street residents' committees, arts-and
craft organizations, burial socie~ies and savings clubs must now
strive to play the role of watchdogs on the ANC-Ied govern
ment, above all by ensuring that the low-wage, violence
ridden, police- and gang-harassed organs of civil society 'get
greater resources and capacity to deliver goods in a manner
free from the distortions of market power and state manipu
lation' .J5

* * *

The language of civil society has also made a strong appear
ance for the first time in the east Asian region. The Japanese
case has already been mentioned, but there have been many
subsequent attempts to develop the theory of civil society,
mainly in non-Gramscian ways. In Taiwan, the first systematic
account of the dramatic history of press/state relations under
Kuomintang one-party state rule has underlined the vital im
portance of the unintended, conflict-ridden emergence of a
self-organizing civil society. 16 Important 'anthropological' con
troversies have broken out concerning how to translate the
originally European term 'civil society' into local Asian lan
guages. For instance, some Chinese scholars prefer the term
'citizen society' (gongmin shehui) or, like Taiwanese pro-oppo
sition writer Nan Fang-So, 'popular society' (minjian shehui).
Other writers prefer to speak of 'civilized society' (wenming
shehui) or 'urban society' (shimin shehui).17 And in the Korean
peninsula, recent analyses have highlighted the contrasts
between the totalitarian state of North Korea, whose rulers
appear to have enjoyed absolute control over an obedient
population, and South Korea, in which the long and bloody

15 Mzwanele Mayekiso, 'The "Civics", Hope of the Townships', Times Liter
ary Supplement no. 4748 (1 April 1994), p. 8. See also his Township Politics.
Civic Struggles for aNew South Africa (New York, 1996).
16 Lihyun Lin, 'The Transformation of Press-State Relationships in Taiwan
1945-1995' (PhD dissertation, University ofWestminster, London, 1997).
17 Wang Shaoguang, 'Some Reflections on "Civil Society''', Ershiyi Shiji
[Twenty-First Century], Hong Kong, no. 8 (December 1991), pp. 102-14.
I am most grateful to Dr Lihyun Lin for her insightful remarks on this
subject.
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transition from the authoritarian rule of Syngman Rhee, top
pled by the 19 April Student Uprising in 1960, has been driven
by the vigorous rebirth of civil society, whose roots are trace
able to the struggle against Japanese colonization (1910-45)
and the massive peasant rebellions, called the Tonghak Upris
ings, of the late nineteenth century.

The research by Hagen Koo and his colleagues is especially
interesting, and for several reasons. 18 Following the advice that
was repeatedly emphasized in Democracy and Civil Society and
Civil Society and the State, the South Korean case demonstrates
that there is no necessary zero-sum relationship between states
and civil societies. It shows, in other words, that a weak civil
society is not a logical correlate of a strong state, and (inversely)
that a strong, 'overdeveloped' state does not produce a docile
and quiescent society. The case of South Korea also under
scores the utility of the civil society perspective in understand
ing the east Asian 'economic miracle'. Whereas conventional
views concentrate upon the developmental state and free
market mechanisms as key explanations of the boom, Hagen
Koo and his colleagues concentrate as well on the dynamic,
sometimes unruly and conflict-ridden social underpinnings of
the state and market economy. Drawing explicitly on the in
terpretations offered in Civil Society and the State, they point
to the importance of social processes like the formation of
trade unions, the development of the minjung movement,
Confucianism and other moral and aesthetic reactions to
modernity. And by means of their civil society perspective
they point to an otherwise puzzling feature of South Korea's
rapid economic development - that despite their importance
in fuelling state-protected economic growth, large conglom
erate business groups (chaebol] have been the focus of intense
popular resentment and opposition, w:hich demonstrates that
South Korea is not an example of the so-called state capital
ism with 'Asian values'.

* * *
Civil society perspectives have also surfaced in various guises

18 See especially Hagen Koo (ed.), State and Society in Contemporary Korea
(Ithaca and London, 1993).

within the Muslim world, especially in the Arabic-speaking
worlds of the aI-Maghreb andal-Mashreq. Researchers spe
cializing in the countries of the region have deployed the term
to analyse the shifting contours and debates concerning state
civil society relations. The studies coordinated by Augustus
Richard Norton are good examples. 19 The governments of this
region are typically undemocratic - the world's highest con
centration of despotisms is to be found in the zone stretching
from Tangiers to Tehran - and perhaps it is to be expected
that they have reacted to declining revenues, charges of mal
feasance and misbehaviour, and growing social pressures by
parroting - hypocritically - the rhetoric of civil society against
Islamist groups and movements.

