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Introduction

Heidi Moksnes

During the last few decades, ‘civil society’ has acquired an increasingly 
heavy load of expectations to carry. The presence of a strong civil society 
is hoped not only to strengthen political participation and democratisa-
tion, but also more generally to promote positive social change. Such 
expectations govern the design of policies and programs, not least in 
international development cooperation. With the present volume and the 
conference that preceded it we are raising questions about the concept 
of civil society. Does it really have universal bearing? Or is it a Western 
concept expressing mainly Western ideals?

 ‘Civil society’ is commonly imbued with a series of normative assump-
tions linking the notion both to the protection of human rights and to 
democratisation. People’s participation in civil society is regarded as the 
exercise of their civil and political rights to freely form associations, freely 
express their opinions, to pursue their interests, etc. Civil society groups 
are also expected to exert pressure on the state to grant and protect these 
and other rights. 

Furthermore, the ideal civil society is considered to promote demo-
cracy by manifesting civic engagement, having internally egalitarian and 
transparent structures, promoting democratic ideals, and by standing free 
from state influence. Civil society groups are also expected to promote 
democratic state structures by demanding transparency and accountability 
of governments, and by pressing for popular participation in political 
decision-making on different levels. 

It is important to note that notions and expectations of civil society 
commonly differ between liberals and people from the left. Liberals, 
in the line of de Tocqueville, often emphasise the role and capacity of 
civil society to function as a counterweight to the state and its expected 
drive towards authoritarianism. With a vibrant civil society, citizens are 
able to form a shared identity and bonds of solidarity, enabling them 
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to resist state encroachments on their fundamental liberties. To further 
limit the domain of the state, neo-liberals hold that civil society, together 
with market actors, should take over functions that formerly were state 
responsibility, such as service delivery.

On the left, emphasis has been rather on the capacity of civil society 
– in the form of social movements and organisations – to strengthen the 
positive potential of the state by pushing it towards reforms that increase 
social equality and substantive democracy. Moreover, civil organisations 
are described as contesting the definition of rights and to whom they 
should apply, extending the definition to include social, economic and 
cultural rights, such as the right to difference for minorities. However, 
critics from the left, in the tradition of Marx as well as Gramsci, have 
argued also that civil society is a sphere of conflict. They point out that 
there are important differences between groups within civil society, reflec-
ting varying resources and sometimes colliding interests, such as those 
between social classes, or women and men, where privileged groups may 
come to dominate the arena.

In spite of such differences between liberals and the left, the two 
strands still coincide in holding out the potentially positive capacity of 
civil society for popular civic mobilisation and for countering repressive 
or self-interested states. In this volume, the authors explore the condi-
tions under which such expectations on civil society may or may not be 
well-founded. How do people actually go about pursuing their interests 
in different places across the world? This question implies an investiga-
tion of the very form of relation between the state and the people living 
within its territory.

Arguably, the notion of civil society depicts a relation between state 
and people that is constituted in a specific way. First, it implies that 
people regard themselves as political subjects in relation to a state, and 
as autonomous individuals, carrying certain rights, which they demand 
from the state and to some extent expect the state to give. That is, they 
regard themselves as ‘citizens’. ‘Civil society’, then, is constituted by such 
citizens, in the sphere between the individual and the state. Commonly, 
the notion also entails a special form of relation between individuals within 
society. In an ideal civil society people engage in horizontal networks to 
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promote shared concerns. They are expected to act freely, without cons-
traints from the state or other individuals (whether family or religious 
leaders), and to form associations that bridge divisions based on gender, 
religion or ethnicity.

This notion is modelled from a historically specific condition: the 
emergence of the modern European/Western nation-states and the new 
form of relationship that evolved between people – and with the state – 
within the urban population, especially of the middle and upper classes. 
In contrast to the rural communities and their webs of social and moral 
obligations, these urban residents acquired a social life with more room 
for individual interest; by the German sociologist Ferdinand Tönnies 
described as a difference between Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft. ‘Civil 
society’ imagines this kind of individuals and interaction, but generalised 
and accentuated with idealised expectations.

However, defining civil society in this way excludes a considerable 
array of the ways people throughout the world organise themselves and 
their concerns. Especially in societies where the state has little to offer in 
terms of social security systems, services, or protection – whether due to 
lacking resources, interest or armed conflicts – people rely on their own 
safety nets and means to promote their well-being. Thus, networks of 
kin, communal structures, or patron-client bonds are often fundamental 
building blocks of society. While definitely constituting a sphere between 
the individual and the state, these forms of organisation are usually not 
considered ‘civil society’. Regarded as too communal, fluid or hierarchic, 
they are rarely held to manifest a form of civic engagement that can 
promote positive social change. As a consequence, there is little attention 
paid to this sphere of people’s lives. The theoretical as well as practical 
problems that this narrow and normative use of the concept raises is 
discussed by several authors in this volume.

Notably, these organisational forms commonly – and increasingly – 
co-exist with, or are integrated with, forms through which people do turn 
to the state for various concerns, defining themselves as its citizens and 
as holding certain rights. However, since the structure and dynamics of 
states differ highly over the world, so do the form and the degree to which 
people engage with them. This, in turn, affects the formation of the state.



6

Introduct ion

As many scholars have noted, the state is not separate from (civil) 
society, but formed through the way various groups interact with it, the 
aspirations those groups have, and the state’s response to those interests 
and demands, as well as the measures it takes to restrict and control. In 
this interaction, some groups, or regions, have more influence over the 
way the state is formed than others.

