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    Preliminaries


    Abstract


    Recent developments have witnessed the emergence of civil society as a major development actor whose potentials and capacity, especially in Africa, are often taken for granted and treated as limitless. A critical assessment of some of these structures (NGOs, religious organisations, trade unions, home-based associations, women's mobilisation structures, local community organisations, and the youth) and the legal and political context of the operation of civil society in Cameroon shows a popular effervescence that is visible in social development initiatives. Although this would complement the state and free enterprise, it is however often frustrated by the state’s suspicion in a context of rising social awareness and protest that is assimilated with political opposition or attempts at manipulation along partisan lines. This book is a call to reform the framework of civil society and assess its components and roles in shaping the future of Africa.
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    Introduction


    Emmanuel Yenshu Vubo




    Introduction


    The most crucial and endemic problem that Africa has faced since independence has been its inability to embark on a meaningful path of development and to achieve a level of well-being deemed satisfactory for a sizeable proportion of its population (Ndulu et al. 1998 :4, McNamara 1991 :2-4). Traditional indicators (GNP per capita) and, of recent, indicators taking into consideration general social conditions (human development index) have not been very encouraging and have at times degenerated into real misery. It has become widely accepted that some of these failures have largely been due to the insertion of the attempts at development within the confines of the state as it exists in Africa (Ake 1992 :10). However, the alternatives proposed within the context of conventional liberal thinking have not only failed but have led to misery for large segments of society as structural adjustment has often resulted in de-structuring (Ben Hammouda 1998 :18, Dembele 1998 :10). This is happening, as there is general pressure to liberalise and to open up both political and economic space for transnational political and economic interests (Sachs 1995 :2), which Dembele (op cit. :10) refers to as « Africa’s... recolonisation ». These developments are taking place in a context where people are little informed (and even misinformed) of key issues and where they can neither influence nor participate in determining what is best for them. The liberal-democratic experiment forced through during the 1990s has met with the most glaring failures and reversals to the extent that the hopes offered by the project are likely to lead to deep frustration. One needs to remark that this is occurring in a context where Africans are led to perceive this project as the only viable one, a fact which is likely to deepen the frustration when all else comes to a halt. The present context is dominated by the ‘grip of ideology and doctrine, including the doctrines crafted to induce hopelessness, resignation and despair’ (Chomsky 1997 :243).


    The euphoria that accompanied independence in Africa is thus giving way to despair as efforts at development and nation building have failed (Amin 1998 :169).


    Despite recent indicators of a timid progress in the economy no African country is spared the present crisis (Amin ibid., McNamara 1991 :2-4). The end of the Cold War was characterised by optimism as the pressures of alignment characteristic of that era gave way to the possibility for the search for new solutions to the crisis. This was however short-lived as it was perceived by the capitalist centre as an opportunity to complete its project of creating a one-dimensional world in its own image. This explains the pressure exerted on poorer countries, which had not yet adopted market driven strategies to do so. For example, when Cameroon adopted the Structural Adjustment Programme (SAP) it did so reluctantly and has been equally reluctant in its implementation. Recourse to the Washington Consensus has meant compliance with pre-conditions, some of which are of a non-economic nature. It is in this context that political pluralism was born. In other words, the growth of political parties and the effervescence of social movements are concomitant with this process of economic adjustment. When political parties were legalised in Cameroon in the early 1990s there was optimism, as expressed in the slogans of change, as they came to be aligned with other social movements proposing a new vision for society. More than a decade after it is necessary to reflect on the balance sheet of these developments. The aim of this project is to evaluate the potential of civil society social movements in providing alternative solutions to the present development crisis that affects Cameroon as an African case study.


    A multidimensional crisis rocks the very basis of the state and the nation building project in Cameroon as elsewhere in Africa. In the political domain the legitimacy of the state has been called into question with the rise of regional (cf. Nkwi and Nyamnjoh 1997) and counter-hegemonic movements (Yenshu Vubo 1998a, Burnham 1996), a crisis of democratic participation manifested in increasing voter apathy, the transformation of the single-party structure into a hegemonic party and the growth of political violence in both subtle legitimate and overt illegitimate forms. In the economic sphere the crisis manifests itself in the inability of the modern state to generate a viable strategy, project or programme for building a sustainable economy with a level of autonomy and meaningful integration into the world economy.


    We can identify the following characteristics of the crisis situation. The Structural Adjustment Programme proposed by the Washington Consensus has been unable to usher in the building blocks of a viable economy without generating mass suffering. Most economic policies and programmes are dependent on external dictates and therefore are cut off from local realities or unresponsive to local needs, resulting in dependency. There is a disproportionate stress on the achievement of macro-economic indicators in total disregard of relations between these indicators and micro-level facts. The insistence on conforming to standards of performance set by the Washington Consensus, be it in the domain of politics (good governance) or the economy (the achievement of macro-economic indicators), without any real relation to local concerns provokes a new crisis of the state wherein international sovereignty is not matched with internal legitimacy. This state of affairs is, for example, reflected in rural economic activity with the disengagement of the state and the multiplication of ineffective policies (see Yenshu Vubo 1998b).