But of considerable importance is the growing interest in
the concept of civil society within Islamic circles. In contexts
in which it is a relatively simple matter to outlaw a party, but
in which 'the Muslim state can no more shut down a mosque
than a North American or European government can lock the
doors of a church', 20 it is unsurprising that a growing number
of Islamists speak the language of civil society with affection.
They question the Eurocentric presumption that civil society,
itself a European invention, cannot take root among Muslims.
These Islamists insist that it is not true that Muslims are prone
automatically to identify with segmentary communities
guarded by an anonymous Umma in which men of faith, who
'do not seem to miss civil society too much', jostle for posi
tion through c1ientelist, cynical politics. 21 These same Islam
ists turn the tables on narrowly European definitions of civil
society. They insist that secularism, conventionally thought to
be a basic requirement of a civil society, effectively functions
as an Orientalist ideology that protects despotic states bent
on stifling the growth of civil societies within the Muslim

19 See especially Augustus Richard Norton (ed.), Civil Society in the Middle
East (Leiden, New York and K61n, 1994), vol. I; and Civil Society in the
Middle East (Leiden, New York and K61n, 1996).
20 Augustus Richard Norton, 'Introduction', Civil Society in the Middle East,
op. cit., vol. 2, p. 9.
21 Ernest Gellner, Encounters with Nationalism (Oxford and Cambridge,
Mass., 1994), p. 179.
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world. 22

This tendency is clearly evident in the recent speeches of
Dr Mahathir bin Muhammad in Malaysia and President
Khatami in Iran, where pressures are mounting for constitu
tional and political reform and economic and social recon
struction.23 The same trend is especially evident in the Turkish
context, where the emerging civil society is Islamist. Com
prising networks of private schools, theatre groups, media or
ganizations, clinics, mosques, computer firms and other
businesses, civil society functions as the power base of a new
middle class ofuniversity-educated groups, whose faith in God
makes them strong critics of Kemalist 'secularism', mainly
because it is regarded as etatiste, patronizing, potentially or
actually violent, and riddled with such superstitions as the
compulsory association of progress with the shaving of beards
and the cultish worship ofAtatiirk. Continuing efforts by the
armed forces to prevent further Islamicization of civil society
and the state are bound to increase political tensions, ensuring
that Turkey remains convulsed by two key forces: a military
authoritarian form of modernism aligned with the compul
sory secularism instituted by Mustafa Kemal; and Muslim
actors intent on developing and redefining civil society - push
ing towards a post-secular civil society, structured by new codes
of ethics and aesthetics and held together and institutionally
protected by new post-secularist government policies in such
fields as law, education, municipal administration, banking and
foreign affairs. 24

The pathbreaking scholarly reflections of Tunisian scholar

22 See John Keane, 'The Limits of Secularism', Times Literary Supplement,
4945 (9 January 1998), pp. 12-13.
23 The best recent studies are Anoushiravan Ehteshami, After Khomeini: The
Second Iranian Republic (London and New York, 1995); and Farhad Kazemi,
'Civil Society and Iranian Politics', in Augustus Richard Norton (ed.), Civil
Society in the Middle East, op. cit., vol. 2, pp. 119-52.
24 Compare the analyses of Niliifer Gole, Musulmanes ets modemes: voile et
civilisation en turquiee (Paris, 1993), and her 'Toward an Autonomization of
Politics and Civil Society in Turkey', in Metin Heper and Ahmet Evin (eds) ,
Politics in the Third Turkish Republic (Boulder, Co., 1994), pp. 213-22; Serif
Mardin, 'Civil Society and Islam', in John A. Hall, Civil Society: Theory, His
tory, Comparison (Cambridge, 1995), pp. 278-300; and the intellectually stimu-

Rashid al-Ghannouchi on the subject of civil society have a good
feel for this historic clash. Ghannouchi understands human be
ings as God's honoured vicegerents on earth. We have been gifted
by the Creator with such attributes as language, body, mind,
choice and will-power, and we are perforce expected to nurture
these attributes. These God-given 'rights of man' are inalien
able, but they also oblige human beings to exercise them pru
dently. 'God's rule' (hukm-u-llah) presupposes and requires
'people's rule' (hukm-u-sha 'ab). 25 The human condition is caught
between nature and God. It is sited in the realm of the between
(al-bayniyah), which contains abundant spaces (faraghat) in
which context-bound judgements (ijtihad) must be made by
human beings and their representatives. Literal applications of
the Quranic texts (dhawahir an-nusus) have important limits,
argues Ghannouchi. The core of these texts (al-Mokham), cov
ering such matters as the prohibition of stealing and murder, is
not the proper subject of interpretation. Other strictures must
however be 'translated', just as the followers of the Prophet who
gathered in Aquaba did by pledging, by means of a contract
(bay'ah), to establish an Islamic political community in Me
dina, founded upon the God-given principles of divine law and
open consultation between governors and governed (shura). Just
as the followers of the Prophet lived the relationship between
ad-dini (the religious) and as-siyasi (the political), so Ghannouchi
insists that the laws and institutions of a modern political com
munity should nurture and honour the dignity of its citizens.

