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IS TH ORE TO IQE CURRENT DISCOURSE ON
Ci give y than j scmatlon with the trendy?
ce the s perhaps even earlier, people’s
art|C|pat| ) people empowerment, NGOs and social
move , and the catch-all concept of sustainable
dev IQp\fnent have been fashionable themes. Is civil society
%B ore baloney in the shelf? What gives this notion its
rent forceful appeal? How relevant is it to the
construction of the 21st century society?

A dominant theme in he discourse of the Scottish
enlightenment in the late 17th and 18th centuries, the
notion of civil society has been through a long process of
revival and forgetting. Its meaning also changed from
time to time.

For the English philosopher John Locke, civil society is the
domain of political association among men (Locke never
mentioned women) set apart from the natural order
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ordained by god or king. Men enter the realm of civil society through
the mutuality of consent and contract. Civil society and political society
were then one and the same.

n the modern world, the idea of civil society has arisen in response

to some general breakdown in social paradigms and social order.

Its emergence also indicates a certain striving to resolve seemingly
unending contradictions in social life, such as those between individual
and society, the private and the public, egotism and altruism, between
a life governed by reason and one driven by passions.
Finding a reconciliation and synthesis of these oppos}i‘tions has been
the main preoccupation of social thought. The crisis#n social order and
the breakdown of existing paradigms caused by autonomousgndividual
action, the growth of market economies, the commeruahzét,lon of land,
labor and capital, among other thingsy have been the drlvfng forces for
rethinking the existing models of society and authorlty
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A related question is the unendlng puzzle of Whether men (and Women)
are by nature good or evﬂ This moral dlmensmn ‘Has always
accompanied every dlscussmn of civil éQClety suggestlng fhat the notion
of civil society has to include the questlon of ethlcaJ vision.
2 X ‘}“\ W ': N/

The idea of‘«cnut society in ItS'“C|aSSIC s;ense Was supposed to be the
answer to all these contradlotlons It was to be the social representation
of a Unlfled vision of the social orde:r\that also recognized the legal,
mora’f and econdmic' a“Utonomy of1ts ihdividual parts. After four hundred

years however, somal thlnkers have yet to agree on a common answer.

Jhe unified i |mage conjured by Civil society would not square with reality.
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In thelr own separate Ways Hegel and Marx shattered the classic civil
somety paradlgmof social representation. Both posited the separation

A of polltlcal somety and civil society, the former being the domain of the
\\state and the latter being the arena of market relations or the realm of

exchange«among autonomously transacting individuals. Like their
predeoessors, Hegel and Marx also problematized the synthesis of

;ind,i"‘e/'idual and society, of private and public, of greed and charity but
“found their own differing solutions.

In Hegel, civil society resolves itself in the universal state. Hegel viewed
civil society as the realm of the worldly, the arena of civil and human
affairs, in perpetual conflict with itself. The solution of civil conflict was
to be found in the universal idea represented by the state. Hegel’s
critics, Marx was foremost among them, saw in this the reintroduction
of the idea of God incarnate in the state.




&
X

3

|

)

-

Soppe i

' ot eX|st.

On the other hand, Marx looked to the future reunion of civil society
and political society. In the here and now, state is but a mirror image
of the human predisposition to conflict, expressed in class struggle.
The state is under the grips of whichever class rules the market or civil
arena and therefore serves not universal but mainly the dominant class
interest. But the state can also be an instrument for human emancipation
from conflicts that, for Marx, are essentially property-based. Hence,
the capture of state by the oppressed classes and its eventual withering
away as a consequence of the disappearance of class struggle shall
bring about a classless society. In other words, Mar’s communist society
is the union of civil society and political society.
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odern Marxists, perhaps modern Hegelians“too, have kept to

this state-society construction. Italian communist Antonio

Gramsci would stand out among those who pursued Marx’s
theory of civil society. His main, contribution Was perhaps in
recommending that civil society is acomplex arena that. must be
understood, played and tranSformed by workmg ‘class* partles and
movements instead of abandoned complete]y to those, torces who
already command a natural hegemony over it. From Gramsu one gets
a sense that the civil somety is a muéh more complex site of struggle
than the one mvolvmg the process of acqumng state power.
% N ‘,.‘ \ A '. o
The current-discourse on cnul somety carrles a heavy Gramscian
overtone. This is indicated by the welghtrer emphaS|s given to the role
of the CIVI| arena |r} the struggle for emanC|pat|on At the very least,
to that of changmg political struotures Indeed it is set as a goal worth
pursuing fok lts own sakey® Further it is within this context that the
state- orlented prOJect ASY wewed as but a transitory moment to social
empoWerment An eXtreme variant of this is a swing in the opposite
dlrectlon meanmg, holding civil society up as if the state arena does
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In the, wfrrent discourse, civil society has two broad meanings. One
has..to"do with institutions or organizations. The other pertains to values

/and'beliefs.

S

The first meaning of civil society takes different forms. One looks at
civil society as an aggregate of civil institutions distinct from state
structures. Another views civil society as a set of entitlements that
would equate this concept with the notion of citizenship in a democracy.
These entitlements span a whole range, like freedoms of association
and expression, the right to vote and be voted into public office, a free
or alternative press and so on. Such rights, complemented by civic
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responsibilities, cover the civil, social and political expressions of
citizenship.

The second meaning is even broader and more abstract. It takes us to
the realm of values, beliefs and symbols. In this case civil society takes
on some sort of universal orientation with respect to the moral ties
that guide its component social actors and hold them as one whole.
This calls to mind the old question of whether there really exists such
universal bond that unites autonomous individuals around a shared
community.

