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Civil society in Latin America: 

Participatory citizens or  

service providers?

Evelina Dagnino

It is already commonplace to mention the elusive, confuse, incomplete, 
elastic character of the concept of civil society. This is a revolving problem, 
and some authors have tried to formulate proposals for its solution: 

What is important about the civil society debate is not that one school 
of thought is proved correct and others exposed as false, but the extent 
to which different frameworks can generate insights that lead to more 
effective action (Edwards 2004, p 7). 

Less usual, though, is to call attention to how many of these attributes 
result from the fact that civil society has become such a powerful and 
instrumental political tool, and has been incorporated into a number 
of different political projects and discourses, receiving, in the process, a 
variety of different meanings. As many other politically valuable ideas – 
such as citizenship, participation and the very notion of democracy – civil 
society is extremely permeable to normative, political drives. 

Most theoretical constructions of civil society, I would argue, imply, 
more or less explicitly, conceptions of what politics and society should 
look like. An alternative to this would be to recognise that different under-
standings of civil society are always in dispute, and that the utmost we 
can reach is “clarity about the different understandings in play” (Edwards 
2004, p 3). The multiple versions of the civil society idea cannot be 
understood without consideration of those normative conceptions. At the 
level of political debate, it is even more clearly seen how these versions 
rely on and constitute elements of broader political projects, always in 
dispute.1 This is especially true in Latin America, where intellectual and 
political debates are intimately inter-twined.
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Civ i l  society in Lat in Amer ica

As in other parts of the world, the idea of civil society became promi-
nent in the continent’s political vocabulary in the context of struggles 
around democracy. From the mid 1970s onward, civil society came to be 
seen as the most important source of resistance against oppressive states 
in countries under military dictatorship, such as Brazil, Argentina, Chile, 
and Uruguay; and under authoritarian regimes such as those in Mexico, 
Peru, and Colombia. The re-establishment of formal democratic rule 
and the relative opening up of most political regimes in Latin America 
did not remove the importance of civil society, contrary to what some 
‘transitologists’ assumed (O’Donnell and Schmitter 1986). Instead, it 
reinforced its centrality in the building and deepening of democracy, both 
theoretically and practically. Since 1990, the meanings of civil society have 
multiplied under the divergent influences of neo-liberalism and emerging 
left-leaning governments in some parts of the continent, the first trend 
consigning civil society to the realm of ‘third-sector’ service-provision, 
and the second opening up new possibilities for participatory democracy. 

Ideas about civil society in Latin America have to be understood 
within the context of striking levels of inequality, and political societies 
that historically have been unable or unwilling to address this problem; 
high levels of cultural heterogeneity, especially in countries with large 
indigenous populations; the predominance of informal markets and 
endemic poverty; and a façade of liberal democracy that is characterised 
by an enormous distance between political elites and institutions, and 
the great mass of Latin America’s population. ‘Populist-developmentalist’ 
arrangements of the kind that have been implemented in Argentina, 
Brazil and Mexico have tried to bridge this distance through the control 
and subordination of social organisations, in order to guarantee political 
support and governability. 

For some authors, these contextual characteristics imply that Western 
conceptualisations of civil society do not hold in Latin American societies 
(Zapata 1999), and critical and innovative approaches have been devel-
oped across the continent in close collaboration with new experiences of 
civil society engagement, such as participatory budgeting. As elsewhere 
in the world, the prominence of these ideas stems from the perception 
that civil society is a potent force in building an effective democracy, a 



25

Civ i l  society in Lat in Amer ica

perception that has not escaped skepticism but remains alive across Latin 
America after more than thirty years. This article examines these various 
understandings of civil society and explores the factors underlying their 
diversity. 

Civil society: Homogenous or diverse?

Resistance against authoritarianism was able to achieve a relative unity 
across different social interests in many Latin American contexts, but 
unity soon disappeared after the return to democratic rule, revealing the 
inherent nature of civil society as a field of different and conflicting views. 
These differences still tend to be ignored in political discourse, where civil 
society is often seen as a macro-political subject, in some cases merely 
replacing older ideas about ‘the people.’ The widespread and persistent 
tendency to see civil society as the home of democratic virtues, and the 
state as the ‘embodiment of evil’ (Dagnino 2002), which clearly made 
sense under authoritarian rule, has been reinforced by the influence of 
leading theorists such as Habermas, Cohen and Arato. Their tripartite 
models, in which civil society and the life-world are sharply distinguished 
from the market and the state, contributed to this sense of separation. 
Habermas’ emphasis on communicative action as a privileged logic of 
civil society, and the risks of its colonisation by both states and markets, 
helped to confer legitimacy on the demonisation of the state. 

