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Contested notions of civil society

Lars Trägårdh

The recent rise to prominence of the concept of ‘civil society’ is related 
to a broad set of challenges to national democracy and the welfare state, 
both from above – the fall of communism, globalisation, the European 
Union, the dominance of neo-liberalism – and from below – modern 
individuals and collectivities less inclined to defer to authorities, experts 
and elites. This has entailed a structural transformation that sometimes 
is described as a move from government to governance (Taylor 2005; 
Trägårdh 2007). Representatives of the state – elected officials as well as 
civil servants – have increasingly sought to govern in cooperation with 
civil society actors, ranging (using the wide definition utilised in this 
paper) from traditional unions, new social movements, foundations, and 
voluntary organisations to national business organisations, multinational 
companies, and transnational non-governmental organisations, NGOs. 

 For some, this shift from ‘government’ to ‘governance’ embodies the 
hope of erecting new political opportunity structures that will allow for 
more points of entry for community interests. For others, however, the 
reference to ‘governance’ is a rhetoric, which “dissolves notions of power and 
agency…” and is even “the burial ground of accountability” (Taylor 2005, 
p 3, quoting Newman 2001 and Perry and Moran 1994; Rhodes 1997). 
Yet, while governance has competing interpretations, it is important not to 
lose sight of the shared contemporary context for this debate. The concept 
of civil society, such as it is most commonly used in the academic literature 
as well as by activists and practitioners, is firmly embedded in what has 
been called an ‘Anglo-American narrative’ on state-civil society relations. 

In this theoretical and normative tradition (Somers 1995a, 1995b), 
civil society is associated with civic and communitarian virtues such as 
altruism, charity, volunteering, philanthropy, religion, non-profit orga-
nisations, and a host of activities deemed to serve the common good 
and providing public benefits, such as education, healthcare, and social 
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welfare. The state tends, by contrast, to be viewed with suspicion as a 
threat to the autonomy of civil society and the freedoms and liberties 
of the citizens. In a logic that follows from this binary and oppositional 
conception, it is also argued that a large public sector will ‘crowd-out’ 
civil society based initiatives and that such a ‘colonisation’ by the state 
constitutes a threat to the vitality and survival of civil society.

A core purpose of this paper is to challenge the universal applicability 
of this conceptual narrative by showing that such an understanding fits 
poorly with several of the countries in the world that exhibit the most 
vibrant civil societies – the Nordic ones, and particularly Sweden. Indeed, 
in these countries large civil societies co-exist not only with a large state 
and public sector, but also with close and deeply interconnected rela-
tions between the state and civil society that go well beyond the kind of 
dynamic captured in theoretical notions that assume an oppositional or 
competitive dimension, such as ‘crowding-out’ or ‘colonisation.’ 

To account for this empirical fact this paper instead puts forward a 
‘neo-Hegelian’ theory of state-civil society relations as an alternative to 
the dominant Anglo-American account. On this neo-Hegelian view, civil 
society is certainly seen as legitimate and important, but it is less tightly 
linked to unselfish, altruistic and communitarian virtues. Instead, civil 
society is first and foremost conceived of as the arena, in which individu-
als and groups seek to advance particular political and private interests, 
satisfy needs and desires, and to realise hopes and ambitions. It pictures 
state-civil society as a dynamic, interactive, and productive process, rather 
than as a counter-productive zero-sum game. 

The premise here is that ‘civil society’ is a concept that is powerful 
precisely because it is always normatively and ideologically loaded and 
never politically innocent. A preliminary purpose of this paper is, then, to 
lay bare the extent to which the central notions that inform the promotion 
of the ‘non-profit sector’ as well as the critique of the (welfare) state are 
ideologically embedded in the Anglo-American theoretical narrative. The 
analysis then proceeds by elaborating an alternative account that takes its 
departure from Hegel’s analysis – while also making a few new distinc-
tions that align his theory with the historical experience of the Nordic 
countries (accounting for the ‘neo’ in the notion of ‘neo-Hegelian’). 
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Sweden’s particular historical experience is examined in more detail in 
order to provide an empirical account of the nature of the links between 
the state-civil society nexus and contemporary political culture. The paper 
ends by making a few theoretical reflections based on the analysis of the 
Swedish case that serve to flesh out this account of the neo-Hegelian 
theory of state/civil society relations.1