    In the social domain there are distortions at both vertical and horizontal level. At the horizontal level there is the resurfacing of ethnic and regional cleavages, as separatist tendencies constitute a real challenge to the nation-building project. For now, the balance sheet of the national unity or integration programme is far from illuminating (Nkwi and Nyamnjoh, op cit.). One can then ask the question whether it is possible for Cameroonians to feel Cameroonian and treat others as equal in terms of citizenship. Such a question implies that we examine the conditions of reciprocity : is this symmetrical or asymmetrical? Recent manifestations seem to put assumption of symmetry and integration into question. At the vertical level one may need to highlight the social dislocations evident in the social fabric : the poor handling of workers’ social security by the monolithic state structures, the rise in the number of abandoned street children, peasant pauperisation with the withdrawal of state support and orientation, rising youth unemployment, juvenile delinquency, inter-generational conflicts, deterioration in workers’ conditions and urban crime. These developments are exacerbated with the reorientation of social policy under pressure to conform to the neo-liberal model. Policies and strategies are incoherent and commitment half-hearted although good intentions are not lacking.


    One may also question the state’s response to the environmental crisis. Issues central to this concern are desertification, natural hazards and disasters (draught, earthquakes, gas explosions, landslides, floods), depletion of forests, soil erosion due to intense uncontrolled human activity, and massive destruction of crops by animals and insect pests. Subsidiary issues whose importance might not be very apparent are the questions of gas emissions, pollution, urban waste disposal and the emission of radioactive substances. Some of these concerns are specific to Cameroon but most of them transcend the national borders with some even directly linked to international or transnational phenomena (dumping, the uncontrolled importation of potentially dangerous equipment, the greenhouse effect, depletion of the ozone layer). The state, as erstwhile principal development agent, has not addressed the environmental question according to its manifestations but has simply acted according to the prevailing fashions or in response to international discourses and practices. At times the actions of the state have tended to contradict discourses at both national and transnational levels. This is principally the case with the issue of re-forestation that at certain moments did not match the rate of depletion. The exploitation of forest resources was largely uncontrolled by the state as the need to replenish state coffers tended to override the need to preserve the environment or to conform to international norms. Besides, the monitoring of natural hazards and the provision of social services to victims has not yet been the systematic concern of the state (Omboui-Bogui 1995 :45-46). There is no concerted effort to forestall large-scale hazards like desertification, a phenomenon that is manageable. The failure of the state in the environmental sector implies a failure to provide a comfortable and sustainable framework for national existence.


    The solutions proposed are varied and reflect the visions which they evoke. Two tendencies emerge. Conservative visions are basically sectional and are confined to specific university disciplines. This reflects the tendency of one-dimensional modernity to split reality into multiple fragmented facets (Marcuse 1967). Hence, economics would treat each of these problems as if the economic were the only or the major reality that underlies the causes of the multidimensional crisis. Political analysts would also tend to analyse the issues only in terms of the failure of the political system, in this case the pseudo-collectivist model inspired by the Cold War period or the post-Cold War fads such as good governance. As such, the solutions proposed all tend to stress the need to increase political participation at both the individual and community levels. Sociologists or anthropologists, who are also called in to propose their sociologism or humanism, insist almost entirely on the primacy of their conceptual frameworks. All these are inscribed within the liberal paradigm that is gaining new ground and which is propagated in the name of globalisation. It has to be noted that the ultra-liberal paradigm is gaining grounds not on intellectual (that is, on tested facts) but on ideological and political grounds (Amin 1994 :15; 1998 :39). It has to be borne in mind that the legitimacy of this model is derived from its success in the international competition with the communist model and should not therefore be confused with its operational value or treated as an indicator of its validity. This model leads to new openings but predominantly within the market-dominated model of economy, society and polity. As such, social groups, collective action and the state are considered as obstacles to the creation of the new society or the realisation of the only viable model of society. Proponents of this vision behave as if this was the only model or as if African societies were entrapped within it; in other words, we are informed that other models are doomed to failure even when there is no proof of the total success of the neo-liberal vision.


    An alternative radical vision would transcend the present attempts at liberalisation that seem to situate the problems at the level of the state alone. In fact it operates a radical break with the traditional and extremist version of liberalism by situating the solution within the dynamics of the society. As such, the principal objective of the economy would be to promote and contribute to the well-being of all persons and not only prosperity for a few persons or an increase in global national indicators with regard to the economy. The economy should neither be determined exclusively by the private sector to the exclusion and subordination of large segments of society nor should it be driven by the search for surplus value or maximum growth without an impact on social welfare, with due regard to disadvantaged groups such as the poor, youth, women and peasants. Another threat to social conditions comprises the kind of industrialisation that leads to an imbalance in social groups, categories and regions within the national sphere. This certainly calls for a certain co-ordination role for the state and an active involvement of the society (or civil society) in the economy. There has been talk about a social economy but a radical vision would go beyond, to define new roles for economic, political and social actors (state, individuals, groups, communities) (cf. Yenshu Vubo 1997).