The affirmation of civil society was also related to “a return to the 
values of an ethical life and social solidarity at a moment when the market 
becomes an irreversible element” (Pinheiro 1994, pp 6-7). Leftist sectors, 
heavily affected by the failure of ‘real existing socialism’, did not imme-
diately react against this mythical view. Instead, they transferred their 
allegiance to social movements that emerged in the context of resisting 
authoritarianism, and that were considered, rather indiscriminately, the 
new ‘heroes’ of social transformation (Krischke and Scherer-Warren 
1987). The presumed connection between associational life and the ‘good 
society’ is clear in this respect; its premise is that the values of that society 
rest on the shoulders of ordinary people who organise and associate with 
each other to defend them. As a generalisation about Latin America, or 
indeed any other place for that matter, this view is not defensible. Arato 
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himself recognised that “the unity of civil society is obvious only from a 
normative perspective” (1994, p 21). 

The recognition of the heterogeneity of civil society is important 
not only in theoretical terms, as a field of conflict, but is also evident in 
empirical terms across the continent. From the paramilitary organisations 
of Colombia to market-oriented NGOs or entrepreneurial foundations 
in Brazil; from corporatist trade-unions in Argentina to indigenous 
movements in Bolivia and Ecuador, or to youth gangs such as the ‘maras’ 
in Peru, associational life varies enormously. In Venezuela, for example, 
‘civil society’ has been appropriated by the middle class, and in President 
Hugo Chávez’s discourse, the term has a pejorative meaning when used 
to refer to the privileged sectors of society. “For this reason, the poor have 
rarely identified with the term civil society, much less felt represented 
by the middle and upper classes” (García-Guadilla et al 2004, p 13). 
In Brazil, after years of neo-liberal rule, ‘civil society’ has marginalised 
social movements and is increasingly restricted to denote the world of 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs), itself an extremely hetero-
geneous field (Teixeira 2003). This heterogeneity is exemplified in the role 
played by NGOs in Colombia, considered by President Uribe as serious 
adversaries, and in the insistence of ABONG, the Brazilian Association 
of NGOs, to resist the homogenising denomination of ‘Third Sector’ in 
order to affirm its own political identity.  

Even when empirical research began to be undertaken on civil 
society in Latin America, it concentrated on assessing the size and levels 
of associational activity, assuming that a quantitative expansion meant 
favourable results for democracy (Avritzer 2000; Scherer-Warren et al 
1998; Santos 1993). Only recently has empirical research turned its focus 
to unveiling civil society’s heterogeneity (Dagnino 2002; Panfichi 2002; 
Olvera 2003; Gurza et al 2005).    

Civil society and the state

Civil society and the state are always mutually constitutive. In fact, the 
kind of relationships that are established between them represent a crucial 
dimension in the building of democracy. In the 1980s and 1990s, most 
theoretical efforts to conceptualise civil society in Latin America were 
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predicated on the need to affirm, not just its importance, but its very 
existence. In an academic and political landscape dominated by a ‘statist’ 
conception of politics, rooted in the developmentalist/populist tradition, 
the affirmation of ‘another space’ of politics and of other actors who were 
entitled to participate in those spaces was a key concern, and an emphasis 
on separate spheres played a central role in that effort. 

For similar reasons, Latin American social movements placed strong 
emphasis on their autonomy vis-à-vis the state and political parties, 
reacting against the control and subordination to which they had long 
been submitted. This strategic emphasis has often been interpreted as 
a rejection or a “turning their back to the State” (Evers 1983). In fact, 
however, the state in Latin America has always been a mandatory inter-
locutor for social movements and other civil society organisations, even 
during the harsh times of authoritarianism. 

Although they still predominate, the simplistic tone of these views 
has been increasingly contested in Latin America, in both theory and in 
practice. The emergence of more complex approaches to civil society is 
in part a response to the concrete difficulties encountered in deepening 
democracy, which always implies an intricate interplay of forces and 
struggles across diverse actors and arenas. Simplistic views also created 
frustration, disappointment and disenchantment among civil society 
activists when the high expectations they had raised failed to be translated 
into reality (Olvera 1999). Academics expressed the same reactions in 
an analytical wave that decreed the ‘death’ or ‘crisis’ of Latin American 
social movements. 