The idea of civil society: Historical roots and ideological legacies

Hegel and a range of other Enlightenment thinkers are now often 
acknowledged as important in laying the groundwork for modern thin-
king about civil society. They were reflecting on the crisis of that time, 
one that was associated with the breakdown of the old feudal regime 
that simultaneously challenged the political, economic and social order 
of things. With the emergence of the modern market society and more 
democratic political regimes, a space opened up for political pluralism and 
new forms of economic and political interest organisations. At the same 
time, the collapse of the Old Regime also created new social tensions, 
throwing many individuals into a state of uncertainty and creating a need 
for associations that provided new forms of collective identity as well as 
social insurance against the vagaries of the dynamic but risk filled market 
society. This rich associational life came to fill the space that existed in 
the new age of the nation state, between the individual, who was the 
basic unit in liberal political and economic theory, and the nation, which 
was the new fundamental collective unit, replacing the feudal structures. 

 Yet to understand the current zeitgeist – and hence ultimately why we 
have to present Hegel’s ideas as challenging rather than providing a basis 
for current ways of thinking – we need to look at much more recent events 
and sources of ideas. One point of origin was the politics of the cold war, 
or to be more precise its endgame. Dissidents in Eastern Europe deployed 
civil society as their rallying cry in the struggle against the communist 
state in countries like Poland and Czechoslovakia. In this reading, civil 
society was conceived of as the realm of ‘authentic’ human relationships, 
while ordinary politics tied to the state – including the welfare state – was 
seen as always tending to corrupt natural community and threaten liberty. 
This is a legacy that still resonates in post-communist Eastern Europe, 
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where citizens appear relatively inclined to trust the market’s capacity to 
ensure freedom and prosperity and in civil society to provide community 
and social security, compared to their Western counterparts. 

On the other side of the Atlantic, a similar analysis was launched by 
Peter Berger and Richard John Neuhaus, whose 1977 book To Empower 
People: The Role of Mediating Structures in Public Policy – relaunched in 
1996 with an explicit reference to ‘civil society’ in the title – was one of 
the first and most seminal elaborations of a principled critique of the 
welfare state (Berger and Neuhaus 1977, 1996). Berger and Neuhaus 
argued that the welfare state had undermined the institutions of civil 
society such as the family, the neighbourhoods, churches and other faith-
based institutions that traditionally had provided a sense of community as 
well as a measure of security in times of trouble. In their view, the growth 
of the welfare state disempowered already poor and disadvantaged people 
further by making them dependent on the state.

The emphasis on the crucial role that voluntary associations played 
for economic prosperity, political vitality, and social community was not 
limited to conservative critics of the welfare state, however. Operating 
in the Tocquevillean tradition, many American academics and public 
intellectuals of a more left-of-centre stripe celebrated civil society and the 
‘habits of the heart’ formed through civic engagement (Bellah, Madsen, 
Sullivan, Swidler and Tipton 1985, 1991; Etzioni 1993; Lasch 1991; 
Wolfe 1989; Putnam 2000). A third point of origin for the concept of civil 
society was the launching, or re-launching, of the concept by politically 
left-leaning intellectuals in Europe and the US who operated within a 
neo-Marxist tradition. Scholars such as Jürgen Habermas (1989, 1996), 
Jean Cohen and Andrew Arato (1992), John Keane (1988a, 1988b), 
and Michael Walzer (1991), to mention only a few, worried about what 
Habermas described as the increasing colonisation by the state of the 
‘life world’ of civil society. They tended to see in the so-called new social 
movements a hope for an invigorated civil society, capable of revitalising 
and strengthening democratic political culture from below. 

In this tradition, we do, in fact, encounter Hegel. Cohen and Arato’s 
magnum opus refers to Hegel’s ground-breaking nineteenth century 
analysis of state and civil society. However, they significantly departed 
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from Hegel’s model in one key respect. Whereas Hegel distinguished 
between only two spheres, namely the state and civil society, Cohen and 
Arato chose to develop a three-sphere model in which the market too 
was conceived of as constituting its own sphere. This was consistent with 
their Habermasian anxiety that civil society as a ‘life world’ was facing 
two threats; market forces on the one hand and the colonising state on 
the other. However, this was a move that also brought their analysis into 
measurable harmony with the politically more conservative interpretations 
coming from Eastern European dissidents and American communitarians.