Ghannouchi here questions the rejection, by scholars such
as Sy'd Q'utb, ofpolitical democracy as mere dross of a wholly
corrupted world. In practice, he argues, the dignity of citizens
is best nurtured by institutionalizing the democratic principle
of popular sovereignty through such mechanisms as periodic
elections, the separation of powers, equality before the law, a

lating note by Abdelwahab EI-Affendi, 'From Istanbul with Love ... and
Fear: The Trials and Tribulations ofTurkish "Secularism'" I Muslim Politics Re
port (Council on Foreign Relations, Washington, DC, June-July 1997), pp. 3-4.
25 Rashid al-Ghannouchi, Ad-Dini was-Siyasi Fil-Islam [The Religious and
the Political in Islam], a lecture delivered to the Cardiff Islamic Society,
Cardiff (January 1997).
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multiparty system, freedom of expression, and the right of
the majority to rule and of the minority publicly to oppose
that rule. 26 But Ghannouchi goes further than appealing to
Muslims and others to respect and to use the institutions of
modern political democracy - even to accept with good grace
defeat by their opponents in free elections. He insists that
Muslims must also use their human capacities for reason Caql)
and ijtihad and work to create, renew and nurture civil society
institutions (al-mujtama' al-ahli)Y Ghannouchi is aware that
Arab 'secularists' today misuse the term, in countries such as
Egypt and Tunisia, as a weapon with which to denigrate and
politically violate their Islamist opponents. 28 He is perhaps
less aware of having used the term 'civil society' in two con
flicting ways. Sometimes the term 'civil society' (al-ahli) is
reserved for an Islamic political community whose powers
are restricted by Shari'ah, in which case Muslims established
a civil state, more than fourteen centuries ago, in Medina (pre-

26 Rashid al-Ghannouchi, Al-Hurriyat Al-'Ammah Fiddawlah Al-Islamiyah
(Beirut, 1993), forthcoming in English translation as Public Liberties in the
Islamic State.
27 Sometimes Ghannouchi uses the term al-mujtama' al-ahli to refer to a
political order which straddles the conventional division between traditional
and modern societies, in that it comprises such associations as trade unions,
the souk, the mosque, schools and households. The Arabic word al-ahl con
veys several meanings, including inhabitants, family, wife, husband, chil
dren, relatives and people. More frequently, Ghannouchi, like other Islamists,
especially in Egypt, prefers instead to speak of civil society using the term
al-mujtama' al-madani, which comprises specifically modern institutions,
such as trade unions, political parties, student organizations and profeSSional
associations. Madina is the word for city. Madani (from madan, to civilize
or to refine, as contrasted with ai-sahara, the desert, with its connotations
of savagery, the unpolished and unrefined) has several meanings, including
city-dwelling, urban, civilized and polished. I am most grateful to Rafik
Bouchlaka and Azzam Tamimi, doctoral research students at the Centre for
the Study of Democracy, for helpful comments on this section.
28 Rashid al-Ghannouchi, 'Tunisia: The Islamic Movement and Civil Soci
ety', an unpublished paper presented at Pretoria University, South Africa
(August 1994). See also his essay (in Arabic), 'Westernisation and the
Necessity of Dictatorship', originally published in Elghurabaa, vol. 6, no. 6
(September 1980), reprinted in Rashid al-Ghannouchi, Maqualat (Paris,
1984), pp. 167-70.

viously called Yathreb). More often, the term 'civil society'
(al-madani) is used to refer to a particular kind of modern,
non-violent political order (al-dawla) in which social actors
are employers of the political authorities, whose mission is to
service the needs of society. It is principally in the latter sense
that he insists that the secularist dictatorships of the al
Maghreb and al-Mashreq regions are actually hostile to their
fledgling civil societies, which are best nurtured and protected
by renewing religious faith and its corresponding morality of
power sharing, including 'social solidarity, civil liberties, hu
man rights ... freedom of the press, and liberty for mosques
and Islamic activities'. 29 These emergent post-secular civil so
cieties not only pose a challenge to political despotism (al
tasallot). They also promise the transition from the 'natural
condition' of power and necessity towards the rule of law, or
to what Ghannouchi calls the legitimacy of popular choice.
Tradition-bound tribal societies and contemporary despotisms
are examples of natural communities that resemble commu
nities of ants and bees, in which belonging is involuntary, gov
ernment is instinctive, and laws tend to be unchangeable. A
civil society, by contrast, is a community of actors whose le
gally inscribed patterns of association are voluntary, which
means that its members are equipped with the power to re
interpret and to transform the social and political structures
within which they interact.

29 Rachid Ghannouchi, 'The Participation of Islamists in a Non-Islamic
Government', in Azzam Tamimi (ed.), Power-Sharing Islam? (London, 1993),
p.56.