At the theoretical level, alternative analyses of civil society took their 
inspiration from Gramsci and others in order to contest the false dicho-
tomies of these dominant, homogenising approaches. The Gramscian 
notion of civil society as a terrain of conflict and, therefore, of politics, 
included an integral relationship with the state, without which the central 
notion of hegemony would make no sense. This framework has been 
used in several countries since the beginning of their anti-authoritarian 
struggles, where the role played by civil society in the destruction and 
re-creation of hegemony was paramount to its embrace by the Left as 
an appropriate basis for the struggle for democracy. “Well familiar with 
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‘frontal attack’, the Left had to learn how to conduct a ‘war of position’ 
and the multiplicity of trenches it implies” (Dagnino 1998, p 41).

The notion of hegemony as a framework for analysing civil society 
and its relationship to the state was reinforced by the gradual ascension 
to power in several countries of progressive and/or leftist forces that, in 
many cases, represented political projects formulated by or originating in 
civil society itself. The Workers’ Party (PT) in Brazil is the most signif-
icant case. Emerging in 1980 from trade unionism, popular movements, 
progressive sectors of the Catholic Church and a few intellectuals, the 
Workers Party began its electoral trajectory in 1982 and gradually wide-
ned its access to government positions; from municipal administrations, 
to state governments and finally, in 2002, to the Presidency of the Repub-
lic. In other cases, such as the creation of the Partido Revolucionario 
Democratico (PRD) and the election of Mayor C Cárdenas in Mexico 
City in 1997, and that of Alejandro Toledo in Peru in 2001, the articula-
tion between politicians and civil society militants raised expectations 
and opened up more room for rethinking their relationship, in spite of 
subsequent, less positive developments. The movement of individuals 
in both directions intensified in many countries, with activists joining 
governments and politicians seeking civil society support. This pattern 
has been clear in the elections of Presidents Tabaré Vasquez in Uruguay 
in 2004, Evo Morales in Bolivia in 2005, and Correa in Ecuador in 2006. 

Civil society and participatory democracy

The emphasis on the articulation of civil society and the state found 
expression in a whole variety of experiments around participatory demo-
cracy that developed throughout the continent, from the 1990s onwards. 
The nucleus of these experiments was the need to deepen and radicalise 
democracy in response to the limits of liberal, representative models as a 
privileged form of state–society relations. Plagued by a resilient ‘crisis of 
representation’ as a result of the exclusive and elitist nature of liberal regimes 
and their incapacity to tackle deep-seated inequalities across the continent, 
it was clear that representative democracy needed to be complemented 
by participatory and deliberative mechanisms that could increase popular 
participation in decision-making (Santos and Avritzer 2002;  Fals Borda 
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1996). When they translate to a central focus on equality, citizenship 
and rights become powerful components of democratisation, activated 
through public spaces that enable greater participation in the formula-
tion of public policies that are oriented toward this goal (Santos and 
Avritzer 2002; Murillo and Pizano, 2003; Ziccardi 2004; Caceres 2004). 
These spaces are forums for deliberation and co-management, implying 
more-or-less-formal institutional designs and sets of rules, and directed 
towards producing decisions of a public nature. The state’s presence in 
them distinguishes these experiments from Habermasian views of the 
public sphere. Civil society and public spaces are two distinct levels that 
correspond to the “socialization of politics” and the “socialization of 
power” (Coutinho 1980). Public spaces are spaces in which conflict is 
both legitimised and managed. 

Brazil has been the pioneer in institutionalising spaces like these within 
the frame of the 1988 Constitution, which provided for direct participa-
tion by civil society. Management Councils in several policy areas are 
mandatory at the municipal, state and federal levels, with equal represen-
tation from civil society and the state (Tatagiba 2002). The Participatory 
Budget process installed in Porto Alegre in 1989 under the Workers’ Party 
Administration has been adopted in many cities in Latin America and 
increasingly in other parts of the world (Santos 1998; Avritzer 2002). 
The results of these experiments vary greatly, but, in some cases, they 
are proving to be reasonably effective in enabling government and civil 
society to take joint decisions, in spite of their limits and difficulties.