    The Question of the Search for Development Alternatives


    We choose to define development, in the context of this work, as a movement from a set of conditions (social, material, political, cultural) defined as undesirable or the cause of adverse effects to another set deemed necessary for promoting well-being. Such a simple operational definition will help us to overcome the hurdle of an absolutist judgmental end point. This is so because the definition of these sets of conditions has been changing with ideological shifts, for example, the movement from an economistic (material) to a humanistic perspective (witness the recent abandonment of the physical quality of life index in favour of the human development index).With the shifts, threshold levels also become a shaky issue. We are therefore not concerned with the question of surmounting threshold levels but with examining political projects (policies) aimed at facilitating the transition process within the development continuum, i.e. from the undesirable to the preferred or necessary set of conditions. Although there has however been no consensus on the modalities of transition from one state to another, each development effort has been accompanied by attempts at providing a conceptual framework to the understanding or interpretation of the problems, which serves to guide action.




    Africa and the Development Concern


    The changing mood in the theorisation of development has affected the African situation both in its intellectual climate and the strategies of development. Although situated in an internationalised environment, Africa’s development problems are specific. In arguing for the uniqueness of the problematic of Africa’s development in the Third World, Ekeh (1986) notes that, in the same way as in the Industrial Revolution, development thinking has oscillated between moods of optimism and pessimism, this situation following the oscillation between boom and depression that has characterised the world economy during the twentieth century. Historically, by the 1950s no efforts were made at conceptualising development in Africa - the latter still falling largely under the influence of colonial domination. Any concern with development was geared towards the study of involuntary social change in response to opportunities offered by contacts with the metropolitan centre of the colonial system with which the rest of the world was in contact. The theories, as elsewhere, were ahistorical and did not go beyond the colonial era, as was characteristic of modernisation theory which was built on the belief in the capacity of Africa and indeed all formerly colonised areas to follow in the path of European civilisation (cf. Long 1977). The influence of modernisation theory persisted into the period of independence and gained much official support. As a policy it was optimistic and at the ideological level it was prompted by Cold War rivalries. Modernisation theory failed in Africa, Ekeh argues, because the new states on which the hopes of « modernisation-development » were founded were frail and fraught with the germs of disintegration.


    This view was advanced much earlier from a Marxist perspective by Claude Ake (1978 :66) when he argued that the African ruling classes « pursue the task of economic development in the context of an ideological orientation which essentially accepts the developmental precepts of the metropolitan bourgeoisie’, making of this ideology a hegemonic one. This bias was situated at the very core of the ideology that defined the development obstacles and the means of overcoming them. The obstacle advanced by this ideological orientation were the low levels of savings, limited achievement motivation, low propensity to invest, low productivity, inadequate technology, low wages, regional disparities, and inadequate manpower. As a status quo oriented ideology it served to conceal class distinctions by arguing that class structure and class struggle are irrelevant to the process of development and that there is no need to transform class relations. Such an ideology also serves to legitimise dependency by conceptualising « development essentially as a process of becoming more like the bourgeois countries » (ibid. :67). In so doing economic dependence is presented as inevitable and thus no cause for alarm. The ideology also excuses the painfully slow pace of economic development in Africa characterised by a conservative thrust and the presentation of the development process as only possible through « slow incremental change » (ibid. :68). The acceptance of this approach, he argues, would lead to the perpetuation of underdevelopment. Misconstruing and distorting problems, this ideology inhibited the solutions. It also masked the link between development and revolution. He therefore concluded that :


    Any approach, which makes the achievement of development in Africa compatible with the maintenance of the present exploitative relations of production and with the links to imperialism, can only hinder Africa (ibid. :69). Another major impediment to development is what Ake calls depoliticisation, or « reducing the effective participation of the masses and non-hegemonic factions of the ruling class, and preventing some interests and points of view from finding political expression » (ibid. :78). The process reduces « the prospect of overcoming underdevelopment by facilitating the ascending of elements of the ruling class associated with the coercive machinery of the state » (ibid. :79).