To be sure, Cohen and Arato were far from promoting the a-political or 
even anti-political visions of civil society that were common among conser-
vatives. Nor did they subscribe to the kind of unbridled anti-statism that 
characterised right-wing interpretations of the idea of civil society. Rather, 
they envisioned civil society as a sphere of citizen action and grassroots 
movements and as an active Habermasian public sphere. They were not 
hostile to the universal provision of social rights such as healthcare through 
the organs of the democratic state. However, purging the sphere of civil 
society of the troublesome market, which was marked by the morally 
dubious pursuit of profit and self-interest, left Cohen and Arato’s definition 
of civil society – the family, the voluntary associations, social movements, 
and public forms of communication – free of the odours of the market 
society and thus more easily romanticised in terms of community, social 
movements, and ‘positive’ political and collectivist values. 

From this point of view, it is symptomatic that in the Anglo-American 
world, civil society is often treated as synonymous with the so-called 
non-profit sector, that is, a sector defined specifically as distinct from the 
market. It is a definition that corresponds with the Internal Revenue Service 
tax-code, which provides significant benefits and privileges to independent 
entities that do not distribute profits to owners. The most privileged, the 
so-called 501(3)(c) organisations, are religious institutions and organisations 
that are devoted to charitable work; the least favoured are those associations 
that engage in political advocacy or in other ways promote self-interest. 

  In the Hegelian scheme, on the other hand, civil society is the sphere 
in which private interests, needs, and desires play themselves out. Inspired 
by his reading of Adam Smith, Hegel embraced the market as a legiti-
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mate, necessary, and ultimately positive force for enabling the private 
pursuit of gain, pleasure, and self-expression in addition to its laudatory 
aggregate effect on societal wealth creation. At the same time, however, he 
argued that the internal contradictions of civil society, including poverty, 
atomistic individualism, and social disorder, could never be resolved by 
civil society itself. 

This is a vision of civil society that stands in sharp contrast to the 
communitarian reading that has come to dominate in the more recent 
past. Instead of ascribing to civil society social virtues such as voluntarism, 
altruism, communitarian impulses, non-profit economic imperatives, 
freedom and liberty, etc, Hegel had a far more cold-eyed view of civil 
society. By retaining the market squarely within civil society, Hegel made 
clear that political parties, unions, voluntary associations, and even what is 
today called non-profits, ultimately were vehicles for asserting a particular 
interest, not the common good. They were not there simply to ‘do good,’ 
they did not embody some kind of different moral logic or rationality 
that set them apart from for-profit businesses. And this was as it should 
be – a necessary dimension that had both positive and negative effects.  

Because civil society, in spite of its capacity to create wealth and 
promote private interest, could never resolve its internal contradictions, 
Hegel also emphasised the crucial role of the state. Only the state could 
promote and safeguard a greater purpose of rationality, by which Hegel 
meant the “unity and interpenetration of universality and individuality” 
(Hegel 1991, p 276). Thus, for Hegel the state was not a threat to indiv-
idual freedom; quite the contrary, it was only through membership in 
the state and through the superior rationality of the state that the highest 
form of individual freedom was made possible. In concrete daily life, this 
merging of individual freedom and the state’s universalist rationality, was 
mediated and realised in what Hegel called the ‘corporations.’ These were 
the various associations that individuals, otherwise isolated as atoms in 
the market system, joined to pursue common interest. In the very act 
of joining, the individual began the journey to transcend self-interest, 
forge a social identity, and begin to contribute to the welfare of society 
as a whole. 
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This Hegelian stress on the unfolding of the progressiveness of civil 
society–state dynamics is notably absent from all of the more recent tradi-
tions that I have discussed above. The conservative, communitarian, and 
Habermasian lines of thinking can ultimately be seen as all to some extent 
working within the “meta-narrative of Anglo-American citizenship theory” 
(Somers 1995b). This is a conception that understands civil society as an 
autonomous entity, consisting of self-organising free associations and a 
free press, bonded through the common law and a carefully circumscribed 
representative government. Civil society is, on this account, prior to and 
distinct from the state, which always represents a threat to the liberty of the 
citizenry. In this narrative the state is always seen as harbouring a potential 
for domination, intervention, regulation, collectivism, and positive law 
imposed arbitrarily from above. In so far as there is a state that is acceptable 
from this perspective, it is what Somers calls a ‘de-institutionalised state,’ a 
state that remains subject to popular sovereignty and does not usurp powers 
that belong to the ‘people’ but remains reined in firmly within the confines 
of contract law, laissez-faire economics, and liberal democratic institutions. 
However, even in this relatively benign form, the state is always ”on the 
brink of being a source of tyranny,” as Somers put it (Somers 1995b, p 259). 