Civil society itself – however we define it – and its constituents, the 
‘citizens’, are partly or largely constituted through their form of interaction 
with the state, and the ‘rules’ of this interaction. What kinds of demands 
are responded to by the state, at its various levels and through its various 
agencies? And how should these demands be expressed in order to be 
effective? Through violent public manifestations, alliances with political 
parties or strong men, or by forming NGOs with international donor 
support? And what kinds of social formations and demands are not listened 
to, or even repressed? Unions? Religious groups? 

Several of the contributions to this volume look at the implications 
such differences have for the expectations the status of citizenship is 
imbued with, and the ways people strive to achieve political change. 
The authors investigate what forms of social formation are promoted, or 
discouraged. Furthermore, they look at the consequences for democratic 
civic participation and influence on decision-making.

Differences in perceptions of civil society are in part related to expe-
riences from different regions. In the United States – as discussed by Lars 
Trägårdh – there is a tradition of regarding civil society as a counterweight 
to the state, ensuring that the state does not expand its claim or sphere 
of command. This perception, he argues, contrasts significantly with 
the experiences and discourses of the Northern European countries, for 
example Sweden, where a strong welfare state co-exists with a broad-based 
and vital civil society.

In Latin America, civil movements have been active drivers in the 
change from highly authoritarian and repressive states to more democratic 
regimes. This has inspired scholars to analyse how people, through diffe-
rent forms of social mobilisation, claim and diversify the public sphere, 
whereby also previously marginalised groups constitute themselves as 
rights-bearing citizens, demanding recognition and democratic participa-
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tion. In this volume, Evelina Dagnino addresses this development and the 
different forms of participatory democracy that have developed in various 
Latin American countries, but also the neo-liberal restrictions on actual 
civil society influence. The broadened notions of citizenship employed 
by social movements on the continent are further discussed in the papers 
of the session on Latin American ciudadanía.

In Asia, as shown by Nandini Sundar, social scientists discuss the 
variety of interests represented by different actors within civil society. In 
spite of the highly diversified continent, the categories of actors are similar 
to those found in Europe and elsewhere, many promoting democratic 
change. However, not all civil society actors hold democratic aspirations. 
This, as noted by Sundar, sometimes results in the state representing the 
more progressive party. The papers of the session on religious discour-
ses in Asia discuss specifically whether religious adherence is blocking 
or promoting democratic change, exemplifying with different Hindu, 
Buddhist, Muslim and Christian organisations. 

For the Arab World, the history of the emergence of ‘civil society’ is 
perhaps particularly complex. Hamdi Hassan provides a critical analysis of 
how the colonial formation of Arab and Middle Eastern states, including 
today’s authoritarian and coercive state rule, defines and restricts the space 
for civil associations. Describing both pro- and contra-democratic forces 
within civil society, Hassan concludes that there are definite potentials 
for Arabic civil society to promote democratic change, but little actual 
prospects “for the time being”. The experiences of civil society actors to 
counter authoritarian rule are further investigated in the papers of the 
session on the role of Middle East civil society in democratisation.

In Africa, where the most forceful civil society actors some decades ago 
consisted of the anti-colonial nationalist movements, many of the present 
civil society actors find themselves struggling against the inheritors of those 
movements, which today exercise authoritarian state rule. In his article 
on Zimbabwe, Amin Kamete shows how civil society organisations may 
openly defy and challenge such authoritarian rule. Today, civil society is 
commonly associated with non-governmental organisations, financed by 
– and dependent on – international donors, and choosing to participate 
in state provided arenas to exert some degree of influence. Duncan Okello 
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discusses the challenges such engagement entails for the organisations 
in their strivings to accomplish democratic change. He also notes that 
the engagement with states and donors has locked civil organisations in 
a position of ‘non-partisanship’, inhibiting broad political mobilisation 
and ambitions for effective political influence. The variety of African 
civil formations and the influences on political governance are further 
elucidated by the papers within the session on African governments and 
civil society.

The papers of the four last sessions of the volume discuss more thematic 
concerns relating to civil society, outlined in the introduction to each 
session. Thus, one session explores the presence of contradictory interests 
within social society, with examples from different countries. Another 
session addresses how such contradictory interests are partly defined by 
gender, and discuss what scope there is for women to strengthen their 
political agency by engaging in civil organisations. The next session 
examines the highly normative expectations embedded in the notion of 
civil society, and whether or not certain social attachments can be defined 
as ‘uncivil.’ The papers of the last session discuss civil society actors enga-
ged in international development cooperation, and the influence donor 
demands have on local and national civil organisations.

In all, the volume offers broad regional comparisons, country-specific 
case studies, and in-depth analyses on how to understand the varying ways 
civil society is formed. Together, the contributions depict the immense 
width of how people engage politically, outside the state and political 
parties, to pursue their concerns. However, and perhaps surprisingly, the 
contributions also make evident striking similarities across the world. This, 
of course, reflects the increasing transnational exchange that takes place 
between collective social actors, influencing not only the formulation of 
discourses and strategies, or the organisational format, but also the very 
agendas and aims. Moreover, the similarities reflect the increasing homo-
geneity of how states are governed, politically as well as economically, 
furthered by the governance models promoted by multilateral banks and 
donors within development cooperation. The increasing ‘ngo-isation’ of 
civil society actors on all continents is an evident outcome of all these 
processes.
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‘Civil society’, thus, does appear to have significant global bearing 
today. Furthermore, while civil groupings certainly have different 
objectives, the striving for democratic change is now a goal found across 
continents.
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