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CIVIL SOCIETY-STATE DISCOURSES From Liberalism and Marxism to Neo-Marxism and Neoliberalism K.M. Seethi The concept of civil society has been employed in a wide variety of contexts by scholars and policy-makers across the world.1 It has become a buzzword, and an inevitable component, in the development practices, human rights discourses and, most importantly, in explaining various social movements. As a critical realm of human rights, both at the national and global levels, civil society has also been seen as a site of ‘struggle’ and ‘emancipation.’ During the past three decades, persistent attempts have been made (by human rights organisations, intellectuals and governments) to revive civil society in the context of ‘denial of democracy’, ‘state authoritarianism’ and ‘infringement of human rights.’ This has been reinforced by a whole lot of developments in the erstwhile Soviet Union and East Europe,2 as well as with the ascendancy of neoliberalism and globalisation. On the other side, there has been a kind of uncritical glorification of the concept of civil society so much so that it has become almost a realm of consensus. Surprising it may seem, several groups such as non-governmental organisations (NGOs), global funding agencies, institutions of state, trade unions, religious organisations, social movements and left intellectuals share a common ground in their glorification of civil society, almost uncritically. This calls for a theoretical investigation of the concept of civil society and its socio-political implications. Liberal Traditions The proliferating array of studies on civil society suggests that the ambiguity of the term ‘civil society’ still persists today, as it did in the past. Theoretical works on the concept reveal a variety of historically specific elaborations, particularly in regard to the issues of state-civil society relations and the rights of people. Historically situated elaboration of this concept within philosophical traditions reveals a wide range of sociopolitical concerns. One of the early attempts, in Western political philosophy, was the engagement by social contract theorists who tried to “show how rational human beings exchange their insecure ‘natural rights’ for civil rights secured by a state.” 3 Insofar as people tend to be fallible, according to Thomas Hobbes, a state must be created under the consent of the people to safeguard peace. In order to secure the rights of all citizens, the state must be impartial, so as not to unfairly promote the interests of one person or group over another. The state, which Hobbes termed Leviathan once created by popular consent, would allow no threat to the general peace, including that of political dissent.4 While Hobbes argues about the ‘indispensability’ of the state, John Locke cautions that this achievement may pose a danger to liberty if the power of the sovereign state is not put under some form of restriction. Each individual in the ‘state of nature’ has the right to enforce the natural law in defence of property interests, but, according to Locke, the formation of a civil society demands that all individuals voluntarily surrender this right to the community at large. He says that all legitimate political power derives solely from the ‘consent’ of the governed to entrust their "lives, liberties, and possessions" to the oversight of the community as a whole, as expressed in the majority of its legislative body. The most likely cause of a revolution, Locke supposed, would be abuse of power by the government itself: when the society excessively interferes with the property interests of the citizens, they are bound to protect themselves by withdrawing their ‘consent.’ When mistakes are committed in the governance of a commonwealth, rebellion alone holds any promise of the restoration of fundamental rights. Only people can decide whether or not this has actually occurred. Locke is very categorical that the very existence of the civil order depends on their ‘consent.’ Thus, the possibility of revolution is, according to him, a permanent feature of any properly-formed civil society.5 The Scottish Enlightenment tradition provides a modern intellectual setting of the term civil society. According to Adam Ferguson, civil society could well have been identical with “commercial society.” He elucidates the concept as a distinct realm characterised by moral and cultural accomplishments, the subjection of the government to the rule of law, a sense of public spiritedness, and a complex division of labour.6 In his analysis, the notion of civil society is intimately linked to the emergence of the market economy. For Ferguson, civil society emerges when production goes beyond the household and people become dependent on each other.7 David Hume and Adam Smith saw civil society in a broader context of
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economic and social transactions.8 Immanuel Kant’s engagement with the concept of civil society was not elaborate, but, he observed that it is “the greatest problem for mankind… to accomplish a civil society administering justice universally.” 9 Kant’s principal concern regarding civil society was that people should consider other people as ends in themselves rather than means to the ends of others. While Kant seemed to have been in agreement with Hume in his analysis of ethics and morals (at the level of private sphere), he was for sustaining a public arena of rational, critical discourse concerning the ‘ends’ posed by the state. Kant also suggested that a functional civil society should be seen as distinct from the state. While Locke’s conception of civil society emphasized its autonomy from the state and its function in the protection of individuals’ autonomy and interests, Hegel gives emphasis to the limitations of liberal civil society and is in favour of a political role for the state: The state is the actuality of concrete freedom. But concrete freedom consists in this, that personal individuality and its particular interests not only achieve their complete development and gain explicit recognition for their right (as they do in the sphere of the family and civil society) but, for one thing, they also pass over of their own accord into the interest of the universal…10 Hegel, however, was not quite comfortable with the argument that members of civil society are ‘free’ and ‘independent’ agents. Instead, he writes of the “system of all-round interdependence”, linking individual welfare to the welfare and rights of the collective. In his persuasive analysis, Hegel offers a definition of civil society as a set of social practices created by the capitalist economy that reflects the conditions of the market. Hegel's conceptualization of civil society thus follows the classical economists' model of the free market: Civil society - an association of members as self-subsistent individuals in a universality which, because of their self-subsistence, is only abstract. Their association is brought about by their needs, by the legal system - the means to security of person and property - and by an external organization for attaining their particular and common interests.11 Civil society is the mechanism within which not only felt needs are fulfilled but through which a new demand is also generated consciously by the producers. According to Hegel, civil society creates a universal dependence of man on man. No man is independent by himself; each finds himself involved in the process of production, exchange and consumption: “In the course of the actual attainment of selfish ends - an attainment conditioned in this way by universality - there is formed a system of complete interdependence, wherein the livelihood, happiness, and legal status of one man is interwoven with the livelihood, happiness and rights of all.” 12 Hegel also believed that civil society had an obligation to provide work for all its members. He wrote: “if a human being is to be a member of civil society, he has rights and claims in relation to it, just as he had in relation to his family” and conversely that “the individual owes a duty to the rights of civil society.” 