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Preface and Acknowledgments

Jorge Luis Borges, the great Argentine writer, once said: “I publish
my work in order to stop revising it.” I do not have the talent of Borges,
but I deeply empathize with his feeling. The project that resulted in this
book evolved over the years from a single-country study of voluntary
groups to a much broader and complex undertaking. Initially, my goal
was to show some of the significant limitations in the work of Robert
Putnam and others on civil society. But as I became fascinated by the
nuances of the link between civic engagement and democratization, the
project took a different spin that led me to other cases, bodies of litera-
ture, and new questions.

This book explores the question of whether and how civil society in-
fluences democracy, showing that the link between them is neither nec-
essary nor universal—as many others have claimed. I argue that civil
society has a “dark side” (i.e., a nondemocratic face) and that the spe-
cific sociohistorical context determines the nature of civic participation
and its potential effect on democracy. I claim that institutions, the law,
and dominant patterns of social interaction structure the conditions in
which individuals organize.

The book’s three case studies (of associational life in Weimar Ger-
many, of the antidesegregation movement in the United States, and of
civil society in contemporary Argentina) use historical and ethno-
graphic data. The Argentine analysis is based on original data that I
gathered in that country. The study also examines quantitative data
from twenty-eight additional nations. On occasion, I briefly introduce
other cases (e.g.,, Rwanda) to highlight certain points of analysis. I
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should note that the analysis includes no more than a passing reference
to the unprecedented crisis that erupted in Argentina in December
2001. The new forms of civil society mobilization that have emerged
with the crisis and their implications for democracy might be the topic
for another book. The case study of Argentina, however, anticipates
several critical undercurrents of the recent crisis.

The main reason I chose to write on the topic of civil society is my
belief in the power of organized citizens to improve democracy. Indeed,
in the 1990s, I thought that emerging rights organizations in Argentina
would effectively promote a civil liberties agenda, strengthen the inde-
pendence, reliability, and efficiency of the judicial process, and dissem-
inate tolerance and trust among citizens. This conviction took me to Ar-
gentina in the mid-1990s to corroborate that Putnam and others were
right. But as I conducted preliminary field research, I began to uncover
evidence that did not support conventional wisdom on the link be-
tween civil society and democracy. Indeed, the data revealed that civic
participation had another, less hopeful face. These initial findings
opened my eyes to an overlooked, alternative perspective to accepted
views of democracy and society. The rest is in this book.

Many people helped me with this project. I am very grateful for their
generosity. My most special thanks go to Alison Brysk, Margaret Cra-
han, Diego Puig, Bert Rockman, Bill Scheuerman, Mitchell Seligson, Iris
Young, and Mark Ungar. They contributed in innumerable ways to im-
proving this study. I would also like to thank Muriel Bell, Tony Hicks,
Amanda Moran, and Janet Mowery of Stanford University Press; and
Martin Abregt, Lucia Bertranou, Michael Cain, Alec Campbell, Lizzy
Heurtematte, Andrew Konitzer, Bill Roberts, Raffael Scheck, Andrew
Selee, and Robert Weisbrot. The continuous support of my wife, Mirna
Kolbowski, was crucial for the completion of this study. She pushed me
to set firm deadlines, listened to my (often) incoherent ideas, and put
up with long hours of work that disrupted dinners, soccer games, and
more events than I can remember.

Funding for this project was provided, at various stages, by the Inter-
American Foundation, the Aspen Institute, the Woodrow Wilson Inter-
national Center for Scholars, and Colby College’s Social Science Divi-
sion. A 2002-3 residential fellowship at the Woodrow Wilson Center in
Washington, D.C., allowed me to complete the manuscript in the most
stimulating environment a scholar could dream of. I am truly thankful
for the support of all these institutions and their continuous belief in
this project.
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Introduction

If the police catch those criminals, they should execute them.

—A human rights activist, Buenos Aires, 1996

It would be no surprise to see Klansmen, vigilantes, and mafiosi dis-
play attitudes and behaviors at odds with democratic practices. No one
would be surprised if the aggregation of hate groups, vigilante organi-
zations, mafia networks, and similar organizations contributes to debil-
itating democracy. Thus it is relatively simple to dismiss these groups
as outliers in the study of the link between civil society and democracy.
Indeed, many would argue, we should be concerned with the civic en-
gagement of average citizens. It is in their participation that we are ex-
pected to find the democratic effects of civil society. After all, we are
told, civil society is positively linked to democracy across countries. But
what happens when the involvement of average citizens contributes to
the collapse of democracy, to the exclusion of minorities, and to the
deepening of society’s fragmentation? Then we have a serious concep-
tual and empirical problem. This book centers on this problem.

The main focus of my study is on average participants. I am particu-
larly interested in understanding the relationship between ordinary
forms of civic engagement and undemocratic dispositions, objectives,
and results. To do so, I study well-established and new democracies at
different historical conjunctures. I examine the “dark side” of civil soci-
ety in Weimar Germany, looking at the connection between the richness
and vitality of associational life and the acceptance of antisystem and
Nazi ideas; the United States in the decades following Word War II, fo-



2 Introduction

cusing on antidesegregation movements of average citizens in the
North and South; and postauthoritarian Argentina in the 1990s, analyz-
ing new patterns of civic engagement that emerged with democratic
rule and their link to noncooperation, distrust of others, and political
cynicism among participants.

The historical and ethnographic investigation is complemented with
a quantitative cross-national study, which affirms and expands key as-
pects of the analysis—for instance, showing that economic equality, and
not civic participation, plays an important role in strengthening the
quality of democracy. The cases I investigate are not the only examples
of the dark side of civil society. Indeed, several others confound what
we thought we knew about civil society. One that I explore briefly is
Rwanda, where civically minded health care and relief workers, human
rights activists, and members of religious groups supported the geno-
cide of 1994.

The case studies and the quantitative analysis pose a critical test of
theories about the universal connection between civic engagement and
democracy. They challenge conventional wisdom on this subject (Ro-
gowski 1995: 467-70). There is nothing inherently unusual about the
types of civil society activity that are the focus of my study. In fact, as I
noted, these are average participants and organizations; the very ones
that are expected to advance democracy. However, their civic engage-
ment led to nondemocratic outcomes, rather than to the opposite, “ex-
pected” results. In Weimar Germany, civil society was dense and vi-
brant, but rather than help to strengthen democracy it contributed to its
demise. In the United States, vast networks of solidarity and reciprocity
among law-abiding citizens did not unite society behind the effort to
end racial discrimination, but contributed to the perpetuation of social
exclusion. Finally, in Argentina, an active and mobilized sector of civil
society identified with human and civil rights values did not deepen
democracy by creating links between state and society and constructing
bridges across different sectors of society, but instead helped to inten-
sify divisions and conflicts and to erode confidence in democratic insti-
tutions.

Employing a wide-ranging and multi-method approach, I revise the
assumption that the relationship between civil society and democracy
is largely or wholly a positive one (see, e.g., Putnam 1993: 89—91; 1995a:
65-67). I argue that civil society may or may not lead to democracy be-
cause what matters is the context in which people associate, not be-
cause association is inherently and universally positive for democracy.
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In Weimar Germany, civil society was a destabilizing force to democ-
racy, while in the United States after World War II some elements of
civil society undermined the democratic character of the liberal state. In
turn, in the 1990s, Argentina’s civil society reinforced “vicious circles”
of noncooperation and conflict in a democratic system. These case stud-
ies allow me to examine the civil society—democracy link in new and in
well-established democracies. Argentina and Germany are both new
democracies (in different waves of democratization), while the United
States is a well-established but exclusionary democracy. The cross-na-
tional analysis also includes new and well-established democracies in
the sample, seeking to obtain answers that are valid across a wide range
of democratic systems. The different impacts and pathways of civil so-
ciety identified in the study do not cover, of course, all possible links to
democracy, but they are representative of a larger universe of ways in
which civil society can become problematic.

In order to explain the various ways in which civil society affects
democracy, I examine how different types of civic organizations and
other associational forms relate to specific aspects of democracy. For ex-
ample, groups and movements that encourage racial, ethnic, or reli-
gious discrimination will affect the individual rights guarantees of a
democracy. Civil rights groups that promote an antisystem discourse
with violent overtones will influence state decisions about the use of co-
ercion. Organizations that engage in corrupt or clientelistic exchanges
with the state will affect the legality of decision-making processes and
the principles of accountability and transparency.

When considering the impact of context on association, I examine
the ways in which civic engagement is directly affected by political in-
stitutions and shaped by conditions of social and economic inequality.
This analysis shows that the sociohistorical context influences the na-
ture, dispositions and orientations, and impact of civic engagement. In-
stitutional and societal conditions establish the cost threshold and en-
abling conditions that determine the democratic potential of
associations and movements. We should pay attention to the extent to
which state institutions protect the rights of individuals and build soci-
etal expectations of respect for the law, and to the ways in which social
and economic inequalities structure interactions in society (see O’'Don-
nell 1999b: 307; Edwards and Foley 2001: 228; Lomax 1997: 60). I em-
phasize the role of the rule of law, which I view as an institutional and
cultural construct (see Chapter 1), and which, in a democracy, state and
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private actors must uphold and abide by. For civil society to develop its
democratic potential, it must be firmly rooted in and backed by the rule
of law (Linz and Stepan 1996: 10, 14). As both the qualitative and the
quantitative evidence show, social and economic inequality erode the
rule of law. In brief, socioeconomic inequalities impinge on the rule of
law, which affects civic engagement and, in turn, its impact on democ-
racy.

Civil society does not necessarily promote the public interest or re-
forms that are beneficial for the majority (Heller 2001: 138). Indeed, the
optimization of outcomes (viewed from the perspective of the majority)
is not a necessary result of civic engagement. Smaller groups of partici-
pants with ample resources and privileged access to decision-making
spheres can impose narrow and parochial interests on the public
agenda and, as a result, impose unreasonable burdens on the broader
society (Fiorina 1999: 395—403).

Civil society reinforces contextual conditions, and thus it can work
as a multiplier of inequalities and tensions among political and social
forces (Berman 1997a: 427). For example, associationism can exacerbate
social disparities, discriminatory patterns, or “a systematically skewed
overrepresentation” of dominant social sectors (Schmitter 1992: 436—37;
see Schlozman, Verba, and Brady 1999).! This means that civil society is
not an inherently consensual arena, as many have argued, but often a
terrain of struggle and negotiation over the distribution of and access to
public goods and political / social resources and entitlements (see Foley
and Edwards 1999: 166—68). For instance, the empirical analysis shows
that race, religion, and related forms of identity can prompt patterns of
organizing, which in turn are likely to deepen racial, religious, and
other divisions in society.