It is not surprising that most of the initial theorising on participation 
in Latin America has circulated around the Brazilian experience. The 
existence of the Workers Party and of a dense and diversified civil society 
has allowed for significant reflective creativity through joint debates over 
an extended period of time, involving activists, party members and acade-
mics. The same conclusion applies to the concept of citizenship, which 
has been significantly redefined by Brazilian theorists and activists since 
the mid-1970s, and which has also made important inroads into Colom-
bia, Ecuador, Argentina and Uruguay. Even in Chile, where notions of 
citizenship were strongly influenced by the early rise of neo-liberalism, 
a lively debate has ensued (De La Maza 2001).
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Advocates of participatory democracy envisage a role for civil society 
that rejects its traditional ‘self-limiting’ character in order to engage with 
political activity and move beyond the strict separation from the state that 
characterises the original Habermasian approach (Habermas 1986). These 
more radical visions define participation as shared decision-making with 
the state, thus departing from the idea that civil society should refrain 
from political power and limit its actions to influencing those already in 
authority. Tarso Genro, once Mayor of Porto Alegre and subsequently 
Brazil’s Federal Minister of Justice, has articulated the awkwardly-named 
notion of  ‘non-state public spaces’ to describe these experiments (Genro 
1995). For Genro, these spaces – simultaneously materialised in and inspi-
red by the experience of participatory budgets in Porto Alegre – enable 
civil society to penetrate the state in order to make it more responsive 
to the public interest, thus breaking the state’s monopoly over decision-
making. This model obviously requires a willing disposition on the part 
of the state to share some of its power, and relies on a strongly organised 
civil society. Such conditions are comparatively rare in Latin America, 
which is why the Brazilian experience has proven difficult to replicate 
in other contexts. Furthermore, the autonomy of both partners in this 
relationship is crucial. Santos (1998, p 491) sees citizens and community 
organisations, on the one hand, and the municipal government, on the 
other, as converging “with mutual autonomy. Such convergence occurs 
by means of a political contract through which this mutual autonomy 
becomes mutually relative autonomy.” Along the same lines, Oliveira 
(1993, p 6) calls this process “convergent antagonism”, emphasising that 
such relationships are not a zero-sum game. In spite of their sometimes 
convoluted formulations, these ideas are important attempts to deal with 
the reality of state-society relations, a question that is often ignored even 
by analysts of participatory democracy. 

The incorporation of participation by civil society in the constitutions 
of most Latin American countries is evidence that these concepts have been 
widely accepted, at least in theory. Between the early 1990s and the early 
2000s, nineteen countries included some provision for citizen participation 
in their legal-institutional frameworks, seventeen approved mechanisms of 
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direct political participation, and fourteen constitutions provide for public 
spaces with state and civil society representation (Hevia 2006). 

Participatory experiences have proliferated across Latin America, 
marked by a great diversity in their forms, expressions, qualities and 
results, and producing important demonstration effects through which one 
country learns from the experiences of others. This process has intensified 
with the growth of continental networking among social movements, 
NGOs, academics and political parties. The most obvious example is the 
remarkable spread of participatory budgets, but others include the Mesas 
de Concertación in Peru (regional roundtables); the Auditorías Articuladas 
in Colombia (state-society partnerships in the oversight of public cont-
racting, the execution of public works, and the accountability of state 
agencies); the already mentioned Conselhos Gestores de Políticas Públicas 
in Brazil; the Consejos Autogestivos in México (self-management councils 
in protected natural areas), and many others. These experiments show 
that alternative forms of ‘citizen politics’ are possible, but they are limited 
in temporal and spatial terms, as well as in their cultural and political 
effects, especially when gauged against the expectations they have raised. 

From civil society to third sector: The impact of neo-liberalism

Neo-liberal interpretations of civil society in Latin America stand in 
sharp contrast to participatory democracy. Although neo-liberalism 
is associated with liberal, representative democracy, at its core is the 
notion that the state and its relationships to society have to adjust to 
the demands of a new moment in the development of global capitalism. 
This impulse defines the internal logic that structures the neo-liberal 
project. It does not offer a diagnosis of society in which a concern for 
democracy is central. Instead, its goals are to adjust the economy by 
taking down barriers to international capital, removing any obstacles to 
the operation of ‘free’ markets, and extending market principles as the 
basic organising principle of social life. In this framework, states that are 
characterised by their large size, inefficiency, excessive bureaucracy and/
or corruption find new routes to more efficient forms of action and the 
optimal use of scarce resources (Franco 1999). In addition to the priva-
tisation of state enterprises, this process involves the transfer of the state’s 
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social responsibilities to individuals, civil society groups and the private 
sector. Furthermore, the search for efficiency also works to legitimise 
the adoption of the market as the organising principle of social, political 
and cultural life, transforming governments into service providers and 
citizens into clients, users and consumers. 