It is not easy to find a definitive meaning for civil societ’y'\‘}vithout meeting
contradiction. For a long time into the future we will eontinue to grapple
with the same old problem of reconciling the particular andwuniversal,
the private and public, the pursuit of individual mterest and social
cohesion, the personal good and the common good ~

A recent example of this difficult search for me\anlng is, the tr’iadlc
paradigm of state, market and civifsociety. ThIS derives from{he analogy
of prince, merchant and citizen. Against, the classic model Of state and
civil society, this one suggests a further dIV|S|on of CIVI| Society into two
— the individual as economic acto,r‘or part of the corporate sector and

the individual as Rlain citizen. ¢\ " WAV

P
B  §
WA P

- i N
< " 3 4 s )

hatever concep’thal difficultie‘é“ may arise from this model,
we must.not lese sight of<oné important meaning that this

3 v attempt at” new SOC|aI~construct|on suggests. From a very
symbollc level, *fhe triadic patadrgm assigns a normative orientation

for each of these actors. F0r ‘the prince, public for common good. For

the merchaht pr|vate fOr prlvate good. And for the citizen, private for
common )good. AU
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A Thé power of thls carlcature can be better appreciated within a bigger
\ .~p|cture Slnce the Enlightenment, social scientists and philosophers,

together ‘with social activists, have been discoursing about human
em.anolpatlon. Four hundred years had gone by and they are still

"diég‘ﬁo'ursing. The grand narratives that had transpired produced many

“answers but, probably, also as many questions with respect to whether

or not humanity is getting closer to this emancipation goal.

The world has gotten much closer but is not coming together. The ties
that bind communities across oceans and great distances may be the
same ties that detach them from their original roots. The whirl of world-
spanning changes is dizzying. How so easily one gets severed from his
or her living space and natural affinities and becomes connected
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somewhere else with little time to think, much less decide what to do.
To get connected and included means to run faster and struggle harder
at every turn. And yet many are never able to catch up. It seems
happiness is ever elsewhere.

What happened to human development? Why has the promised human
emancipation not arrived for the many who continue to be excluded as
though they don’t belong to the human community? Will the future
society be any better than what we have today? Why can’t that better
society be built in the here and now?

The world is now awash with wealth monetized at ‘ébd%rt 20 trillion US
dollars, increasing by five times from four trillion US“dollars in the last
four decades. This enormous wealth has been produced at great costs
to humanity and the environment. ObV|oust there is morethan enough
to feed, clothe, shelter, educate, Iengthen the life and p“rowde wider
choices and greater freedom of moverment for eveg man, Woman and
child on this planet. There is alSo more than en0ugh to pay for restOrmg
for health of the collapsing global ecosystems and leave a more habitable
environment for the yet unborn. N\ L\
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ut ours |s also a world of meqwty, of massrve exclu3|on on the
grounds of color, natlonauty class, gender ethnicity, and all
sortsofhuman bias. Itws a worldwhere resources and decisions

are monopolrzed by a few While m|II|ons '6f souls are hardly able to

control the events and’ processes shapmg their everyday lives.
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Eqwty is said t6 be the core;, po1|t|cal issue of the 20" century, and

perhaps the. centurles before it. If politics means power to decide for

oneself rel%ve to other deC|S|on makers in society then it has been
the, domaln of the few mdeed And when we start naming those few we
cany, readlly |dent|fy those in command of state affairs and market
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States bynature are centralizing institutions. They command resources
and.aﬂeglance, by force or persuasion. Their main business is to govern,

"aril,di*'basically from the top down, even in systems that allow for
“democratic participation.

Markets are supposed to be governed by free competition. And yet,
free competition scarcely exists in real life. A playing field that begins
as relatively fair always ends up as generally dominated by a few
winners. Once in a while, states may enter into the picture to adjust
the rules of the game, but the playing field never really becomes one
of equal opportunity.




Historically, society has been largely at the mercy of states and markets.
They have mainly dictated the mode of sharing resources and decisions.
Citizens, if they are neither prince nor merchant, hardly figure in the
scheme of things except when they would have become an organized
opposition capable not only of pressuring for changes and more public
accountability but also bringing down unaccountable governments.

pplying the classical image of a unified civil society in a situation
of great social inequities and conflicts, one begins to wonder
what makes one society civil and another not. If a society is still
holding amid rising civil and social conflicts, some authoritarian force
must be keeping the tension at manageable IevelsiwAmexample would
be Marcos’ new society in the early years of martial law. Here the state
called the shots and all but those who opted out or rebelledigave their
tacit approval. This reduces civil society to the questig{fjtdf law and
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order which it is not or should not be/~ ) r {\\\“’
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The triadic paradigm in which“civil society is qr\x\@discrete\cg@‘po\neht

seems more relevant and u§efy/l, ‘In the fi.r“si??pieice, thisﬁm{i}del avoids
the Marxist and Hegelian reduction of ci\gi{;‘s@‘ciety to agigh@ﬁtic arena of
human conflict. But more importagt,{;ﬁ‘ere, civil (SQE:\iéiy becomes a
dynamic factor for challenging and‘«e‘ountervailjn@'}state and market
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hegemony as \/\féJJ\as a force to:\fereatlve dls’!n‘fg,gratlon and transition
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to a desiredisocial order. A" O\
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In this construction, ¢ivil' society rétéihs its permanent identity and
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aufhliom/y from'state or markgt\gﬁm it dissolves in itself.
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