Even though my emphasis in this study is on domestic factors, inter-
national forces also shape the context in which groups operate. Political
and economic changes in the international arena influence the condi-
tions under which people organize, and international forces can play an
important role in the creation of societal cleavages—as in the case of the
colonial role of Belgium in Rwanda (see Chapter 6). These externally
created societal segmentations can have a marked impact on the nature
and orientations of civil society—sometimes leading to undemocratic,
even extreme, outcomes. The international and transnational links be-
tween groups and movements are crucial too. In newly established
democracies, for example, international action can help or undermine
organizations of civil society by imposing certain agendas (e.g., affect-
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ing the scope of groups’ goals and demands) or withdrawing or lessen-
ing support at critical junctures in the democratization process, thus af-
fecting domestic associational capacities and relations within civil soci-
ety and between civil society and the state.

The Civil Society Boom

Whereas a generation ago the debate about the “success” of democracy
was largely centered on economic, political, and institutional factors,
most of the discussion in the late 1990s converged on the role of socie-
tal and cultural variables, with special emphasis on the importance of
civil society and its connection to democratic politics and practices. As
new democracies completed their transitions from authoritarianism
and well-established democracies began to confront fundamental trans-
formations in the fabric of their societies, scholars increasingly turned
to a classic political conundrum: Does citizen participation undergird
democracy?

Undoubtedly, the widespread fascination with civil society that be-
gan in the 1990s is related to the unprecedented global wave of demo-
cratic transitions that started in the mid-1970s—the so-called third
wave of democratization (see Huntington 1991). Sweeping political
change toward electoral forms of rule as well as market-oriented eco-
nomic reforms throughout the world have generated increasing atten-
tion to the question of what makes democracy possible and successful
over the long term.

The inauguration of democratic processes in Latin America, East-
Central Europe, and Africa persuaded researchers that the idea of civil
society could open a new framework for understanding an emerging
grassroots space in which citizens organize independently from the
state in order to pursue their interests and advance their demands via
peaceful means. Following the earlier “civic culture” theories (e.g., Al-
mond and Verba 1963)—which shifted the emphasis from elites and in-
stitutions to the role of mass culture in the democratic process—stu-
dents of democracy increasingly pointed to civil society as a “school of
virtue” for both citizens and leaders (Rosenblum 1998: 26). This empha-
sis led to a profusion of studies based on the premise that associative re-
lationships and an active conception of citizenship produce norms
linked to the viability of a democratic political system (see Rockman
1997). Civic participation, these studies claim, promotes democratic ori-
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entations among citizens, which in turn improve the performance of
democratic governments (Schlozman, Verba, and Brady 1999: 428).

The idea that institutional patterns spring from the nature of soci-
ety—that is, that there is a bottom-up approach to institutional per-
formance—has been particularly influential in recent years. Within this
approach, “neo-Tocquevillean” studies have focused on organized
groups of civil society as a surrogate measure of associational life and
have argued that the disposition of individuals to voluntarily form and
join different types of organizations produces a more cooperative cul-
ture, which in turn results in a more effective government. This society-
to-institutions effect has been articulated as a theory that proposes a
positive relationship that runs from civil society to democracy.

Much of the recent effort to “bring the people back in” has been
based on Putnam’s study of Italian politics (1993).2 In this study, Put-
nam argued that democratic institutions rest on a strong “civic commu-
nity.” By civic community he means dense horizontal networks of asso-
ciations in which citizens pursue their self-interest defined in a
framework of the broader public interest. Putnam views civil society as
a sphere in which citizens participate in various types of associations,
from theater groups to football clubs and bowling leagues. In his analy-
sis, the interactions within voluntary organizations are the source of ef-
fective government. Thus he argues, “democratic government is
strengthened, not weakened, when it faces a vigorous civil society”
(Putnam 1993: 88, 175-76, quotation on 182).

In Putnam’s version of the civil society—democracy thesis, associa-
tional life contributes to institutional performance in two ways. First,
associations inculcate in their members practices of cooperation, soli-
darity, and public spirit. The assumption of this neo-Tocquevillean
model is that face-to-face interactions among members of voluntary or-
ganizations result in “virtuous circles” of cooperation. Second, associa-
tions have external effects on the broader political system by improving
the articulation and aggregation of interests, facilitating consensus, and,
in general, resulting in more effective coordination to solve collective
action problems (Putnam 1993: 89—9o, 167, 180). Indeed, the debate on
civil society has largely centered on the key notion of social capital—that
is, broad networks of trust and reciprocity, which are said to spring
from civic engagement (Putnam 2000: 19).3 The lesson of this social-psy-
chological perspective is simple: nations with high levels of civic en-
gagement accumulate social capital, and a large stock of social capital is
a key determinant of effective democracy.
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As a policy blueprint, this approach suggests that if we manipulate
the variable of civil society, we can produce democratic outcomes. In
general, neo-Tocquevilleans argue that promoting citizen participation
depends on strengthening the role and number of civic associations. Ef-
forts to promote democracy through civil society seem to be based on at
least one of three core assumptions about the effects of civic engage-
ment: (1) changes at the micro-social level produce macro-political re-
sults; (2) within a given society, “dispositions and practices shaped in
one association spill over to other contexts”; and (3) the same associa-
tional structures will operate in similar ways in different sociohistorical
contexts (in other words, we can extrapolate the “democratic” effect of
associational life from one setting to another) (quotation from Rosen-
blum 1998: 40). This assumption has led analysts to argue, for instance,
that the more associations there are in a country (and, even better, the
more groups of the “correct” type), the greater the likelihood that dem-
ocratic institutions will improve there (see Barber 1998).

Proponents of civil society—building in the United States and in new
democracies have argued that civic engagement can offer a solution to
government’s ineffectual delivery of services, weak community institu-
tions and ties, and low levels of social cooperation, among other ills. In
the 1990s, public policy analysts emphasized the vital role that civil so-
ciety could play in the production of social capital in new democracies.
For example, based on the assumption that structural reform in such re-
gions as Latin America entailed a new developmental phase character-
ized by a rapidly increasing division of labor between state, market,
and civil society, some analysts recommended that emergency aid
funds be targeted to social capital formation, which they viewed as a
precondition for economic growth, greater equality, and in the end, bet-
ter democracy (Reilly 1996: 24). Multilateral development organizations
(e.g., the World Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank)
adopted the civil society—democracy assumption for their funding ra-
tionale in new democracies.

In recent years, supporters of civil society in less-developed coun-
tries have stressed at least three areas where organized community life
can play a decisive role. First, they say that structural reforms have pro-
vided civic associations the opportunity to step in as the state receded
in its influence, thus allowing civil society groups to become involved
in areas that were previously under state responsibility, such as the pro-
vision of social services (Carothers 1999—2000: 19; see Thompson 1995;
Wuthnow 1991b: 289). Second, civil society can become a key actor in
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controlling and limiting state power in new democracies by taking an
active role in promoting the accountability of public officials and the
transparency of government actions (see Smulovitz and Peruzzotti
2000). Third, association has been seen as a tool to equalize representa-
tion by providing low-income people the possibility to combine re-
sources through association (Cohen and Rogers 1995: 43). In highly
stratified societies, some scholars argue, the underprivileged can find in
association a vehicle to break their dependent and subordinated situa-
tion (a result of long-term patterns of clientelism and patronage) and ef-
fectively convene around their collective interests (Diamond 1999: 244).

A common thread in these approaches is the assumption that civil
society has certain roles to play regardless of the sociohistorical context.
The evidence I will present, drawn from different national experiences,
shows that, under certain conditions, civil society may not play any of
these prodemocratic roles, and it may even undermine democracy by
eroding democratic habits, practices, and institutions and intensifying
social hostility. In other words, civil society can serve as an incubator
and multiplier of antidemocratic forces, associations can obstruct ef-
forts by the state and citizens to democratize society, and even groups
that might at first be regarded as the ones most compatible with nur-
turing social trust, tolerance, and cooperation can carry the opposite
tendencies.

The analysis I propose also has implications for the study of social
capital, probably the most important “celebrity” of the civil society
boom. My analysis of social capital departs from ahistorical approaches
that link the production of social capital exclusively to associationism. I
argue that social capital is not an automatic result of civic engagement.
Rather, the creation of social capital is dependent on the capacity of ac-
tors to access and mobilize resources. Also, I demonstrate that social
capital can be employed for different ends, including the promotion of
particularistic interests, discrimination, and even coercion and violence.
The evidence as a whole reveals interesting paradoxes; for instance, the
cross-national analysis shows that social capital can play a positive role
for democracy at the aggregate level (by promoting institutional qual-
ity), but the case studies reveal that social capital can be used for pur-
poses and goals inimical to democratic values and practices by differ-
ent groups and movements. Moreover, trust may be created within
groups but not translated into broader circles of social cooperation, a
process that breeds segmentation and undermines social cohesion.
These findings suggest that the study of social capital needs to be at-
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tentive to critical differences in the broader political context, as well as
to the specific socioeconomic conditions that shape the civic involve-
ment of social actors.

The Concept of Civil Society

During the recent “boom,” the concept of civil society has been often
employed without careful attention to its definition. Instead of diving
into a detailed theoretical and historical discussion of the concept of
civil society (which others have done very effectively, such as Cohen
and Arato 1992; Keane 1998), I approach the question of defining civil
society by pointing to two claims about association and the main criti-
cisms advanced against them. These claims and challenges stand out as
especially relevant for the issues discussed in my study and, in particu-
lar, they help me to set up a framework for my working definition of
civil society, which I discuss below.

First, in their effort to correct the lack of conceptual precision, some
analysts have proposed definitions of civil society that attach highly
restrictive conditions for organized groups to qualify as such. This ap-
proach excludes from civil society associations and movements con-
sidered potential threats to democracy, such as “maximalist, uncom-
promising interest groups or groups with antidemocratic goals and
methods” (Diamond 1994: 11; see also Diamond 1999: 221—33). It sets
standards that associations must meet in order to be considered part of
civil society: “Groups must be ‘moderate” and restrained in their de-
mands; they should be democratic themselves or at least support
democracy; they should be institutionalized and have a stake in the
system; they should not reinforce social cleavages, but cut across them;
and so on” (Foley and Edwards 1996: 52 n. 21).

As critics of this “restrictive” approach have argued, defining civil
society in a way that excludes, impugns, or delegitimizes certain
groups or actors prevents analysts from understanding how societal in-
terests are actually identified, defined, and disputed. As Bruce Ruther-
ford (1993) has argued, groups often viewed as “dogmatic and rigid,
and therefore incapable of any constructive contribution to democrati-
zation”—Islamic groups such as the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, for
instance—may advance “democratization by strengthening the institu-
tions and practices of democratic politics, while also gradually modify-
ing [their] ideology in a democratic direction” (p. 315). Therefore, ex-
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cluding associations because of such features as their “nondemocratic”
internal organization or objectives prevents us from considering the
ways in which different civil society organizations influence democ-
racy.

Second, a large number of studies, especially those that examine the
question of social capital, measure civil society exclusively as member-
ship in formal associations. This is true for most quantitative research
on associational life. Critics of the operationalization of civil society as
group membership have argued that this approach reduces the concept
of civil society to only one of its multiple dimensions, ignoring the var-
ious forms of civic engagement (particularly those not channeled
through formal groups) that constitute the phenomenon of association
(Cohen 1999: 56—59; see Newton 1997; Foley and Edwards 1997a;
1997b). In other words, critics have posed the following question: if the
vitality of civil society is viewed as a function of the presence or ab-
sence of voluntary associations and the size of their membership, what
is the role of social movements, informal networks, and other social
forms of interaction that do not fit the mold of formal organizations?
(Cohen 1999: 61-62).