How have these ideas translated into conceptions of civil society, part-
icipation and citizenship in Latin America? From a neo-liberal perspective, 
the role of civil society is two-fold. On the one hand, it should supply 
the state and the market with information on social demands in order to 
increase efficiency. On the other, it should provide social organisations 
with the capacity to execute public policies that are oriented toward the 
satisfaction of these demands. Thus, civil society is conceived in a selec-
tive and exclusionary way, recognising only those actors who are able to 
carry out these tasks. 

These ideas have been put into practice in powerful ways, recon-figuring 
civil society through the accelerated growth and expanded role of NGOs; 
the rise of the so-called ‘Third Sector’ and of entrepreneurial foundations 
with a strong emphasis on redefining philanthropy in business terms; and 
the marginalisation (or what some refer to as the crim-inalisation) of social 
movements. The overall result has been a reductive identification of civil 
society with NGOs or the Third Sector. Latin American governments fear 
the politicisation of their engagement with social movements and workers’ 
organisations, and instead seek reliable partners who can effectively respond 
to their demands while minimising conflict. 

This shaping capacity of state action is visible in what has been called 
the “ngoization” of social movements (Alvarez 1999), not only in terms 
of their organisational structures and behaviour, but also in their political 
practices. Attracted by the opportunities offered by the state to engage 
in the execution of public policies, few social movements have been able 
to retain both their independence and their involvement in other kinds 
of political action. The Landless Movement in Brazil (MST) is one of 
the few that has.

Under neo-liberalism, participation is defined instrumentally, in rela-
tion to the needs derived from the ‘structural adjustment’ of the economy 
and the transfer of the state’s social responsibilities to civil society and the 
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private sector. For members of civil society such as NGOs, participation 
means taking on the efficient execution of social policies, even though 
the definition of those policies remains under exclusive state control. 
Participation is thus concentrated in the functions of management and 
policy implementation, not shared decision-making (Teixeira 2003). The 
reform of the state that was implemented in Brazil in 1998 under the 
influence of Minister Bresser Pereira (who introduced the principles of the 
‘New Public Management’) is very clear in relation to the different roles 
of the “strategic nucleus of the State” and of social organisations (Bresser 
Pereira 1996). The former retains a clear monopoly over decision-making. 

All over the continent, the very idea of ‘solidarity’, whose long history 
is rooted in political and collective action, became the motto of neo-liberal 
versions of participation. As part of a broader move to privatise and indi-
vidualise responsibilities for social action, participation is relegated to the 
private terrain of morality where an emphasis on volunteer work and ‘social 
responsibility’ (of both individuals and firms) becomes dominant. Along 
the same lines, the definition of the common or public good dispenses with 
the need for debate between conflicting views, replaced by “a set of private 
initiatives with a public sense” based on the moral thesis of “caring for the 
other” (Fernandes 1994, p 127). The ‘public’ character of the Third Sector 
and NGOs has been increasingly questioned on the grounds that they 
“lack the transparency and accountability in terms of finances, agenda, and 
governance necessary to effectively perform their crucial role in democratic 
civil society” (McGann and Johnstone 2006, p 66). 

In this framework, associational life loses its public and political 
dimensions. In fact, Third Sector advocates and activists insist on empty-
ing it of any conflictive or even political connotations (Franco 1999; 
Fernandes 1994). For these advocates, the replacement of civil society 
by the Third Sector would remove any sense of “systemic opposition to 
the State” (Fernandes 1994, p127). Thus, “[T]he notion of civil society, 
and the critical field belonging to it, lose their meaning and only coopera-
tion remains, under a new homogenizing guise. The main effect of this 
change is the de-politicization of the state–society relationship, with the 
question of conflict disappearing from the scene” (Dagnino, Olvera and 
Panfichi 2006, p 22). 
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Neo-liberalism also redefines citizenship according to its own guiding 
principles, diluting exactly that which constitutes the core of this notion, 
which is the idea of universal rights. The way in which the meaning of 
citizenship is watered down can be seen in several dimensions of the 
neo-liberal project.

First, social rights, which were consolidated in some countries, in spite 
of the precarious nature of the Latin American welfare state, are now being 
eliminated, seen as an obstacle to the efficient operation of the market. 