    The disenchantment with modernisation theory led to a shift towards underdevelopment and structural dependency theory. This was both out of scepticism and of hostility to the dominant centre, and it encouraged the model of development proposed by Amin under the label of « delinking », a theory of development advocating autonomous development out of the scope of the dominant world system. Samir Amin’s analysis focused attention on the critique of the world system based on capitalist exploitation and inequality between nations (Amin 1974), a process he captured in the term « polarisation » (1993; 2000a). This polarisation is presented as « immanent to the global expansion of capital » (2000a :602). His analysis leads him to the conclusion that capitalism is fraught with three internal contradictions, namely commodity alienation (analysed in its incipient stages by Marx and Engels); global polarisation between nation-states and within segments of populations; within the nation-state and the destruction of the natural resource base of the planet, that is, ecological destruction (1993, 2000a :619, 1998 :155-156, 2002b :340). Commodity or economic alienation is characterised by labour subordination as dictated by the rule of profit as against labour interests. Ecological destruction refers to the opposition between principles of economic calculation, which support a short-term vision, on the one hand, and the imperative of saving the future of the planet, that is, the inability of this economic rationality to take into account the fact that there are limits to the exploitation of the earth’s resources. Polarisation points to the growing contrast between opulent centres and miserable peripheries, this situation being exacerbated by five monopolies that define the current phase of capitalism, considered by Amin as the third phase (2000a :618), and referred to as globalisation in neoliberal terminology. This third phase is marked by the « on-going scientific and technological revolution, computerization and robotics, decentralization of productive systems (delocalised production managed from a distance, sub-contracting, etc), tertiarization and quarterization of economic life and the decline of the share of industrial manufacturing » (2000a :618).


    According to Amin (1993, 1994a :7, 1994b :21, 1996, 1998 :137-138, 2000a, 2000b :5), the monopolies exercised by the capitalist centre are the control of the global financial system, control over science and technology, control over the management of natural resources, exclusive control over media instruments for the manipulation of the world’s population, and monopoly over refined and state-of-the-art arms or weapons of mass destruction. The monopolies define the « framework within which the law of value expresses itself » (2000b :5) and produce a hierarchy in the distribution of income on a world scale. While the law of value in the strict sense of the word would require that remuneration for work be at the same level for the same level of productivity, the globalised law of value dictates unequal remuneration for the same productivity level while the prices of goods tend to be the same world-wide (2002b :340).



    These monopolies are also at the basis of distortions of a social, economic, cultural and political nature (1996). Economic distortions are characterised by growing inequality in the distribution of income at both the national and global level and the detachment of financial from productive activity and its constitution into an independent autonomous sphere (a process Amin calls « financiarization ») leading to a situation where a productive sector, operating on the basis of investments, exists side-by-side with an unused capital surplus. At the political level the distortions are reflected in the contradiction between the ‘economic law of capitalism and globalization and the emancipatory democratic aspirations of the popular classes and nations victimized by capitalism », a situation that is « increasingly barbarous » (2000a :621). There are also contradictions between « markets and democracy and between liberal economic globalization and political- cultural universalism » (2003a). Distortions of a social and political nature are all derivatives of the economic distortions and constitute, according to Amin, « the most serious obstacles to any project of sustainable development » (1996).


    As concerns the periphery and Africa in particular, unequal development of the system leads to the emergence of two segments : an industrialised segment, which resembles a « gigantic subcontracting enterprise controlled by countries of the centre and operating through the five monopolies », thus constituting the real periphery of the system or Third World; and another segment which faces the prospect of further marginalisation within the world system (1994a :21). The latter segment, which includes Africa, can be termed the Fourth World and belongs to the « marginalized periphery » of the next generation (1994a :7). Amin holds that one of the most important consequences of globalisation is the creation of a labour reserve in the periphery. Faced with the drive to globalisation, the marginalised peripheries have no strategy or project of their own as the imperialist circles think and take the initiatives for them, they being merely « passive subjects of globalization » (2000b :5).


    In fact, the concepts of self-reliant development and African socialism fashionable in the decades following independence were actually meant to be self-supporting development paradigms following the direction charted by the delinking school. The mood of development thinking in the 1980s further shifted into one of despair with the series of crises that befell the continent, namely the Sahel drought, the food crises, generalised economic regression and the debt crisis. These crises caused not only the questioning of the feasibility of these models but also awakened Africans to their development problematic : how and by whom is development to take place in Africa?


    The fluctuations in conceptual frameworks in African development thinking coincided almost totally with predominant modes of conceptualisation at the centre of the world system both in chronological succession and in nature. Development thinking in Africa has thus survived mostly as an intellectual colony of the centre of the system and has been dominated by economism, the rural-urban dichotomy (and the resultant relations of domination), and the external orientation of development. In the face of these pervading but frail approaches to development, alternative modes of conceptual analysis are constantly being proposed. In their practical content, they advocate a comprehensive societal approach to development while in their theoretical aspects they argue for a certain multi-disciplinary approach.


    Calls for a revision of the development paradigm have, however, not often led to operational value, as the collapse of the former Soviet bloc has witnessed a triumphalist return to an unbridled neo-liberalism. It is in this context that we talk of post-developmentalism, defined as the discourses and practices related to development with a tendency towards their replacement (Yenshu Vubo and Fonchingong 2002). The calls and even the pressure for adjustment have been paving the way for a globalisation of a market economy presented as inevitable. It is also instructive to note that the development crisis has been accompanied by calls for the reorientation of conceptualisation and practice.