In reaction to a “reductionist” approach to the study of civil society,
some authors have argued that counting the number of members in
voluntary groups (or even the number of associations) does not provide
enough evidence to argue that civil society is healthy or vital or that it
contributes to the public interest.* As Morris Fiorina (1999) has noted, in
a community with many joiners but a small group of intense activists
who “push extreme or narrow causes, framing an overall public debate
only tangentially relevant to the values and concerns of most citizens,”
we may find that it is only those few participants who drive the proce-
dure of agenda-setting, sometimes even hijacking the democratic
process (pp. 395—403; quotation from Skocpol and Fiorina 1999b: 2). In
brief, numbers can tell us that civic participation is widespread in a
given setting, but these numbers do not necessarily show that civil so-
ciety plays a prodemocratic role. Historical and ethnographic evidence
tell a story very different from that told by crude numbers.

I am convinced of the legitimacy of the positions against restrictive
and reductionist approaches to civil society, mainly for two reasons.
First, if we decide which associations should be part of civil society on
the basis of their features, we introduce a high degree of selection bias
into the analysis (see King, Keohane, and Verba 1994: 128—37). In other
words, the presence of “democratic” features in groups cannot be used
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as a decision rule for determining what civil society is and what it is
not. Second, conceptually speaking, the notion of civil society should
not be limited to a single dimension (such as group membership) be-
cause of a methodological decision. In fact, it should be the other way
around. As Gary King and colleagues (1994) have argued, empirical
methods of research should be driven by theoretical considerations. If
we want to examine whether and how civil society influences democ-
racy, we should employ a broad definition of civil society together with
methods and data that allow us to examine different dimensions of
civic engagement. As Theda Skocpol and Fiorina (1999b) have argued,
a combination of methods “affords a more nuanced picture” of civil so-
ciety “than any one methodology deployed in isolation could generate”
(P-9)

Considering the factors just mentioned, I have chosen a broad defi-
nition of civil society. I abstain, though, from suggesting my own defi-
nition. I use the one proposed by Skocpol and Fiorina (1999a) in their
volume on civic engagement in the United States—a definition that has
been widely accepted in the political science community. They conceive
of civil society as “the network of ties and groups through which people
connect to one another and get drawn into community and political af-
fairs” (1999b: 2, italics added). This definition emphasizes that, in addi-
tion to formal groups (which are, for the most part, the most evident ex-
pression of associational life), there are multiple other ways in which
people link themselves to each other. The notion of “ties” effectively
conveys the idea of this variety of social links, which range from social
movements to various “publics” that engage in debates in the public
sphere (see Chapter 1 for a detailed discussion). In my writing, civil so-
ciety, civic engagement or civic participation, and associational life are
used interchangeably to denote the idea of people connecting to each
other as expressed in Skocpol and Fiorina’s definition.’

As this definition implies, civil society excludes the family. It also
connotes the idea that civil society results from the uncoerced action of
individuals. It understands civil society as different from political soci-
ety, which is the arena in which political actors compete for the “right to
exercise control over public power and the state apparatus” (Linz and
Stepan 1996: 8). Finally, this working definition does not make any ref-
erences to “for-profit” objectives. However, as a type of activity, I con-
sider that civil society is, in principle, different from involvement in the
marketplace in the sense that it is not dominated by “the objectives of
making profit and enlarging market shares” (Young 1999: 143—48, quo-
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tation on 144; see Fish 1994; Cohen and Arato 1992: 1-26). This distinc-
tion does not mean that organizations in civil society cannot promote a
group-specific economic agenda, as in chambers of commerce and eco-
nomic policy think tanks.

Defining Democracy

Many civil society studies have been characterized by a restricted em-
phasis on membership in formal groups, and the conception of democ-
racy employed in most of these studies has been equally restrictive. As
Sidney Tarrow (1996) and others have argued, the operational concep-
tion of democracy in several of the most influential studies of civil soci-
ety has a major flaw: it does not discriminate between democratic and
undemocratic politics and practices. I seek to remedy this problem in
my analysis.

The conception of democracy that I employ departs from the Schum-
peterian emphasis on elections, an approach that dominated the study
of democracy in the last half of the twentieth century. My conception
also departs from equally restrictive approaches that homologize
democracy with policy performance, as Putnam (1993) does: his idea of
“making democracy work” is primarily centered on the creation of effi-
cient administration and rational public policies (see Chapter 5)
(Walker 1966: 293). In contrast, I conceive of democracy, first, as a sys-
tem that concerns not only political institutions but society as well, and
second, as a system in which significant segments of the population are
de facto excluded from the full benefits of democratic citizenship (Hol-
ston and Caldeira 1998: 263—-64; O'Donnell 1999b: 305). This calls our
attention to a central dimension of democracy: the various and contin-
uous ways in which the rights of citizens expand and contract in dem-
ocratic systems. Accordingly, if we want to assess the strength or qual-
ity of democracy, we need to consider not only policy performance but
also such issues as the effectiveness of civil rights for different social
sectors and limits on the coercive power of the state (Varas 1998: 147).

Let me situate this alternative approach to democracy in the context
of recent debates. The expansion of democratic forms of government
throughout the world means that a refined concept of democracy is
needed to understand the wide variation brought about by this multi-
plicity of cases. As Guillermo O’Donnell (1999b) has noted, the expan-
sion in the number of countries claiming to be democratic has required
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“democratic theory to become more broadly comparative than it used
to be when its empirical referent was almost exclusively limited to
countries in the northwestern quadrant of the world” (pp. 303—4).
However, the need for a more comprehensive conceptualization of
democracy is desirable not only because of the increase in the number
of cases to be accounted for, but also because in the North American
and Western European cases traditional notions of democracy have
been increasingly questioned (see, e.g., Fraser 1993). One challenge of a
broadly comparative democratic theory is to identify what is inherently
democratic about this system without posing a hierarchical model that
establishes stages to be followed by “less democratic” nations.

If democracy is understood as a bipolar phenomenon, then complex
and fluid political and social processes—particularly at the subnational
level—cannot be properly understood. This bipolar perspective views
democracy and authoritarianism as separate, distinct, and opposite re-
alities—often defined by the presence or absence of electoral competi-
tion (von Mettenheim and Malloy 1998b: 175). In contrast, as Teresa
Caldeira and James Holston (1999) have argued, political and social
processes in democracies tend to be “uneven, unbalanced, irregular,
heterogeneous, arrhythmic, and indeed contradictory”—thus involving
both democratic and authoritarian features (p. 717). In addition, polar
categories tend to focus exclusively on institutional questions, leading
to a belief that the construction and deepening of democracy is a matter
of creating rational and modern administrations without paying atten-
tion, for instance, to democratic practices in the social sphere (Ospina
1999: 2—3; see Yashar 1999: 97—103). In contrast, I argue that the democ-
ratization of state institutions is reciprocal to the democratization of so-
cial relations (Caldeira and Holston 1999: 719).

The broader approach to democracy that I propose is crucial to un-
derstanding how civil society and democracy are related. Indeed, the
characterizations of democracy that I criticize and, particularly, the ho-
mologation of democracy with elections—the “electoralist fallacy,” as
Juan Linz and Alfred Stepan (1996) put it (see also Karl 1986)—yield a
reductionist approach that limits our understanding of democratization
processes and citizen participation. This is particularly relevant in con-
texts marked by conditions inimical to democratic citizenship for vast
sectors of the population (Holston and Caldeira 1998: 264). These con-
ditions (which I describe in Chapter 1) affect the democratic impulses
and potentials of civil society. In other words, without this crucial angle
we miss some of the most important aspects of the relationship be-
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tween civil society and democracy, which are not captured in analyses
of policy performance or democratic stability. Civil society’s paradox is
that the “disjunctions” of democracy shape the character of civic en-
gagement and, in turn, influence its prodemocratic impact (see Walzer
1992; Holston and Appadurai 1999).

The Plan of the Book

The book starts with a discussion of key conceptual issues in the study
of the civil society—democracy link and then moves to the empirical
analysis, which includes three case studies (of Germany, the United
States, and Argentina) and a quantitative study of twenty-eight nations.
The concluding chapter summarizes the book’s arguments and findings
and suggests lessons, questions, and new ideas for future research.

Chapter 1 introduces key theoretical ideas that frame the discussion
of civil society and sets up the conceptual background for the empirical
analysis. The first half of the chapter describes the sources, functions,
and structures of civil society as well as the mechanisms expected to
connect civic engagement with democracy. This section discusses three
major analytical perspectives on civil society, namely, social capital, the
“third sector,” and the public sphere. Three main questions orient the
discussion: What are the different forms of civil society activity? What
functions is civil society expected to perform? What are the mecha-
nisms through which these functions are effected? The discussion
shows that the phenomenon of civil society covers a wide range of as-
sociational forms; therefore only by taking into account this hetero-
geneity can we fully examine the link between association and democ-
racy.

The second half of the chapter addresses the relationship between
civic engagement and context. My analysis unfolds from the assump-
tion that all democracies are characterized by a skewed distribution of
the rights of citizenship across socioeconomic and territorial cleavages.
This uneven distribution is expressed, for instance, in various forms of
discrimination and unlawful relations between citizens and the state,
and among citizens themselves (Holston and Caldeira 1998: 288; O’-
Donnell 1999b: 305, 308). I argue that cross-national and within-country
variations in the degree of democratization of both political and social
spheres lead to critical differences in the nature, objectives, and out-
comes of civil society participation. The discussion centers on the prob-
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lem of assessing variations in the effectiveness of the rule of law, ap-
proaching this problem with a delineation of levels of analysis (state in-
stitutions, state-society relations, and interactions within society) in or-
der to understand the ways in which institutional / legal and social /
cultural factors influence civic participation.

Chapters 2—5 present the empirical analysis. I draw from both the
quantitative and the qualitative traditions, seeking to “make sense” of
case studies and to draw inferences from the quantitative evidence (see
Ragin 2002; Brady, Collier, and Seawright 2002). The use of these differ-
ent methodological approaches is helpful in assessing the explanatory
power of macro-level variables in combination with detailed, case-ori-
ented analyses (see Foley and Edwards 1999: 163, 170 n. 8). I am inter-
ested in using the case studies to trace processes that explain the con-
nection between civic participation and democracy. The statistical
analysis imposes some limits on the understanding of complex causal
processes, but illuminates important dimensions uncovered by the case
studies.