Second, in the management of social policy, the conception of univer-
sal rights as an instrument for constructing equality is replaced by targeted 
efforts directed toward those sectors of society considered to be ‘at risk.’ 

Third, citizenship is pushed into the arena of the market and a seduc-
tive connection between the two is established. To become a citizen 
increasingly means to integrate into the market as consumer and produ-
cer (García Canclini 1995). In a context where the state is progressively 
removed from its role as the guarantor of rights, the market is expected 
to step in to offer a surrogate space for citizenship.

Fourth, when social policies are transferred to civil society organisa-
tions, philanthropy and volunteer work, citizenship is both identified 
with and reduced to solidarity with the poor and needy. Those who are 
the targets of these policies are not seen as citizens with the ‘right to have 
rights’ but as needy human beings who must be taken under the wing of 
private or public charities.  

These ideas have been implemented by neo-liberal governments 
throughout the continent with the heavy support of international 
agencies. After the pioneering Fondo de Solidaridad y Inversión Social 
(Solidarity and Social Investment Fund, or FOSIS) was created in 1990 
in Chile – “especially tailored for NGO involvement” (Foweraker 2001, 
p 18) – a number of similar agencies and programs materialised in the 
1990s in Colombia, Peru, Bolivia, Venezuela and elsewhere. In Brazil, 
during the eight years of the government of Fernando Henrique Cardoso, 
Comunidade Solidária, the agency in charge of social policies, became a 
powerful think-tank, which was extremely effective in developing and 
disseminating this framework (Almeida 2009). These efforts have not 
been able to hinder the deepening of both poverty and inequality in most 
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countries during the same period, but the number of NGOs multiplied 
geometrically, as did the growth of Third Sector employment (Salamon 
and Sokolowski  2004). The processes of decentralisation that have taken 
place in most countries at different levels have contributed to this process 
through so-called ‘partnerships’ between local governments and NGOs, 
but have also made possible a range of more participatory, democratic 
and creative interactions between civil society and local governments.

These different forms of civil society participation coexist in Latin 
America, and their respective predominance obviously depends on the 
power correlation between neo-liberal and participatory democratic 
projects in the different contexts. This is also true in Brazil, although 
during Lula’s government (2002–2010) there has been a significant 
increase in participatory public spaces, especially at the national level.3 
Differently from partnerships with the Third Sector, those spaces allow 
for wider representation of different sectors of civil society and state 
agencies, which can discuss, negotiate and build consensus in order to 
formulate public policies in different areas, in spite of existing limits 
and difficulties. In addition, social policies, which had been heavily 
based on those partnerships during the previous Cardoso’s neo-liberal 
government through its Comunidade Solidária, assumed centrality as a 
state responsibility. 

Conclusion 

These different conceptions of civil society coexist in a more or less tense 
relationship, according to different national contexts and historical proces-
ses. Other relevant dimensions that help us understand this diversity have 
not been discussed here, including the weight and role of political parties 
(either as competitors or supporters of civil society’s political actions), 
and the role of organised crime as providers of alternatives to civil society 
organisations among the popular sectors. 

Recent political processes that have taken left-leaning forces into 
state power seem to indicate that the dominance of neo-liberalism may 
be losing ground in the continent, although this does not necessarily 
represent a commitment to civil society or deliberative participation. In 
fact, in some of these cases, such as Venezuela and even President Lula’s 
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Brazil, the presence of strong leaders committed to the popular sectors 
can, in fact, act as a deterrent to effective participation. In others, like 
Bolivia, the strong and relatively autonomous organisation of indigenous 
movements may serve as an antidote to this tendency. 

In any case, the current condition of Latin America makes the central-
ity of the relationships between state and civil society even clearer. The 
extent to which civil society is seen as entitled to a share in decision-
making, and the extent to which conflict is seen as legitimate and public 
spaces are provided for its management, seem to be the crucial questions 
on which the future of civil society will hang across the continent. 

Notes

1. The notion of political project is being used here to designate the beliefs, desires, 
interests, worldviews and representations of what life in society should be, which, in more 
or in less structured forms, guide the political action of different subjects. See Dagnino 
2002, 2004 and Dagnino, Olvera and Panfichi, 2006.

2.  For a detailed account of the debate on citizenship in different Latin American 
countries see Dagnino, 2005, as well as the special issue on this theme in Latin American 
Perspectives (30) 2, 2003.

3.  As, for example, the new National Conferences on Public Security and on Culture.
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