    The question of alternatives has attracted attention in intellectual circles both in the centre of the current world hegemonic system and in the South (cf. Amin 1993, 1994 a & b, 1996, 1998 a, b, c & d, 2000 a, b & c, 2001 a & b, 2002 a & b, 2003, Houtart 1998, 2000, 2002, Mestrum 2002, Ekeh op cit., Van Nieuwenhuize 1983, Ake 1978, 1992, 1996, 1998, 2000) with the following convergence points. First, there is unanimity about the fact that the dominant model of development is a failure in terms of its content or orientation, operation (economism) and its actors, and that there is a need to transcend this model. It is in this regard that we can talk of an imperative of transcendence. While some critics limit their work to an academic discourse that would lamely call for the inclusion of certain parameters such as culture, environment and the social side of development, a more realistic view is careful to point out where the entry points are. Faced with the gigantic nature of the task at hand, the anti-globalisation school has even proposed a series of steps in the transcendence process, some short-term, some mediumterm and some situated at the level of utopia. Second, there is a convergence of views about the need for alternatives that abandon the path of « catching-up », whose latest disguised version, sponsored from the centre, is a diagnosis in terms of marginalisation and proposals in terms of adjustment to global conditions and internal measures which align with the neo-liberal gospel. That is why the imperative of transcendence may take the form of the search for indigenous pathways to development, the stress on the concept of autonomy (individual, communal, state) or the utopia of delinking, all operating at different levels. In this case, the imperative of transcendence is nurtured by the distortions of the current world-system or the shortcomings of the model of development that it has inspired as well as by the world time of development (Ekeh op cit.) and the constraints that it generates.


    The crucial and central question that has not been adequately answered is that of actors or agents. Although the current state system has attracted a severe critique for its multiple flaws, no credible alternative seems to have emerged. Such a situation seems to be beneficial to the current neo-liberal attempts to construct a New World Order based on the dictates of the Market and Capital that animates it. Calls for a reform of the state in its present form and the elaboration of regional groupings outside the scope of the current order are lame, as the question of flag bearers still remains unanswered. Who will reform these states or will be the basis of radical regional blocs? An obvious answer will be a radical leadership responsive to the needs of local peoples. Although there are examples of such leaders who have emerged out of civil society (especially the labour movement), there is little in the literature about their performance as standard bearers of alternative projects. Moreover the mere mention of civil society is not enough to give assurance about credible alternatives. As has been underscored by many scholars, civil society could equally be a tool in the hands of the controllers of the current system, serving as it were as an instrument of systems maintenance (Houtart 1998; Founou-Tchuigoua and Kasanda 2002). It is in this regard that there is a need to undertake an in-depth analysis of the role of civil society in the search for alternatives, while highlighting its relation vis-à-vis the state and its relation to powerful radical forces world-wide. Alternatives cannot only come from a civil society evolving in a parallel manner to and as a marginal movement within the state system. This civil society must be in a position to effect political change or cooperate with radical political forces in the process of transforming existing conditions irrespective of the level at which such transformations are taking place. This analysis would inspire the current endeavour of research into the role the civil society has played in the search for alternatives as concerns the content of development practice, the organisation and structure of action and the actors.





    The Promise of the Budding Civil Society


    The Multiple Meanings of Civil Society


    The concept of civil society has become a new fad, but is seems not to have the same meanings for everyone. Tostensen, Tvedten and Vaa (2001 :11) remark that this concept is « diverse and lacking in clarity. A multitude of terms is being used interchangeably and inconsistently, often without precise definition ». Since the term has become so prominent and fashionable, it has come to mean different things to different people : scholars, politicians and activists. As a result, definitions of civil society often reflect the function one set of actors intends it to perform (Bahmueller 1997). The principal bones of contention over the definition of civil society include whether the term should be primarily a normative or non-normative tool of social science, and whether we should consider the economic and religious and even the family as part of it. Michael Walzer defines civil society as « the space of [politically] uncoerced human association and also the set of relational networks formed for the sake of family, faith, interest, and ideology that fill this space » (1990 :293). It is not clear whether « interest » in this definition includes economic interest. Jean Cohen and Andrew Arato explicitly eliminate the economic sphere from their « working definition » of civil society as they limit it to « a sphere of social interaction between economy and state, composed above all of the intimate sphere (especially the family), the sphere of associations (especially voluntary associations), social movement and forms of public communication » (1992 :ix). In a similar vein, Narsoo (1991) argued that the concept of civil society is a contested terrain, insofar as the exact extent and limit of state intervention as against the integrity of civil society activity remains an open question. Civil society has been referred to as all that constitutes social relations, organisations and institutions that stand outside the state structures. Therefore the term « organs » of civil society is often used with reference to these groups.