I draw from the work of historians on Germany and the United
States, reading their rich evidence in light of the theoretical questions
that inform my study. I work with ethnographic and other original
data, which I gathered in Argentina during field research in 1996 and
2000. Throughout the analysis, I draw connections between the cases to
highlight similarities and differences in mechanisms, patterns, and pro-
cesses. These are “crucial cases” for analyzing the dark side of civil so-
ciety because they confound the conventional wisdom about the rela-
tionship between civil society and democracy (see Goldhagen 1996:
469). The quantitative analysis complements and generalizes some of
the findings of the qualitative study. It tests models that explore the re-
lationship of civic engagement, social trust, income inequality, and
other variables with the quality of democratic institutions across na-
tions. The cross-national study employs, among other statistics, public
opinion surveys, polls of experts, and economic data.

Chapter 2 presents two examples that demonstrate the antidemo-
cratic nature and orientations of powerful associational networks and
social movements. The chapter examines the cases of Germany in the
pre-Nazi years and the United States in the decades following World
War II. In Weimar Germany, political and economic decay—a result of
economic catastrophes, weak and ineffectual political institutions, a
party system in dissolution, serious national-local tensions, and foreign
pressures (e.g., war reparations imposed by the Treaty of Versailles)—
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intensified tensions and conflict in society. Associational life repro-
duced these social strains, intensified citizen resentment toward parlia-
mentary democracy, and communicated antisystem and Nazi ideas. In-
deed, in the Germany of the 1920s and 1930s, a vital civil society
contributed to intensifying confrontation in society and to citizens’
alienation from the political system. Also, a wide range of local and re-
gional associations were gradually penetrated by the Nazis, who used
these social networks to their ideological advantage. This is a case of
civil society’s contribution to the collapse of democracy.

In the United States, a variety of factors created the conditions under
which average citizens mobilized around the issue of segregation: his-
torical patterns of social exclusion, vast urban migration, industrial
transformations and their impact on the labor force, a “racialized” for-
mulation and implementation of public policy, and political efforts at
social engineering. Under these conditions, whites organized to defend
the value of their homes and the identity of their schools and commu-
nities, and to affirm long-term goals of racial separation. In the South, a
vast movement of “nonextremist” civic associations championed an
agenda focused on preventing any disruption of the racial status quo in
response to the U.S. Supreme Court’s school desegregation decision. In
the urban North, average civil society associations channeled a broad
movement of resistance to residential integration in cities such as De-
troit and Chicago and generated a strong antibusing mobilization in
cities such as Boston. In other words, from the 1950s through the 1970s,
both an underlying racism—part of the societal context—and a defen-
sive attitude toward threats to middle-class status, aspirations, and
identities galvanized whites over specific issues such as housing and
school segregation. This trend continued into the 1980s and beyond, as
the objective of safeguarding property values and the goal of spatial
differentiation and separation between social groups led to the boom of
gated communities in the United States.

Among other findings, these case studies reveal that the democratic
or undemocratic orientations of civil society cannot be predicted. The
social networks in which people participate transmit beliefs and behav-
iors across society, but these mechanisms do not guarantee democratic
outcomes—the outcomes depend on specific contextual conditions. In-
deed, the historical evidence shows that organizational patterns and
their objectives are dependent on institutional and economic factors,
policy-making, and underlying social and cultural conditions. These
case studies portray a civil society that contrasts with neo-Tocquevil-
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lean views of civil society as an arena of consensus; civil society materi-
alizes from the analysis as a realm in which competing groups contend
over resources, rights, and political influence.

Chapters 3 and 4 explore civic engagement in a “third-wave” democ-
racy: Argentina. Chapter 3 sets up the background for the analysis of
civil society. The case of Argentina illustrates the problématique of na-
tions that are exploring the potential of active participation of civil so-
ciety in the construction of a new democracy. Still, this case shows that
issues of social exclusion, discrimination, and limited rights—which
played a major role in the U.S. analysis of civic participation—are com-
mon to both new and well-established democracies. Employing Ar-
gentina as a test case, I propose a multidimensional strategy for assess-
ing the democratizing impact of civic engagement under specific
political, social, and economic conditions. The similarity of Argentina in
these circumstances to many other new democracies conveys several
comparative lessons.

In Argentina, weak accountability and transparency, lack of effective
controls of state violence (e.g., police abuse), widespread impunity and
corruption, and deepening poverty and a rapidly increasing gap be-
tween rich and poor defined the conditions under which civil society
operated during the 1990s. The analysis of civil society in Chapter 4 ini-
tially focuses on a sample of organizations in the area of human and
civil rights created (or radically transformed) in the late 1980s and
1990s. The study of these associations produces several counterintuitive
findings. These groups did not promote tolerance, generalized trust,
and belief in the legitimacy of institutions among their members; they
failed to develop effective links among themselves and with the rest of
civil society, or with the state apparatus; and their contribution to con-
trolling and imposing limits on the coercive power of the state and to
affirming individual rights was limited. Chapter 4 also probes the civil
society—democracy link with other evidence. First, it introduces survey
data that confirm and generalize some of the key patterns found in the
ethnographic study. Then it analyzes whether and how civil society
(civic organizations, public opinion, media, and citizen action) influ-
enced the outcome of legal cases involving police violence as well as
legislation and legislative debates on issues of police reform and law
enforcement for nearly two decades. The analysis reveals a modest
level of effectiveness of civil society in the legal arena and limited influ-
ence on the lawmaking sphere.’

Chapter 5 shifts the empirical analysis to a quantitative mode. This
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research uses data from various sources to test causal models in a sam-
ple of old and new democracies. The study tests a set of core hypothe-
ses of the theories of civil society and social capital. It shows, for exam-
ple, that civic participation is not a significant predictor of generalized
trust or of institutional quality. Also, the chapter examines two alterna-
tive claims, namely, that social capital should be studied in connection
with specific contextual conditions (in my model, income and ethnic
cleavages) and that patterns of economic distribution are crucial to un-
derstanding questions of institutional quality, particularly the problem
of creating a rule of law. The statistical analysis confirms the core ideas
of the book.

The conclusion (Chapter 6) uses another case, that of Rwanda, to un-
derscore the book’s arguments. It presents another powerful example
of civil society’s dark side, where, as in Nazi Germany, societal beliefs
and associationism contributed to the most extreme of outcomes. The
chapter then provides a final review of the book’s theoretical ideas and
empirical findings, draws additional connections among the case stud-
ies, and discusses lessons for new democracies and questions for future
research. Finally, it suggests a new conceptual model of democratiza-
tion, envisioned as a framework for bridging “top-down” and “bottom-
up” approaches to democracy in a more effective and parsimonious
way than traditional conceptions based on a sharp analytical distinc-
tion between state and society.
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Conceptual Issues

THIS CHAPTER advances a set of theoretical considerations concerning
civil society and its connection to democracy. The chapter undertakes
two conceptual tasks. First, it systematizes core approaches to the
analysis of civic engagement in order to establish a clear picture of the
forms and effects of civil society activity. The discussion focuses on the
three perspectives of social capital, voluntary organizations (the “third
sector”), and the public sphere in order to look at civil society’s indica-
tors, functions, and mechanisms. The first issue concerns operational-
ization. Measuring civil society is a complex problem because associa-
tion occurs at different levels of aggregation and in many forms. Any
attempt to develop precise indicators would entail some level of reduc-
tionism. Indeed, we can operationalize civil society as membership in
formal groups, the number of voluntary associations, social movement
activity,! or in several other ways. Then, the problem of functions zeroes
in on the kinds of contributions that can be expected from civil society.?
Last, the question of mechanisms refers to the different (hypothesized)
connections between civil society and democracy.

The chapter’s second task is to analyze the relationship between civil
society and the institutional, economic, and social context. I argue that
we need to examine how institutional /legal and social / cultural factors
influence civic participation. This demands attention to the ways in
which the state interacts with society, the impact of socioeconomic strat-
ification and cultural patterns on social interactions, and especially, the
extent to which the rule of law (an institutional and cultural construct)
permeates the political and social spheres.
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Approaches to Civic Engagement

Members of the Aryan Brotherhood, the Aryan Circle, the Texas Syndi-
cate, the Crips, the Bloods, and the Confederate Knights of America—
all prison gangs in Texas—attend meetings, elect officers, have a system
of rules and sanctions, exercise internal accountability, make the bulk of
their decisions democratically, distribute benefits according to merit,
and write their own constitutions. Members learn to trust each other
and thus discover the benefits of cooperation and reciprocity. They de-
velop organizational skills by handling paperwork and taking respon-
sibility for specific tasks. They also learn to exercise their rights, for ex-
ample, by demanding from prison officials the inviolability of legal
documents, which are often used by the groups to conceal their internal
communications (Berryhill 1999: 21-23).

In order to become a member of one of these voluntary associations,
a candidate is often required to pledge loyalty to the group’s sacrosanct
principles. For instance, a new member of the Confederate Knights
must pledge to “bear true allegiance to the sacred principles of Aryan
Racial Supremacy and political freedom in Government upon which
our forefathers founded a new nation upon this continent” (Berryhill
1999: 21). Those who join the group receive a tattoo bearing the SS light-
ning bolts. In the hostile environment of a Texas prison, membership in
these organizations provides prestige, camaraderie, and protection
against extortion and rape. For men accustomed to being “misfits in the
small towns where they grew up,” membership also carries the invalu-
able opportunity to be accepted into a community of equals (p. 21). In
other words, the experience of association renders “relief from solitude
and the mutual regard of similar men” (Rosenblum 1998: 274).

Member John King found a nurturing space in the Knights. The
group offered him, among other things, an identity. And his member-
ship seems to have had an impact on his values and attitudes. His
racism, for instance, became increasingly ardent with his involvement
in the group (Kane 1998: 1C; Berryhill 1999: 23). Membership in the
Knights contributed to shaping his vision of society. In prison, he wrote
to his girlfriend:

Sometimes I just feel like “fuck comeing home.” I'm better off here. I have it
made in all actuality, why give it up for a world full of nothing? What do I have
to look forward too returning to Jasper? A town full of race traitoring nigger
loveing whores? Bitches that are so fuckin stupid and blind to the pride of their
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race and heritage that they should be hung on the limb adjacent their nigger
loveing man. (As quoted in Berryhill 1999: 23)

King’s prison term and his experience in the Knights preceded his
brutal murder of James Byrd, a black man, in Jasper, Texas, in June of
1998, and may have played a role in his decision to commit the crime.
Indeed, King killed Byrd in association with another member of the
Knights. The victim was “chained by his ankles to the bumper of a
pickup truck and dragged three miles down country roads” (Berryhill
1999: 18). He was dismembered: “His head, neck and right arm were
found in a ditch. His mangled torso was discovered about a mile away”
(Daily News 1998: 42).

King’s loyalty to the Confederate Knights was not, as one might
think, only a response to the tough life in prison. After his release, he
tried to start a Knights chapter in Jasper (Berryhill 1999: 23). Indeed,
prosecutors said in the trial that King killed Byrd “to gain credibility for
a racist group he was organizing” (Associated Press 1999: A22).3 This
example illustrates that prison gangs do not play a democratic role in
society. Their fostering of racism and fanaticism are obviously not con-
ducive to the development of democratic attitudes and practices. They
do not foster “generalized” trust—that is, trust in “those whom we
don’t know and who are different from us”—but rather “particular-
ized” trust, a type of trust that strengthens in-group relations while dis-
couraging members to trust beyond their kin (Uslaner 1999: 124—25; Ya-
magishi and Yamagishi 1994).