This understanding of state–society relations does not easily harmonise 
with Nordic political cultures and traditions. By contrast, our neo-Hege-
lian formulation of the ideal social order is one that ‘fits’ far better with 
the actual structure of Nordic societies and their political cultures, and 
in many ways constitutes a better theoretical account of the actual ways 
in which state-civil society relations have been configured historically. 

If ‘non-profit organisations’ (churches, charities, foundations, etc) 
constitute the bulk of contemporary American civil society, in Sweden 
and the other Nordic countries membership-based organisations with an 
internal democratic structure and often a more or less explicit political 
purpose have been dominant. Interestingly, a massive support from the 
state has been significant in both the United States and in the Nordic 
countries. However, by setting different conditions for this support, 
the state has structured civil society in radically different ways. In the 
US, the support has to a great extent been provided indirectly through 
tax privileges and exemptions as well as rights afforded individuals and 
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corporations to deduct gifts to charities from their taxable income. The 
purpose has been to safeguard the autonomy of civil society and keep the 
state at arm’s length. In a Scandinavian context, on the other hand, orga-
nisations have received direct monetary support, which, however, has been 
made conditional on the associations adhering to an internal democratic 
structure as well as to purposes that have been consistent with the values of 
a democratic society. These differences are rooted in the political culture 
more broadly speaking, and we will now turn to the values and practices 
that inform this structuring of civil society in the case of Sweden.  

The paradox of Swedish political culture: State and  

civil society in Sweden

The Swedish political tradition is marked by a seemingly mysterious 
paradox. On the one hand, many historians have emphasised the early 
emergence of a modern, centralised state since the 16th century. Indeed, 
Sweden is at times viewed as one of the first and most fully realised 
examples of an absolutist state, one that served as a model for Prussian and 
Russian state builders in the centuries that followed. On the other hand, 
Sweden is also often celebrated as an open, democratic society in which 
citizens enjoy easy access to political leaders and the political process.

The notion that Swedish political culture is particularly statist has 
shown itself to be an enduring one, not least among critics of Sweden. 
In his controversial book The New Totalitarians, Roland Huntford dev-
eloped this thesis to its extreme conclusion (Huntford 1971). Viewing 
Sweden as the incarnation of Huxley’s Brave New World, Huntford 
castigated the Swedes, who he deemed to be “not quite of the West”, for 
their “worship of the State” (p 14). To be sure, they possessed the trap-
pings of constitutional democracy, “but they do not have democracy in 
their hearts,” according to Huntford (p 347). Rather, he went on: “they 
have a preference for government by bureaucrats rather than by polit-
icians” (p 9) and like true denizen of a Brave New World, they do not 
even suffer under the rule by central administration, rather “they love 
their servitude”(p 348). Most serious academics would not go as far as 
Huntford, of course, but ever since the 1950s, leading Swedish political 
scientists, from Gunnar Heckscher in the 1950s to Bo Rothstein in the 
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1990s, have described Sweden as a ‘corporatist’ state, even though they 
would carefully distinguish Swedish ‘democratic’ corporatism, however 
statist, from its fascist cousins (Heckscher 1946; Rothstein 1992). 