    By contrast, Shils (1991 :3) sees civil society as :


    ... composed of three parts. One is a « complex of autonomous institutions » including economic ones, distinguishable from family, clan, locality, or state; a second is a portion of society that possesses « a particular complex of relationships between itself and the state and a distinctive set of institutions which safeguard the separation of state and civil society and maintain effective ties between them »; and the third is a « widespread pattern of refined or civil manners ».


    Hefner, for his part, maintains that civil society is the arena of voluntary associations, including « business associations » that extend « beyond the household but outside the state » (Hefner 1998 :6). While he confines local economic relationships to the civil society arena, he excludes large-scale, especially multinational corporations, as incompatible with the emergence of loyalty that face-to-face associations are capable of generating. Janoski applies an astute analytic hand in dividing the polity into state, public, private and market spheres, locating civil society as a sphere of public discourse among these four elements (Janoski 1998 :13).


    Offering a somewhat different interpretation of the term civil society, Salamon and Anheier (1997) restrict it to formally constituted « non-profit » organisations. They describe these organisations as a significant economic « sector » that contributes large-scale employment opportunities and expenditures to their respective national economies. They omit the family and highlight certain economic features of civil society. Benjamin Barber considers civil society as « civic space » that « occupies the middle ground between government and the private sector » (Barber 1996 :27) and is distinctive in that it makes no claim to exercise a monopoly of legitimate coercion. Rather, work here is voluntary and, in this sense, inhabits a « private » realm devoted to the cooperative domain and as such civil society shares with the private sector the trend towards the promotion of liberty : it is voluntary and it is constituted by freely associated individuals and groups. However, unlike the private sector, it is aimed at a common ground and at consensual (that is integrative and collaborative) modes of action. This idea contradicts Hegel’s ground breaking concept of civil society as a competitive arena encompassing economic and other forms of social life lying between family and the state. In this view, followed by Marx and his adherents, civil society is a quasi-disorderly social realm where, among other things, the struggle for economic existence takes place. For Hegel, because civil society limits the forces inclining people to cooperate, the state must harmonise competing interests.


    More recent definitions of civil society need to be considered in relation to the donor and so-called international development communities. Firstly, donors have had shifting perceptions of civil society. The main reason for donors to shift towards civil society was the increasing « disillusionment on the side of the state as both the agent of economic development and locus of justice » (Howell 2002 :118). These political assaults upon the state took place within the ideological context of neo-liberalism, which celebrated the allocative efficiencies of the market and derided the state as an agency for economic growth and management. Just like the arguments already mentioned, donor conceptions of civil society are also marked by complexity, especially in terms of a typology of civil society. By the late 1980s most bilateral donors channelled some of their funding principally through NGOs, regarding them in general as legitimate partners in development (Howell 2002 :118).


    The difficulty in situating civil society is illustrated in the way it was treated and integrated in its organisational structure. For instance donors tended to reduce civil society to NGOs. Howell remarks that ‘from the mid 1990s onwards NGO units metamorphosed into civil society departments and donors sprouted civil society projects, civil society officers, civil society experts and civil society challenge funds’ (ibid. :2002 :119). While these are but a few of the formulations of the concepts of civil society, most of them illustrate the commonalities shared by nearly all definitions of the term.


    Tostensen, Tvedten and Vaa (op cit.) identify some of the current multiple meanings associated with the concept of civil society. The first of these concepts considers civil society as the « carrier of positive values » or the « good society » (p. 12). A second regards it as the « sum of organizations and activities that contribute to the civility of public life in one from or another ». A normative element is generally present, which includes the multiple functions Diamond (1994 :11) attributes to civil society in the democratic dispensation (see also Barber, 1996). The third sees ‘civil society as a sphere, a space or an arena for action by divergent interests, struggling against each other or against the state, or simple engaging in self-contained activities of various kinds’, a view akin to Houtart’s conception of civil society as the arena for social struggles (Houtart op cit.). A fourth connotation presents civil society « as a specific product of historical and cultural conditions’ (p. 12), while a fifth conception presents « civil society as essentially an anti- hegemonic project against modern liberalism and capitalism... one strain puts the accent on the alternative visions of society, through quasi-clandestine forms that seek to dissociate from society considered to have derailed » (very much in line with Amin’s vision of actors in the search for alternative) « [while another]... places civil society in direct opposition to a centralized or autocratic state as a countervailing power » (p. 13). This view is in reaction to the state’s « abysmal performance » in both development and democracy, necessitating as it were a need to roll back the state. This is the view held by the donor community.


    They then consider the prevailing definitions based on the perception of civil society as a ‘virtuous stereotype’, a view which reflects ‘wishful thinking on the part of the donor community, a favourable self-projection by sections of the civil society itself, or an ideologically tainted representation of segments of the academic community » (p. 13). After a critical analysis of these conceptions, they then propose a balanced definition which considers « [c]ivil society as the public realm of organized social activities located between the state and private household (on family) — regardless of normative orientation » (p. 13). They agree with the fact that civil society is the «... arena of diverse activity, some but by no means all of which [is] counterpoised to the state. Much associational life may be neutral vis-à-vis the state » (pp. 13-14).