One may argue, though, that prison gangs do promote democracy in
other ways. Let me mention four possibilities. First, they offer members
an environment in which to develop and practice civic skills (see Verba,
Schlozman, and Brady 1995: chap. 11). Second, even if organizations ex-
hibit violent or authoritarian dispositions, their existence may serve as
a “safety valve” for their members, especially when they are publicly
condemned, and thus isolated, by large sectors of society (Chalmers
1997). Third, this type of association (gangs, hate groups, militias) offers
individuals membership, that is, “an occasion not only to belong but
also to exclude others.” Such associations may not develop social prac-
tices congruent with liberal democracy, but they can, theoretically, con-
tribute to political pluralism by limiting “exhibitions of hate and hostile
outbreaks of envy” as well as by offering individuals “some place
where their contributions are affirmed and where the likelihood of fail-
ure is reduced” (Rosenblum 1998: 13, 17, 26, 46, quotations on 22, 349).
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Fourth, prison gangs can offer marginalized individuals the opportu-
nity to empower themselves. Through participation, they learn about
their rights and experience the benefits of organization as a means of
promoting common interests (Diamond 1999: 244).

These contrasting dispositions of prison gangs raise a fundamental
question about civil society: What is it about associational activity that
contributes to democracy? The recent study of civic engagement has
revolved around analytical approaches focused on individuals, associ-
ations, and the public sphere. If we want to test the civil society—
democracy link in its various dimensions, we need to take into account
that the study of civil society entails more than an examination of indi-
vidual experiences of participation or features of particular associa-
tions. For instance, a certain form of participation in civil society (such
as associations) can have varied and parallel effects at different levels of
aggregation.* This means that civic engagement may simultaneously
shape the attitudes of individuals while influencing debates in the pub-
lic sphere. These effects may carry positive and negative implications
for democracy at the same time.

Testing the civil society—democracy relationship requires that we ex-
amine this link at three different but interrelated levels. First, we need
to study how the experience of association influences individual group
members. What are the formative effects of civic engagement on indi-
viduals? This question is often the focus of quantitative studies of social
capital. Irrespective of how the causality runs, many of these studies as-
sess the relationship between civic engagement and values such as so-
cial trust, taking the individual participant as their unit of analysis (see,
e.g., Uslaner 1997; 1998; 1999).° This level of analysis is important to
test, for instance, whether certain groups breed generalized or particu-
larized trust among their members.

Second, if we want to map the varied roles of groups in the associa-
tional field and their impact on society and the state, we need to work
at the level of the associations themselves. Thus, the question is, what is
the role of civil society groups in a democracy? According to this ap-
proach, some associations will serve as safety valves, others as govern-
ment watchdogs, and so on. Ideally, a prodemocratic civil society
would display a balanced combination of different associations. This
aggregate of associational “niches and specializations”—what has been
called a “democratic ecology of associations”—would in theory pro-
vide an “optimal mix of democratic effects” (Warren 2001: 12-13).
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However, as the empirical analysis will show, a democratic ecology of
groups does not necessarily lead to democratic outcomes.

Finally, we need to study the melange of social movements, informal
networks, associations, and gatherings in which citizens build dis-
courses and public action (Ryan 2001: 233-34, 237, 242; Clemens 2001:
248-49). For groups such as the Knights, for example, we might assess
their broader appeal in society and their role in the legitimation of vio-
lence in the public sphere (Warren 2001: 207). This means that we need
to consider, beyond individual participants and organizations, the
ways in which different forms of association (formal and informal)
shape the public space and the political arena. In this framework, we
would examine the interaction among formal associations, social move-
ments, informal interpersonal networks, and social practices, and how
they structure cultural spaces, shape public discourse, and influence
state action (Greene 2001: 153; Clemens 2001: 248-50).

As noted, I will structure the discussion on the basis of three theoret-
ical and empirical approaches to civic engagement: social capital, the
so-called third sector of voluntary organizations, and the public sphere.
Each of these approaches, which represent generic trends in recent
studies of civil society, focuses on a different level of analysis: individ-
ual persons, associations, and broader social networks and practices.
Table 1.1 summarizes the most important elements of these perspec-
tives: (1) the indicators that each approach selects for examination; (2)
the functions that each perspective assigns to civil society; and (3) the
mechanisms through which civil society is expected to fulfill these func-
tions.

Social Capital

The debate on civil society has largely centered on the potential of as-
sociational life to generate changes at the level of the individual—that
is, changes in participants themselves, which may be aggregated into
broader societal patterns. In general, these studies focus on the effect of
participation on the values, beliefs, and attitudes of individual persons.
In this respect, civil society may function as a “school of democracy”
or, in other words, as an incubator of civic culture. As Nancy Rosen-
blum (1998) said, this approach is essentially moral; that is, “civil soci-
ety is seen as a school of virtue where men and women develop the
dispositions essential to liberal democracy” (p. 26). Accordingly, ordi-
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TABLE 1.1

Civic Engagement: Analytical Perspectives

Social Capital

Third Sector

Public Sphere

Unit of analysis

Expected functions

Mechanisms

Participants in
voluntary or-
ganizations
(group member-
ship)

Associational
life socializes
individuals into
cooperative be-
havior

Production of
social trust

Civic associa-
tions and NGOs
(number, goals,
makeup, struc-
tures, links, dis-
tribution)

Primarily, asso-
ciations serve as
government
watchdogs,
channel de-
mands, and
provide services
to citizens

Monitoring,
public expo-
sure, advocacy,
interest articula-
tion, and ad-
ministration

Informal net-
works, social
movements,
public forums,
associations,
media, publish-
ing

“Publics” exer-
cise informal
control and in-
fluence over
policy-makers,
legislatures, and
courts

Grassroots mo-
bilization and
social protest,
identity-build-
ing, creation
and circulation
of critical dis-
courses

sOURCEs: Habermas 1989; Fraser 1993; Putnam 1993; 1995a; 1995b; 2000; Cohen and
Arato 1992: chap. 10; Tarrow 1994: chap. 1; Salamon and Anheier 1996: chap. 1; 1997:
chaps. 3 and 18; Brehm and Rahn 1997; Chalmers 1997; Cohen 1999; Diamond 1999; Fo-
ley and Edwards 1999; Skocpol and Fiorina 1999b; Young 1999; Smulovitz and Peruz-

zotti 2000.

nary citizens who join associations are expected to trust widely and
learn practices and dispositions conducive to pluralist democracy, such
as bargaining, tolerance, and compromise (p. 13). According to this so-
cial-psychological approach, associations in democracies have “devel-
opmental effects” on individuals because they bolster the “capacities of
democratic citizens,” particularly their capacity “to develop au-
tonomous judgements that reflect their considered wants and beliefs”
(Warren 2001: 70—-77, quotations on 61).

As noted in the Introduction, the theory of social capital has played
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a central role in the recent debate on civil society. The concept of social
capital was popularized by Putnam’s (1993) study of Italian politics.® In
his study, social capital entails “features of social organization, such as
trust, norms, and networks, that can improve the efficiency of society
by facilitating coordinated actions” (p. 167). Social capital, in other
words, “refers to connections among individuals—social networks and
the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them”
(Putnam 2000: 19). Putnam (1993) argued that trust in others, civic en-
gagement, and reciprocity are “mutually reinforcing” (p. 180). How do
we recognize social capital when we see it? From this perspective, so-
cial capital is manifested in “familiarity, tolerance, solidarity, trust,
habits of cooperation, and mutual respect” (Putnam 2000: 362).”

According to neo-Tocquevilleans, social capital is a result of civic en-
gagement because associational activity generates social interaction
that facilitates and promotes cooperative behavior. However, whether
associational life is a source of social capital or its outcome has been a
matter of intense debate (Foley and Edwards 1999: 148). Most studies
have assessed this causal relationship by exploring the role of member-
ship in voluntary associations in the production of social trust, or con-
versely, the effects of social trust on membership in voluntary associa-
tions (cf. Newton 1997: 579; see also Uslaner 1997).8 Conceptually, this
decision tends to be based on a preference for either the capacity of so-
cial connectedness to influence individual-level behavior or the role of
more-or-less stable values in society (Uslaner 1997: 3).

Studies of social capital often measure participation in civil society as
membership in voluntary organizations (see, e.g., Putham 1995a; 1995b;
Fukuyama 1995; Inglehart 1997, Howard 2002).° Surveys ask people if
they are members of different types of voluntary organizations, such as
religious organizations, human rights groups, or professional associa-
tions. These data can provide the basis for an overall measure of civic
engagement that totals the number of different organizations to which
a respondent belongs or for which he does volunteer work (see Chap-
ter 3). As Table 1.1 shows, associational life is considered vital for
democracy because it socializes citizens into cooperative behavior. The
key mechanism through which civic participation is expected to pro-
mote democracy is the production of social trust.

Face-to-face interactions in voluntary groups are expected to have an
aggregate effect on the broader political system and the economy. This
approach assumes a teleological process in which social interactions re-
sult in positive political and economic developments (McIntosh 2001:



26 Conceptual Issues

141; see also Gamm and Putnam 2001). The premise is “that associa-
tions facilitate economic growth or democratic performance through
their impact on individual norms and attitudes, which in turn have an
impact on society through individual behavior” (Foley and Edwards
1999: 154). A dense civil society, neo-Tocquevilleans say, improves the
articulation and aggregation of interests, facilitating cooperation, lead-
ing to a more efficient use of resources, and lowering transaction costs
(Putnam 1993: 89—90; Fukuyama 1999: 3; Walzer 1992: 99). Therefore, a
large stock of social capital is viewed as a key asset for development.
One of the benefits of social capital is that its growth is positively re-
lated to its consumption: the stock of social capital is not depleted by its
utilization; on the contrary, it is increased when put to work.

The problem of transporting social capital (particularly, radii of trust
and reciprocity) from the micro to the macro level of society is an im-
portant question that most studies of social capital do not address di-
rectly. As Elisabeth Clemens (2001) has argued, the concept of social
capital advanced by neo-Tocquevilleans “embodies a seeming para-
dox—a deeply embedded capacity for social action that is transposable
from one setting to another, from one domain to other diverse projects”
(p- 247). Therefore, social capital may not be endowed with “the same
portability or fungibility that makes financial capital such a powerful
motor of economic growth and transformation” (pp. 247, 250; see also
McIntosh 2001: 150—-51). In other words, it is not clear what guarantees
the transfer of social capital from social ties at the micro level into social
networks at a broader level.

As a way to understand how to maximize the positive effects of so-
cial capital, Putnam introduces the distinction between “bonding” and
“bridging” forms of social capital. “Bonding” refers to “exclusive” con-
nections that reinforce “our narrower selves,” whereas “bridging”
points to “inclusive” networks that “can generate broader identities
and reciprocity” (Putnam 2000: 22-23).1% In Putnam’s view, “bonding
and bridging are not ‘either-or’ categories into which social networks
can be neatly divided, but ‘more or less” dimensions along which we
can compare different forms of social capital” (p. 23). According to this
perspective, a form of social capital that is broadly inclusive lies at the
foundation of successful societies.