In marked contrast to this conception of a state dominated society 
stands another equally potent and deep-rooted conception, that of Sweden 
as a quintessential popular democracy. At times, this essentialist narrative 
about Swedish national identity has rivalled even English and American 
‘exceptionalism,’ the self-celebratory tales of being the ‘chosen land’ of 
democracy and freedom. The unique status of the Swedish peasantry 
– which never suffered under feudalism – would be emphasised, along 
with long-standing traditions of rule of law, local self-government, and 
personal freedom. Building on a tradition going back to the father of 
modern Swedish history, Erik Gustaf Geijer, it was in the 1930s and 40s 
common to depict an unbroken tradition that linked legendary peasant 
leaders from the distant past to popular movements of the 19th century 
and the breakthrough of modern democracy in the 20th. 

From this perspective, what scholars like Heckscher and Rothstein 
describe as corporatism is instead conceived as a particularly vibrant form 
of participatory and deliberative democracy, in which the free associa-
tions, not least the unions, the cooperative movement, and the employers 
organ-isations, co-govern Swedish society in close but free cooperation 
with the representatives of the state. Indeed, the liberty of Swedes was 
the result of centuries of struggles by ‘the common people’ – peasants 
and workers – to keep at bay the threats from above, from the aristo-
cracy of the past to the capitalist upper class of modern times. Another 
Swedish political scientist, Hilding Johansson, who was a contemporary of 
Heckscher, calls this “a democracy of popular movements, or associative 
democracy” (Johansson 1952, p 244). Rejecting the label ‘corporatism’, 
Johansson emphasised that: “In Sweden the organisations are free and 
self-governing. Primarily they pursue their own purposes and seek to 
safeguard the interests of their members. The cooperation with the state 
is voluntary” (ibid). 

Whether one wants to conceive of modern Sweden as a closed, state 
dominated society or as an associative democracy, in which the state is almost 
nothing but a set of open institutions, where free associations negotiate with 
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each other under the helpful and neutral guidance of state representatives, 
is to a great extent a matter of political taste. But beyond political rhetoric, 
the two perspectives are not incompatible. Empirically speaking, both 
Heckscher and Johansson appear to be right. Sweden scores comparatively 
very high when it comes to measures of trust, social capital, and member-
ship in voluntary associations. At the same time, there is no doubt that 
the Swedish state plays a major role in the affairs of the land, or that taxes 
and public sector spending is very high.

What is also clear is that the case of Sweden appears to undermine 
the idea that the struggle between state and society is a zero sum game 
– that a strong state will typically undermine popular self-organisation 
and democratic governance, and that a large public sector stands in 
opposition to a vibrant civil society. Symptomatically, until very recent 
times, coinciding with the introduction of the civil society concept, the 
words for ‘state’ and ‘society’ were often, if not usually, used as synonyms. 
The simultaneous presence of an exceptionally large public sector and 
an unusually vital civil society in Sweden thus poses an interesting and 
important conceptual and theoretical challenge with serious political and 
policy implications. 

Conclusions: What is at stake?

We are now in a position to draw a few tentative conclusions with regards 
to what I call a neo-Hegelian conception of state–civil society relations.2 
A few important principles that seem central to particularly the Swedish 
inflection of this neo-Hegelian social contract include: (1) the importance 
of key values and practices that focus on individual autonomy and social 
equality; (2) how these have been secured through an alliance between 
state and individual; (3) that this moral and political logic focused 
on notions of autonomy and equality also characterise Swedish civil 
society organisations; and (4) that civil society and the state are linked 
in a network of ongoing governance structures – the system of commis-
sions – that allow state and civil society to co-govern in a comparatively 
cooperative manner that is consistent with the neo-Hegelian theory of 
state and civil society. The key, in terms of democratic governance, then 
becomes not the extent of strict separation of civil society from the state, 
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as in the Anglo-American account, but rather the character of relations 
between civil society and the state. 

 In this perspective, it appears that what is at stake in choosing one 
conception of civil society over another turns on one’s normative view 
of the role of the state and civil society in general, and the welfare state–
civil society nexus in particular. One danger is that by romanticising 
civil society and exaggerating its capacity for moral, political, social and 
economic reform, one neglects the crucial role of state. The role of the 
state, in the Hegelian account, is precisely to act as a representative for the 
broader, universal interest, on the one hand, and to manage the negative 
consequences of an otherwise dynamic and productive market society, 
on the other. A more modest view of the potential of civil society does 
not mean, however, that the role of civil society is unimportant. On the 
contrary, the need for a critical counterweight to the state will never go 
away, nor will the need for associations that address the need for collective 
identity, social insurance, and political and economic interest. In the 
final analysis, what we need in the real world are elements from both the 
Hegelian and Anglo-American ideal typical conceptions of civil society.     