    This capacious concept of civil society—the whole range of civic action independent of formal political institutions — includes service associations, philanthropic groups, cultural groups, religious organisations, labour unions, athletic organisations, and youth groups, academia, the media, plus many more in every imaginable field of interest or endeavour. The concept also embraces economic relations, organisations, and activities not owned or directly controlled by the state.




    The Historical Evolution of the Concept


    In order to understand the dynamics related to the different meanings associated with the concept of civil society it is important to attempt a historical description of the analysis of the concept. We will base our reflections on contemporary scholars such as Houtart (1998), Tejada (1998), Santa Ana (1998) and Gallardo (1998), who are more or less agreed on the itinerary this concept has taken since the Enlightenment. As such it is generally agreed that civil society is a product of modernity with its roots traceable to the enlightenment social philosophers (Locke, Hobbes) who posited a dichotomy between a natural or savage or inferior society, and civil society, corresponding to the opposition between the state of nature and the state of civilisation. Rousseau and Hegel go further to make a distinction between three levels, natural society, civil society and political society. In this regard, civil society depends on political society. In these formulations civil society more or less takes the connotation of civilisation, a lawful society regulated by a government in contractual relations with citizens (the regulatory organ of so-called civilised society) in opposition to a state of lawlessness (natural or savage society). The concept of civil society thus limits itself to the part of the world considered as civilised and the rest of humanity considered as living in a state of nature. Marx and Engels offered a more restricted definition with the development of capitalist social relations, and define civil society as the set of social relations of the bourgeois society, making the two terms synonymous. It thus gives a class connotation to the term and even makes it a multi-class concept. Dogmatic Marxism even restricts this term to the set of economic relations of bourgeois society in opposition to the political society or set of regulatory institutions.


    It is Gramsci who offered perhaps the most elaborate articulation of the concept. To him civil society is part of the superstructure in opposition to the structure or economic structure (what is referred to in classical Marxist thought as the « base »). Civil society is understood here as the sphere of socially institutionalised action through which a social class achieves control or hegemony over other classes. Gramsci defines civil society therefore as « l’ensemble des organismes vulgairement appelés privés... et qui correspondent à la fonction d’hégémonie que le groupe dominant exerce sur l’ensemble de la société » (in Tejada op cit. :29). In an attempt to clarify the Gramscian contribution to an understanding of the concept, Jose de Santa Ana (op cit) distinguishes five key concepts which, when articulated, bring out very clearly a full understanding of civil society. The first of these is the structure or the context in which economic interests are articulated, while the state corresponds to the set of organs through which the leadership class exercises hegemony and coercion over subordinate classes. Hegemony refers not only to the direction of preserving, defending and consolidating politico-economic interests but also the objective of elaborating educative strategies so as to obtain the consent of these subordinate classes in a manner that presents the interest of the dominant class as universally unchallengeable values. In this framework the civil society is the sphere within which individuals can associate with each other outside the scope of the economic structure and the state - i.e. the political structure (Santa Ana ibid. :42).


    Santa Ana (ibid. :62) indicates that these organisations oscillate permanently between co-option by and resistance to the state, and function in an ambiguous situation where adaptation and resistance co-exist. This is because, in its hegemonic drive, the state tries to enlist or co-opt some of these organisations and transform them to serve the function of ideological legitimacy. This leads us to the concept of hegemony.


    Hegemony, as we saw above, refers to the elaboration of educative strategies as a way of obtaining the social consensus of the dominant ideology (Santa Ana ibid. :64). In this process there is resistance from anti-hegemonic movements in the style of what Gramsci referred to as the hegemonic struggle, a real critique of common sense philosophies generated by the hegemonic drive of dominant classes and a certain type of education at popular level. To succeed in creating hegemony in society is to create the conditions for a cultural and moral orientation of society. Santa Ana therefore concludes by saying that there is a need to respect the autonomy of processes characteristic of civil society, since the potential thrust for social transformation is situated within it.


    Houtart (op cit.), for his part, indicates that Gramsci does not take civil society to mean the space of organisations working independent of the state and the economy (most currently captured in the concept of the market), but the structuring of social relations through associations and cultural institutions. Civil society has relative autonomy vis-à-vis the state and the market because it is made up of organisations and actions which either facilitate the hegemonic practices of the ruling classes (« classes dirigeantes ») or provide marginalised and exploited groups with the space to confront political institutions and the market with their claims and grievances. Houtart therefore concludes that civil society is the arena for social struggles, and the differentials observed in the meanings that the term takes are symptomatic of the ideological differences surrounding the concept. Gallardo (1998) proposes other conceptual refinements to the concept, such as the opposition between civil and military society, lay (and hence civil) and religious society, civil or urban and countryside, private (individual) and public, and lastly current vulgar distinctions between civil society and the state, a distinction which has its origins in the Marxist discussions on the concept. The last connotation associated with the concept owes much to the current context of globalisation that transforms the meanings associated with the concept (Vilas 1998, Tejada op cit., Houtart op cit.).