The Question of Trust. Many have viewed social trust as the
“celebrity” of societies that are able to cooperate to resolve collective
problems (e.g., Inglehart 1999; Uslaner 1998; 1999). Trust is considered
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a precondition for both thriving democratic institutions and a success-
ful market economy.! There appears to be a consensus that trust is at
the core of social capital (Uslaner 1997: 3). Researchers have devoted
considerable effort to identifying the payoffs of having high levels of
social trust in a society. Among the studies that have posited a direct
link between social trust and political / economic outcomes at the macro
level, several have argued that social trust is a critical condition for an
effective democracy. Ronald Inglehart (1999), for example, has found a
strong positive association between trust and democratic quality across
nations (pp. 88, 103).12

Recent investigations into the phenomenon of trust in society have
posited the idea of two types of trust: generalized and particularized
trust (Yamagishi and Yamagishi 1994). The first one refers to confidence
in all kinds of people (particularly those we do not know); the second
one, as noted in the example of the Confederate Knights, refers to con-
fidence in one’s narrow circle of family, friends, or group members (Us-
laner 1997: 2—3). According to students of trust, the distinction between
generalized and particularized trust emphasizes the role of widespread
cooperation in the ability of societies to solve collective problems: “So-
cieties that are marked by more particularized trust than generalized
confidence in others will not generate enough social capital to prosper”
(p-9).°

Particularized trust, some argue, hinders the emergence of broad net-
works of cooperation and reciprocity in society and may lead to various
degrees of prejudice and intolerance. In contrast, generalized trust is as-
sociated with predictability in interactions beyond our immediate so-
cial circles. Predictability involves “having an expectation that stability
or manageable change exists in society and our interpersonal relation-
ships” (Janoski 1998: 87). The question is whether generalized trust is
the source of predictability or, as some argue, the state and the legal sys-
tem generate predictability, which, in turn, promotes broader networks
of trust (O’'Donnell 1999b: 317).

The Production and Uses of Social Capital. How is social capital cre-
ated? If one considers trust to be the essential component of social cap-
ital, then the question is how to produce trust. This has been a matter of
intense debate. For Putnam (1993; 1995a), civic engagement leads to in-
terpersonal trust. If we want to create social capital, we should get peo-
ple to participate. For Eric Uslaner (1997), the causal relationship runs
the other way around: “Trust in others has powerful effects on mem-
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bership in voluntary associations, but membership in voluntary associ-
ations does not shape trust” (p. 3). Uslaner (1999) has argued that the
causal chain begins—and ends—in optimism: “Optimism leads to gen-
eralized trust, which promotes civic activism, which creates a prosper-
ous community, leading to increasing optimism” (p. 138).1* He pro-
poses the idea that if people work on common projects, namely,
“superordinate tasks,” social capital will emerge as a by-product (pp.
145—46).

Recent studies have argued that the real question is not the relation-
ship between civic engagement and social capital but the ways in which
contextual conditions affect this link. Those who challenge social capi-
tal theory’s disregard for context argue that the production and uses of
social capital vary across social cleavages (Uvin 1999: 50; Foley and Ed-
wards 1999: 146).1> “Winners” trust widely and “losers” do not because
the structural and cultural conditions that sustain the lives of the for-
mer offer them positive life chances, while the latter suffer not only
from a lack of socioeconomic resources but also from social exclusion,
discrimination, and prejudice (what Peter Uvin calls “assaults on peo-
ple’s dignity”) (Newton 1999: 80—85; Uvin 1999: 50). The idea is that
variations in social capital are “the result of a social, economic or polit-
ical system that works well for some, if not others” (Foley and Edwards
1999: 162). The qualitative and quantitative findings in my study sup-
port this claim.

Challenging neo-Tocquevillean claims, these authors argue that the
use value of social capital is not necessarily tied to prodemocratic ob-
jectives (Foley and Edwards 1999: 168). Groups may employ social cap-
ital for intolerant and aggressive purposes as they confront other, com-
peting social networks (Clemens 2001: 251).1 Whether social capital is
employed for good or ill depends on the particular contexts within
which social capital is produced. Thus the question is not just how
broadly people trust, but under what conditions they trust and what
they do with that trust (Foley and Edwards 1999: 161).1”

Social capital is dependent on institutional and socioeconomic fac-
tors. Economic inequality, selective enforcement of the law on the part
of the state, and social patterns of domination and subordination are
some of the factors that affect the capacity of groups to produce social
capital. The potential of groups to create and mobilize social capital de-
pends not only on the capacity of individual actors to access resources
in a given social network, but more important, on the location of a net-
work within the broader socioeconomic and political context (Foley
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and Edwards 1999: 165-68; Tarrow 1994: 10, 13—18; see also Eastis
1998). Individuals and groups “appropriate” various types of resources
and transform them into social capital (Foley and Edwards 1999: 155,
166). Given that civil society is a terrain of social contestation, privi-
leged groups may use their social capital to preserve and even increase
their position of power in society (Cohen 1999: 57). As we shall see,
some organized actors may employ their stock of social capital to op-
pose the expansion of rights to other groups (see the case of U.S. segre-
gation in Chapter 2).

The “Third Sector”

Four decades ago, Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba (1963) argued that
voluntary associations play a critical role in democracy because they
are “the prime means by which the function of mediating between the
individual and the state is performed” (p. 300). Voluntary associations
are expected to connect citizens to the political sphere while serving as
a vehicle to prevent “the retreat of individuals into their private lives”
(Wuthnow 1991b: 304).'8

By engaging citizens in the public sphere, voluntary associations are
expected, on one hand, to avert the emergence of arbitrary rule, and on
the other hand, to prevent only a small sector of society from defining
the public agenda, excluding others from effective participation (Wuth-
now 1991b: 304—5). This approach, also advanced by Putnam’s work on
the importance of civic engagement for democracy, follows the path of
earlier theorists who sought to explain the rise of totalitarianism in Eu-
rope by updating some of the ideas of Alexis de Tocqueville on the role
of associational life in the nineteenth-century United States. These the-
orists, who also drew on the work of Marx and Durkheim (focusing on
the questions of “alienation” and “anomie”), argued that intermediary
associations worked as a stabilizing and protective device against mass
society and the emergence of totalitarian movements (Hagtvet 1980:
68—71). William Kornhauser (1959), for instance, argued that a variety
of independent associational forms is a precondition of democracy, be-
cause these independent groups prevent social atomization and guar-
antee adequate autonomy for citizens. Associations, he argued, protect
citizens from the rulers’ arbitrary power and provide a foundation for
pluralism (p. 32; see also Berman 1997a: 404)."

What is the place of associational activity in the framework of the
“third sector”? This conceptual perspective posits a “three-sector”
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model, which consists of the state, the market, and the “third” sector of
voluntary, nonprofit associations (Wuthnow 1991a: 5-7). Often, the
third sector (also known as the “nonprofit” sector) is defined as a resid-
ual category, that is, as the realm characterized by “those activities in
which neither formal coercion nor the profit-oriented exchange of
goods and services is the dominant principle” (p. 7). This model of so-
ciety is based on the assumption that each sector operates according to
a principle that distinguishes its activities, namely, coercion in the state,
profitability in the market, and voluntarism in the third sector. Accord-
ing to this scheme, the third sector pursues “activities that are indeed
voluntary in the dual sense of being free of coercion and being free of
the economic constraints of profitability and the distribution of profits”
(pp- 7-8). The voluntary sector is often described as “the antithesis of
impersonality, bureaucracy, materialism, [and] utilitarianism”—ideas
often associated with governmental action and crude market practices
(Wuthnow 1991b: 302). Nonprofit associations are viewed as synony-
mous with notions of community, responsibility, civility, values, and
morality.?

The Makeup of the Third Sector. The third sector consists of voluntary
associations such as civic groups (e.g., sports clubs, singing societies),
service providers (e.g., hospitals, universities), and nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs) (e.g., grassroots development organizations, ad-
vocacy groups). These are defined as “organizations that are private in
form but public in purpose” (Salamon and Anheier 1996: 2). According
to Lester Salamon and Helmut Anheier (1997), the associations that
make up the third sector should meet, in at least rough terms, the fol-
lowing set of standards: These entities should be (1) “Organized, i.e., in-
stitutionalized to some extent,” (2) “Private, i.e., institutionally separate
from government,” (3) “Non-profit-distributing, i.e., not returning any
profits generated to their owners or directors,” (4) “Self-governing, i.e.,
equipped to control their own activities,” and (5) “Voluntary, i.e., in-
volving some meaningful degree of voluntary participation, either in
the actual conduct of the agency’s activities or in the management of its
affairs” (pp. 33—34). These standards have been used to map the third
sector in various countries.?!

Following the idea that formal associations are the cornerstone of
civic participation, early 1990s studies talked about an “organizational
explosion” in regions such as Latin America. They often meant consid-
erable growth in the number of NGOs (see, e.g., Fisher 1992; 1993;
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Thompson 1992). Analysts have tried to measure the growth of the
NGO sector—particularly since the onset of democracy in the 1980s—
by examining the expansion in the number of foundations, coopera-
tives, single-issue organizations, private research centers, and non-
governmental development organizations (see Thompson 1995a; 1995b;
Gonzalez Bombal 1995; Landim 1997). Data on the number of organiza-
tions come from such sources as government registries, NGO directo-
ries, and surveys.?

Indeed, one common feature of studies focused on surveying volun-
tary groups is that they place a great deal of attention on the number of
organizations. The emphasis on the quantity of voluntary associations
often assumes that the impact of civil society on democracy can be eval-
uated by counting the existing number of organizations in a given
country. The enthusiasm propelled by the rise of voluntary associations
in the 1990s prompted many scholars and think tanks to equate a large
number of formal associations with a healthy and vital civil society. In
general, they claim that the growth in the number of voluntary groups
has a positive impact on democracy in different social and political set-
tings because, among other effects, large numbers of organizations con-
tribute to the dispersal of power away from government and toward
citizens, thus improving government responsiveness to citizen de-
mands (Fisher 1993: 17, 1992: 71; Thompson 1992: 389; Marks 1993;
1996). But this is not what happens when, for instance, we consider the
effectiveness of smaller numbers of groups on issues of high political
saliency, especially during critical historical phases. Even on less im-
portant decisions, as already noted, few intense activists can push their
extreme or narrow agenda to the forefront, imposing undue costs, both
monetary and emotional, on the community—as Fiorina (1999) demon-
strated in his ethnographic study of Concord, Massachusetts (pp. 395—
403).