References 

Bellah, R, Madsen, R, Sullivan, W M, Swidler, A and Tipton, S M, 1985. Habits of 
the Heart, Berkeley, Ca: University of California Press.

Bellah, R, Madsen, R, Sullivan, W M, Swidler, A and Tiption, S M, 1991. The Good 
Society, New York: Knopf.

Berger, Peter and Neuhaus, Richard John, 1977. To Empower People: The Role of 
Mediating Structures in Public Policy, Washington, DC: American Enterprise Insti-
tute.

Berger, Peter and Neuhaus, Richard John, 1996. To Empower People: From State to 
Civil Society, Washington, DC: American Enterprise Institute.

Cohen, Jean and Arato, Andrew, 1992. Civil Society and Political Theory, Cambridge, 
Mass: Harvard University Press.

Etzioni, Amitai, 1993. The Spirit of Community. Rights, Responsibilities and the Com-
munitarian Agenda, New York: Crown Publishers Inc.

Habermas, Jürgen, 1989. The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, Cam-
bridge, Mass: MIT Press.

Habermas, Jürgen, 1996. Between Facts and Norms: Contributions to a Discourse Theo-
ry of Law and Democracy, London: Polity.



22

Contested not ions of  c iv i l  society

Heckscher, Gunnar, 1946. Staten och organisationerna, Stockholm: KFs bokförlag, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Hegel, GWF, 1991. Elements of the Philosophy of Right, in Wood, Allen (ed), Ele-
ments of the Philosophy of Right, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Huntford, Roland, 1971. The New Totalitarians, New York: Stein and Day.

Johansson, Hilding, 1952. Folkrörelserna och det demokratiska statsskicket i Sverige, 
Karlstad: Gleerups.

Keane, John, 1988a. Democracy and Civil Society, London: Verso.

Keane, John, (ed) 1988b. Civil Society and the State, London: Verso.

Lasch, Christopher, 1991. The True and Only Heaven: Progress and Its Critics, New 
York: Norton.

Newman, J, 2001. Modernizing Governance: New Labour, Policy and Society, London: Sage.

Perry, G and Moran, M, 1994. Democracy and Democratization, London: Routledge.

Putnam, Robert, 2000. Bowling Alone. The Collapse and Revival of American Commu-
nity, New York: Simon & Schuster.

Rothstein, Bo, 1992. Den korporativa staten, Stockholm: Norstedts.

Somers, Margaret, 1995a. What’s Political or Cultural about Political Culture and 
the Public Sphere? Toward a Historical Sociology of Concept Formation, Sociological 
Theory 13, no 2, pp 113-144.

Somers, Margaret, 1995b. Narrating and Naturalizing Civil Society and Citizenship 
Theory: The Place of Political Culture and the Public Sphere, Sociological Theory 13, 
no 3, pp 229-274.

Taylor, Marilyn, 2005. Community Participation in the Real World: The Opportunities 
and Pitfalls in New Governance Spaces, Presentation to the Kick-off Conference for 
the CINEFOGO Network of Excellence, Roskilde, Denmark, 17-19 October.

Trägårdh, Lars, 2007. Democratic Governance and the Creation of Social Capital in 
Sweden: The Discreet Charm of Governmental Commissions, in Trägårdh, L (ed), 
State and Civil Society in Northern Europe: The Swedish Model Reconsidered, New 
York: Berghahn Books.

Walzer, Michael, 1991. The Idea of Civil Society, Dissent, Spring.

Wolfe, Alan, 1989. Whose Keeper? Social Science and Moral Obligation, Berkeley: Uni-
versity of California Press.

Author affiliation

Institute for Civil Society Studies, Ersta Sköndal University College, Sweden

22


	Power to the people.pdf
	document-22.pdf