    Tejada (op cit.) has indicated that the context of globalisation in which civil society has witnessed a new lease of life is characterised amongst others by polarisation (see also Amin 1998, 2000), exclusion from the formal economy, the intensification of real and relative poverty, the increase in migratory trends, and a precarious situation in employment. He describes this situation as one in which classical social forces (the labour movement, political parties of the left) have succumbed to a pitiless capitalist transition and where the world is divided into spheres of influence with international political and economic organisations becoming increasingly used as instruments of the northern countries in their domination over countries of the south, legitimising in a way the capitalist project at international level.


    Santa Ana (op cit. :46-49) has also highlighted the rise in individualism as reflected in individual behaviour and practices in the dominant ideological precepts and in popular literature and folklore. There is therefore a tension between the process of globalisation, which imposes itself, and different and essentially new resistance movements that contradict the system (Santa Ana ibid. :55, Vilas op cit. :70). Although there are systemic movements that finally get entrapped in the system’s hegemonic drive (for example, nationalist movements, labour, the great social movement of the nineteenth century), anti-systemic movements are at the heart of the most protracted social conflicts (human rights defence movements, feminist movements, movements fighting for the rights of oppressed ethnic and cultural groups, ecological movements and certain religious movements. Although the short-term outcome of this confrontation is favourable to the system, the long-term gains are a modification of the system under pressure from popular anti- systemic forces (Santa Ana op cit.).


    It is in this regard that Vilas (op cit. :76-78) considers civil society as mostly an affair of the poor and an expression of the popular dimension of social dynamics. This leads him to think that the term corresponds to or tends to replace what used to be referred to as the « People ». Vilas (ibid. :69) also remarks that the most important element in the revival of interest in civil society is the resort to the identity dimension of collective action.


    This arena for popular manifestation, according to Vilas, is now more varied and more complex than it was four decades ago, as the context of globalisation has transformed it. In a similar vein, Gallardo (op cit. :93-97) describes this civil society as : the arena of economic, social, ideological and cultural conflicts that the state has to resolve — either by stepping in or by suppressing them; the base from which demands are made on the state; the arena for different forms of activism, mobilisation, associational life and the organisation of actors and social movements who do not directly wish to control power. It becomes in this context the domain of relations between individuals, groups and classes whose existence is independent of state institutions as well as the space for the popular exercise of de facto power in opposition to the political structure that is constantly in search of legitimacy. Treating civil society as a third sector, Gallardo (op cit. :97) thinks that it has the potential of serving as the arena in which social movements and actors can contest political legitimacy and engender new forms of legitimacy or even a new civic culture.


    Moving in a similar direction, Houtart (op cit. :13-19), proposes a typology of civil society made up of three dimensions that abound in the current context but which are the products of the historical situation : a non-analytical or angelic vision, a pre-analytic bourgeois connotation, and a popular analytic conception. The non-analytical angelic vision considers civil society as the whole set of organisations or initiatives undertaken by all types of groups which constitute a third sector alongside the state. This sector is perceived as the playground of anti-state, interclass, utopian ideologies, which, although hoping to change the society, end up achieving very little. The bourgeois conception of civil society is one of a world of free enterprise and all that contributes to economic growth. This is the scope of the ideological apparatus of the state in the sense Gramsci would give the term : the school, health, mass communication institutions, cultural and religious organisations, professional organisations and, indeed, every other institution that operates in the direction of reproducing the social relations of the market. Voluntary associations are often added to this category as proof of the creativity of citizens or those organisations that are often co-opted in the direction of the dominant hegemonic drive and are subordinated to the market, which is presented as a natural structure (see also Santa Ana op cit.). Instead of being a third sector as is presented by the non-analytical vision, this pre-analytical bourgeois conception treats civil society as a simple third hand situated between the invisible hand of the economy and the visible regulatory hand of the state. The pre-analytical conception is non-critical in its presentation of the current order as untouchable, that is, it cannot be reformed. It is in this regard that Houtart treats this conception as situated within the perspective of the current ideology of a world without an alternative.


    The analytical or critical perspective starts from the observation that the market — unequal class relations — determines civil society in its present connotation. Its heuristic value is that it enables one to see the civil society as multidimensional, comprising, according to Houtart, four dimensions :


    –	Institutions produced by social actors who monopolise rights and privileges because of their position in the economic field;


    –	Institutions produced by the popular classes, which the dominant classes co-opt depending on their interests and hegemonic designs;
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