When operationalizing civil society, the third-sector perspective does
not focus on the psychological and cultural aspects of individual par-
ticipants but on the features of voluntary associations. As Table 1.1
shows, studies of the third sector have examined the number of volun-
tary associations, their goals, the makeup of their membership, their in-
ternal organizational structures and external links (vertical relations
with the state and donors, as well as horizontal links among voluntary
associations), and their patterns of distribution in civil society (see Es-
man and Uphoff 1984; Rutherford 1993; Hadenius and Uggla 1996;
Salamon and Anheier 1996; Stolle and Rochon 1998). Some studies have
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emphasized one or more of these features—such as the internal deci-
sion-making structure of associations and their relationship with the
state; others try to incorporate all these aspects into a universalistic
model that can help explain what kinds of organizations play a prode-
mocratic role in society (Chalmers 1997: 2). For example, some studies
have focused on the action of groups in order to establish whether they
operate according to the rules of the democratic game, as an indication
of their contribution to institutionalizing democratic practices in state
and society (Rutherford 1993). Others have argued that heterogeneity
in the makeup of an organization is a condition that helps lead to gen-
eralized trust (Hadenius and Uggla 1996: 1625; Chazan 1992: 291).2

Associations are expected to serve a number of democratic functions.
Some studies have emphasized the role of watchdog over state institu-
tions and its agents, the transmission of citizen demands, and the pro-
vision of services to citizens. Some argue that civil society associa-
tions—particularly NGOs—may play a fundamental role in advancing
the accountability of public officials and transparency of government
acts. The mechanisms through which they play this role include advo-
cacy (in such areas as individual rights), the monitoring of state behav-
ior, and the public exposure of wrongdoing by politicians and bureau-
crats (Smulovitz and Peruzzotti 2000: 149).2 In this respect, associations
are seen as an important check on authoritarian / arbitrary governance
(in addition to traditional electoral and constitutional mechanisms) be-
cause of their potential role in controlling abuses of state power, partic-
ularly in contexts characterized by corrupt and weak institutions oper-
ating in an environment of systemic crisis (Chazan 1992: 281-82, 287;
Hershberg 2000: 294—96, 304; Mainwaring 1995: 151). This approach
stresses associations” “call for accountability,” but does not explain the
specific means by which this pressure can result in actual accountabil-
ity in the administrative and political realms of the state (Avritzer
2002a: 133).

Some authors emphasize the role of voluntary associations as effec-
tive means of channeling citizens” demands, with the capacity to influ-
ence legislation, budgeting, and policy-making. This perspective gives
attention to the mechanism of interest articulation. A key idea is that
voluntary organizations (especially nonpolitical groups) are important
for democratization because of their potential to represent diverse con-
stituencies more effectively than political parties. Accordingly, this ap-
proach argues that one of civil society’s central functions is to help
marginalized groups incorporate their voice into public debates and
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shape the public agenda through institutional channels (Diamond 1999:
244). Often there is no clear account of how this happens when, for ex-
ample, the state employs repression and hostility to respond to popular
demands or simply ignores those demands.

Another function assigned to associations is the provision of services
the state is considered ineffective in delivering. The premise is that vol-
untary, nonprofit associations have the knowledge, direct connections
to society, flexibility, horizontal structures of decision-making, and ex-
pertise that the state lacks (Hadenius and Uggla 1996: 1624). Associa-
tions” capacity for transparent and accountable administration is
viewed as a mechanism that promotes democratic practices in society.
According to this perspective, nonprofit organizations hold the prom-
ise to “provide alternative modes of governance” while relieving the
state of its welfare burden (Warren 2001: 83). The role of associations as
service providers (in collaboration with or as an alternative to the state)
include health (hospitals, clinics), social services (child care, drug treat-
ment, domestic violence), culture and recreation (sports clubs, orches-
tras, art galleries), and education and research (elementary and second-
ary schools, universities) (Salamon and Anheier 1996: 46—49).

In many new democracies, the emphasis on nonprofits as service
providers coincided with the implementation of neoliberal programs of
economic reform, which greatly reduced the welfarist role of the state.
One of the key questions raised by the increased reliance on voluntary
associations for the provision of public services is whether this trend
can erode the “positive” traits of associations, mainly their flexibility,
horizontal decision-making capacities, and volunteerism (see the refer-
ence to Norway in Chapter 6).

The Public Sphere

The sphere of social movements, different types of public forums (in
which people debate about collective problems), the media, publishing,
informal social networks, and manifold instances of socialization is an-
other crucial arena of civil society, which is generally overlooked in
studies focused solely on membership in formal associations (Ryan
2001: 237; Cohen 1999: 58; Young 1999: 150—53).2 The public sphere, as
Margaret Somers (1993) argues, is the public space where individuals
“engage in negotiations and contestations over political and social life”
(p- 589). The notion of the public sphere also alludes to the multiple
structures connecting “the myriad mini-publics that emerge within and
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across associations, movements, religious organizations, clubs, local or-
ganizations of concerned citizens, and simple socializing” (Cohen 1999:
58). This sphere, it is argued, has the potential to create spaces for de-
bate over power, claims to authority and policy-making, and norms
and practices in society (Ryan 2001: 242; Warren 2001: 162—-81; Cohen
1999: 58—59; Young 1999: 157).

A key function assigned to civil society as public sphere is the exer-
cise of control and influence over legislatures, courts, and the arenas of
policy-making. The mechanisms associated with the public sphere in-
clude social protest and grassroots mobilization, identity-building, and
the production and circulation of information and critical discourse
(Fraser 1993; Cohen and Arato 1992: 558, 560—63; Warren 2001: 77-82).
The role of civil society in the creation and dissemination of “counter-
discourses” has been seen as fundamental to expose arbitrary power,
express dissent and innovative social practices, and advance new ideas
for public deliberation (Young 1999: 151-53).

One of the main tasks of studies on civil society, some argue, is to ex-
amine the processes of communication in civil society and how debates
in the public sphere enter the sphere of the state (Cohen 1999: 71). For
instance, as some studies have shown, the connection between civil so-
ciety and parliaments played a fundamental role in the development of
prodemocratic civil societies in nineteenth-century Europe (Bermeo
2000: 244—46). Associational life may contribute to “public opinion and
public judgement,” as Mark Warren (2001) said, “especially by provid-
ing the social infrastructure of public spheres that develop agendas, test
ideas, embody deliberations, and provide voice” (p. 61). This function,
which he refers to as “public sphere effects,” has the potential to “gener-
ate the ‘“force’ of persuasion, as distinct from the forces of coercion and
money” (pp. 34, 61, 77-82).

As explained, the public sphere is a fundamental locus for delibera-
tion over political and social issues. However, it is important to qualify
the idea of the public sphere as an arena of discursive debate among
peers (Habermas 1989: 36). Indeed, given the unequal distribution of so-
cial resources in all societies, the public sphere cannot stand as an arena
where people produce a consensus about an all-encompassing “com-
mon good” (Fraser 1993: 4; Cohen 1999: 58). Societal actors in the pub-
lic sphere cannot “deliberate as if they were social peers” because the
“discursive arenas” in which they interact are placed “in a larger socie-
tal context that is pervaded by structural relations of dominance and
subordination” (Fraser 1993: 12).
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Understanding the implications of this idea requires attention to two
issues. First, we cannot ignore the role of inequality, social exclusion,
and attacks on people’s dignity (discrimination, racism, and so on) in
the analysis of the processes of interaction in civil society (Uvin 1999:
50—54. See the section “Civil Society and Context,” below). The struc-
tural position of individual and collective actors in society is a funda-
mental element of relations within civil society. Second, any analysis of
the public sphere should examine how organized actors in society es-
tablish alliances with sectors of the state in order to ensure that their in-
terests “emerge on top and that the requirements rooted in these special
interests get taken as society’s requirements” (Ollman 1992: 1015). In-
deed, certain groups may exert a dominant influence within civil soci-
ety (and the public sphere in particular), which they may utilize to le-
gitimize a monopoly of authority in the broader society (Lomax 1997:
61; Sparrow 1992: 1013).

Another approach, resource mobilization theory, focuses on social
movements and argues that the success of these movements is depend-
ent upon their access to resources (e.g., financial support, prior organi-
zation, leadership skills, and links to centers of power); this theory does
not support any major emphasis on beliefs, values, and ideas to explain
social movement activity (McCarthy and Zald 1977; Jenkins 1983). The
contribution of resource mobilization theory to explaining the connec-
tion between structural factors and organization is important for the
analysis of association. However, an exclusive emphasis on material
conditions neglects “the way a given structural situation is defined and
experienced and the meanings that will be attached to actions” as well
as the various expressions of stratification in society other than eco-
nomic inequality (Oliver, Cadena-Roa, and Strawn 2003: 226, quotation
on 227). Without attention to these elements, especially societal beliefs
and practices, the analysis proposed by resource mobilization theory
conveys the sense of a socially neutral multiplier effect of organiza-
tional activity.

Widening the Public Sphere. The role of the public sphere in democ-
racy raises the following question: How can the public sphere be made
more inclusive? Nancy Fraser (1993) has argued that the broadening of
the public sphere is linked to the opportunities available for underpriv-
ileged groups to constitute what she calls “subaltern counterpublics”—
by which she means “parallel discursive arenas where members of sub-
ordinated social groups invent and circulate counterdiscourses, so as to
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formulate oppositional interpretations of their identities, interests, and
needs” (pp. 14—15). These groups may expand the arenas for delibera-
tion if they contribute to creating a “plurality of competing publics,”
which have the potential to promote the interests and agendas of the
underprivileged by presenting new issues as “a matter of common con-
cern” (pp. 14, 20).%° These issues may include the cultural rights of in-
digenous groups, access to retributive justice, and demands for distrib-
utional economic policies.

The result of this widening is not always a democratic one because
some subaltern counterpublics are antiegalitarian, extremist, or favor
the exclusion and marginalization of others (see Richard and Booth
2000; Pésara et al. 1991). Civil publics may generate public opinion with
the power to destabilize democracy. In Weimar Germany, for example,
an “antisystem” discourse attained widespread public appeal, became
an attribute of the public sphere (regardless of political orientations),
and produced a decisive antagonism toward the republic across society
(Lieberman 1998: 369—75). The Nazis eventually succeeded in control-
ling the meaning of this discourse and used it to their political advan-
tage.

Sometimes the multiplication of counterpublics may result in a dem-
ocratic broadening of discursive formulations, but this process needs
certain institutional channels to actually influence policy decisions
(Fraser 1993: 15). In fact, the broadening of debate may contribute to the
remaking of public agendas if certain contextual conditions, such as
broad access to legislatures empowered to make authoritative deci-
sions, are present (Bermeo 2000: 244). The emergence of new publics is
important for one of the central functions ascribed to the public sphere:
the capacity to “penetrate” the state through parliament, which medi-
ates between civil society and the state (Cohen and Arato 1992: 162-63;
Habermas 1995: 110; Avritzer 2002a: 49—50, 105).

The production of discourses—and the transformation of these dis-
courses into action oriented to influence political decisions—often trig-
gers responses from adversary segments of society, who consider that
the expansion of the rights of subordinated social groups may infringe
upon their own rights. This reaction could be dealt with as public de-
liberation, or it could escalate into aggressive and sometimes violent ac-
tion against those groups seeking access to the rights of citizenship (po-
litical, civil, and social rights). Indeed, the negotiation of “the terms of
citizenship” in civil society constitutes an important aspect of under-
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standing democratization processes (Hagopian 2000: 9o4; quotation
from Brysk 2000a: 285).

Under certain conditions, associational activity may figure promi-
nently in obstructing the expansion of rights to excluded sectors and in
supporting the coercive power of the state to discipline those who chal-
lenge the existing distribution of rights. Struggles for rights, then, are
not just “struggles against the state” but also conflicts between compet-
ing forces within civil society (Foweraker and Landman 1997: 17; Al-
varez, Dagnino, and Escobar 1998: 12, 18). As I will show, these strug-
gles may lead to heightened conflict in society, delegitimization of
democratic institutions, and increased tolerance for authoritarian prac-
tices, as they did in Weimar Germany, the United States, and Argentina.

Civil Society and Context

If we argue that civil society is context-dependent, then it is necessary
to establish a conceptual framework to explain how contextual factors
shape civic engagement. To do so, I refer to the role of the state, the
question of individual rights, and the effectiveness of the rule of law as
an institutional and cultural construct. The underlying rationale of my
analysis is that the conditions that shape civic engagement are to be
found in both the institutional and social spheres, and that broader po-
litical and economic factors are as important as the specific conditions
(micro-contexts) under which social actors interact.

Recent studies have argued that we need to look at the state to un-
derstand why civil society is linked to both democratic and undemoc-
ratic outcomes. For example, drawing on the work of Samuel Hunting-
ton (1968) on political instability in developing countries, Sheri Berman
has focused on political institutionalization as a fundamental variable
in the analysis of civil society activity. In two cogent articles she has ar-
gued that the difference between democratic and undemocratic civil
societies is a function of a nation’s level of political institutionalization
(see Berman 1997a; 1997b). Thus, in her view, the answer to the varia-
tion in civil society’s orientations is not to be found in civil society itself
but in the nature of political institutions. Civil society participation is
supported, according to Berman (1997a), by “strong political institu-
tions capable of overcoming the diverse and often competing interests
of individual citizens and focusing on the achievement of long-term
rather than short-term goals—of representing and implementing, in
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other words, the public rather than merely private interests” (p. 568).
She emphasizes the level of responsiveness and legitimacy of state in-
stitutions as a key explanatory variable in the analysis of civil society’s
democratic potential (Berman 1997b: 427). As she explains,

If a country’s political institutions are capable of channeling and redressing
grievances, then associationism will probably buttress political stability and
democracy by placing its resources and beneficial effects in the service of the
status quo. . . . If, on the other hand, political institutions are weak and / or the
existing political regime is perceived to be ineffectual and illegitimate, then civil
society activity may become an alternative to politics for dissatisfied citizens.
(Berman 1997b: 569—70)

The importance of a favorable institutional environment for a pro-
democratic civil society has received increasing attention in other stud-
ies too. In a study of civil society in postwar El Salvador, Michael Foley
(1996) has argued that the outcome of civic engagement is dependent
upon the response of the state to citizen demands and the nature of po-
litical society (the party system mainly) (pp. 89, 91). Also, attention has
been given to the degree of state coercive activity, as in regime repres-
sion in Central America, and the types of official controls over associa-
tional life, as in several African countries (Booth and Richard 1998;
Richard and Booth 2000; Chazan 1992).

Students of civil society in well-established democracies have also
stressed the role played by democratic institutions as a framework for
prodemocratic civic engagement. As Rosenblum (1998) has argued in
her study of associational life in the United States, the potential uses of
pluralism in civil society depend on a context of strong democratic in-
stitutions. She observes that voluntary associations and democratic out-
comes can be positively linked when institutions and the law protect in-
dividual rights (pp. 16, 154, 362). Bo Rothstein (1998b) has argued that
in Sweden social capital originates in institutions, particularly those re-
sponsible for law and order (pp. 48—49). In turn, historical research has
shown that the likelihood of creating prodemocratic civil societies in
nineteenth-century Europe was influenced by the availability of chan-
nels to influence the policy-making arena and the state’s decision to in-
corporate the demands and debates originating in the sphere of associ-
ations (Bermeo 2000; Bermeo and Nord 2000). Other historical analyses
have produced similar findings, showing, for example, that state be-
havior shaped the nature of civic engagement and the production of so-
cial capital in the nineteenth-century United States (Ryan 2001).
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Conceptually, the emphasis on institutions points to the importance
of restoring the role of the state in the creation of associational capacity.
Tarrow (1996), for instance, has questioned the “bottom-up” causal
model advanced by advocates of the civil society—democracy thesis,
arguing instead that the state plays a fundamental role in shaping civic
capacity (pp. 394—96). According to this approach, the character of the
state accounts, to a great extent, for the quality of civic participation.
For example, in order to assess the capacity of organized sectors of so-
ciety to influence the democratic decision-making process, we need to
ask if the state effectively sustains the legal capacity of citizens that al-
lows them to exercise their individual rights (Hagopian 2000: 9o4; see
Walzer 1992; Hadenius 2001).

Where the state is unresponsive, its institutions are undemocratic, or its democ-
racy is ill designed to recognize and respond to citizen demands, the character
of collective action will be decidedly different than under a strong and demo-
cratic system. Citizens will find their efforts to organize for civil ends frustrated
by state policy—at some times actively repressed, at others simply ignored. In-
creasingly aggressive forms of civil associations will spring up, and more and
more ordinary citizens will be driven into either active militancy against the
state or self-protective apathy. (Foley and Edwards 1996: 48)

I agree with the position that the state plays a fundamental role in
shaping civil society. However, I argue that we need a more refined ap-
proach that can account not only for the role of the state and the politi-
cal sphere but also for the impact of societal features on civic engage-
ment. As noted in the Introduction, the approach that I take here
emphasizes the “disjunctive” nature of contemporary democracies,
both old and new, which is expressed in the irregular distribution of
rights across social, economic, and cultural lines (Holston and Caldeira
1998; Chalmers, Martin, and Piester 1997: 576). These disjunctures are
not the same in all democracies (Caldeira and Holston 1999: 727). In-
deed, rights—which are “those licenses and empowerments that citi-
zens must have in order to preserve their freedom and to protect them-
selves against abuse”—vary according to a number of factors (Shklar
1989: 37). These factors include the extent to which agents in the state
hierarchy exercise their power illegally or arbitrarily, the tendency of
state institutions to use repression and confrontation, the degree of im-
punity in state-society interaction, and the level of violence and dis-
criminatory practices exercised by social actors (Holston and Caldeira
1998; Pinheiro 1999; O’'Donnell 1999a).
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This approach emphasizes two ideas. First, formal membership in
the nation-state does not automatically confer the bundle of rights (po-
litical, civil, and social rights) to all citizens; usually the poor, minori-
ties, and other underprivileged sectors enjoy only a few of these rights
(Holston and Appadurai 1999: 4).28 Second, the constitution of individ-
uals as legal subjects needs to be complemented by conditions that
guarantee that these individuals will be able to exercise their legal
rights and thus be responsible for their decisions (O’Donnell 1999c: 18—
19; del Cid Avalos 2001: 4).

This analytical perspective brings us to the question of the rule of
law. Indeed, there is a direct relationship between the distribution of
rights in a given society and the effectiveness of the rule of law (Fower-
aker and Landman 1997: 21). Therefore, if we want to understand the
full range of factors that shape the nature and dispositions of civil soci-
ety, we need to pay attention to the multiple ways in which the state in-
fluences society, and the micro-contexts in which social interactions
characterized by cooperation, discrimination, subordination, or other
forms of interaction are defined (O’Donnell 1999a: 59, 9o; von Metten-
heim and Malloy 1998a: 6). Table 1.2 provides a summary of the levels
and dimensions that, in my view, need to be incorporated into the
analysis. They are discussed in the next section.

Before moving along in the analysis, let me note that the emphasis I
place here on domestic factors does not mean that we should neglect
the role of international forces. Indeed, the international impact on na-
tional contexts in general and civil society in particular is important for
understanding differences in civic engagement across nations. As I ex-
plain later, we need to account for the impact of international and
global forces on the domestic political and economic conditions that
shape civic engagement. In addition, we need to acknowledge that
changes in international support for and attention to civil society or-
ganizations in newly established democracies have a large impact on
these groups, particularly in their relationship with the state.

The Rule of Law

The rule of law is a necessary but not sufficient condition for democ-
racy. My approach to the rule of law is broad and encompasses both in-
stitutional and societal perspectives. From a traditional perspective, the
centerpiece of the modern rule of law is “the idea that governmental ac-
tion must be rendered calculable and restrained” (Scheuerman 1994:
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TABLE 1.2
The Context of Interactions in Civil Society: Levels of Analysis

Dimensions of Interaction

State and legal system ® Responsiveness and legitimacy
* Moral standards
¢ Constitutionalism
¢ Accountability and transparency
e Positive predictability

State—society ¢ Formal rules
¢ Procedures and policies
* Obedience and voluntary compliance
 Public access and evaluation

Citizen—citizen e Socioeconomic stratification
e Culture of legality
e Strategies of social navigation
e Social violence and exclusion
e Domination and subordination

68-69). “In a democratic legal system,” O’Donnell (1999c) has argued,
“all powers are subject to the legal authority of other powers—this le-
gal system ‘closes,” in the sense that nobody is above or beyond its
rules” (p. 25). The idea of predictable and restrained governmental ac-
tion entails two conditions: first, “a division between executive and leg-
islative power as well as an independent judiciary” and, second, “the
deceptively simple demand for cogent, general (or formal) law”
(Scheuerman 1994: 70; see also Bobbio 1987: 143—46).2° The latter condi-
tion stresses the idea that “the law defines the basic structure within
which the pursuit of all other activities takes place” (Rawls 1971: 236). I
argue that it is fundamental not only to consider the rule of law at the
level of the institutional separation of power, but also to explore how
the law textures the interaction between state and society and relations
among citizens. In a democracy, as already argued, civil society requires
the support of the rule of law (Linz and Stepan 1996: 14-15). As we
shall see, this support should go beyond the provision of basic legal
guarantees for organizing (e.g., freedom of association)—for example,
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there should be clearly defined limits on state power and effective pro-
tection of individual rights.

As said, the rule of law involves the legal / institutional sphere of the
state and the sphere of social life as well (Orkény and Scheppele 1999:
74). This particular lens allows us to capture, first, a broad range of in-
stitutional features that play a vital role in shaping civic engagement
and, second, the systems of meanings that guide the action of citizens
and their attitudes toward the law (which are as significant as formal
institutions for the overall effectiveness of the rule of law) (O’Donnell
1999a: 59, 90, 138—42; von Mettenheim and Malloy 1998a: 6; Caldeira
and Holston 1999: 719). This means that it is important to understand
how questions of justice, equality before the law, and rights, among
others, are dealt within the social sphere (Caldeira 1996).

If we focus on the rule of law as a “variable achievement” that can be
traced at different levels of aggregation and in different types of inter-
actions, we will observe how the incompleteness of the rule of law af-
f