13 Another strand of liberal thinking in Western philosophy is French sociologist Tocqueville's notion that civil society is an intermediate sphere of voluntary association sustained by an informal culture of selforganization and cooperation.14 His finding that Americans are distinctively inclined to associate in defense of local interests lies at the heart of the effort to reconcile liberty with equality for sometime. For Tocqueville, civil society is the ‘third sphere’ of society. The state belongs to the first sphere, economy comes second and the civil society comprises the ‘third sphere’ wherein parties, churches, literary and scientific societies, professional groups etc. have considerable amount of ‘force’ and ‘energy.’ It is through these groups and associations that the excesses of the authoritarian state can be limited or contained. The liberal readings of state and civil society underwent further changes in the twentieth century when capitalism reached a certain stage of development (rise of imperialism, on the one hand, and nationalism and anti-colonialism, on the other), and socialism emerged as an alternative to capitalism. This needs to be comprehended against the backdrop of Marxian and neo-Marxian constructs of state and civil society. Marxian and Neo-Marxian Traditions Marxian and neo-Marxian perspectives on civil society are rich and varied. The influence of Hegel, here, cannot be underestimated. The concept of civil society was used by Karl Marx as a critique of Hegel and German idealism in his earlier writings. Though Marx did not refer to the concept of civil society in his later works, the impact of his earlier formulations on subsequent theoretical discussions has been far-reaching. K.M.Seethi
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Reflecting on the dissolution of the old (feudal) society, Marx said that the “political revolution is the revolution of civil society.” (The political revolution) shattered civil society into its simple constituents: on the one hand, individuals, on the other, the material and spiritual elements which constitute the life-content, the social situation, of these individuals. It released the political spirit, which had been broken up, fragmented, and lost in the various culs-de-sac of feudal society. It gathered it up where it lay scattered, liberated it from its entanglement with civil life and constituted it into the sphere of the common communal life [Gemeinwesen], the sphere of universal public affairs separated in idea, from the particular elements of civil life.15 According to Marx, feudal society “was dissolved into its basic element, into man, but into man in the form in which he really was its basic element, into egoistic man.” He elaborates: This man, the member of civil society, is now the basis and presupposition of the political state. The political state recognizes him as such in the rights of man….The freedom of egoistic man and the recognition of this freedom is rather the recognition of the unbridled movement of the spiritual and material elements which form the content of his life….Man was therefore not freed from religion; he received religious freedom. He was not freed from property. He received freedom of property. He was not freed from the egoism of trade, but received freedom to trade. Marx observed that the “political revolution dissolves civil life into its constituent elements without revolutionizing the elements and subjecting them to criticism. It treats civil society – the realm of needs, labor, private interests, and private right—as the foundation of its existence, as a presupposition needing no further justification, and therefore as its natural basis.” 16 Elsewhere he said that legal relations as well as form of state “have their roots in the material conditions of life, the sum total of which Hegel… combines under the name of 'civil society' …. The anatomy of civil society is to be sought in political economy." 17 Marx wrote that the concept of civil society (bürgerliche Gesellschaft) emerged in the eighteenth century, “when property relationships had already extricated themselves from the ancient and medieval communal society.” According to him, civil society—the true source and theatre of all history—“embraces the whole material intercourse of individuals within a definite stage of the development of productive forces.” To him it “embraces the whole commercial and industrial life of a given stage and, insofar, transcends the State and the nation, though, on the other hand again, it must assert itself in its foreign relations as nationality, and inwardly must organise itself as State.” 18 However, Marx has been vehemently criticized for inflating “the explanatory primacy of economic life into a universal historical truth.”19 Furthermore, this “reductionism”, says a critique, “prevented him from grasping the moral foundations of modern capitalism.”20 While classical Marxism sought to identify civil society with ”commercial and industrial life,” Antonio Gramsci went beyond this and developed it in a much more insightful manner. Gramsci explained civil society in cultural and ideological terms, thereby highlighting ideological and cultural values as instruments for “directing, disrupting, and even redistributing power.” Gramsci's analysis of hegemony should be understood alongside other concepts he developed such as state and civil society. For him, hegemony was a form of control exercised basically through a society's superstructure, as opposed to its base or social relations of production of a predominately economic character. Gramsci divides superstructure into two major levels: the one that is civil society, that is the ensemble of organisms commonly called 'private,' and that of 'political society,' or 'the State.' Civil society includes organizations such as churches, trade unions, and schools, which as Gramsci considered as ‘private’ or non-political. A major aspect of Gramsci's task is to show that civil society's ways of establishing and organizing human relationships and consciousness are deeply political, and should in fact be considered integral to class domination (and to the possibility of overcoming it), particularly in Western Europe. To Gramsci, ‘civil society’ corresponds to hegemony, while ‘political society’ or ‘State’ corresponds to 'direct domination' or ‘command.’21 Having undertaken the analytical separation of civil society from the state, and economy, Gramsci brought into focus the cultural and social mechanisms whereby societal consensus evolves. Even as he saw that the organizations of civil society hinder the state’s infringement on personal autonomy, Gramsci considered civil harmony to be a manifestation of the ideological compatibility between the state and civil society. He saw civil society as an essential leg of bourgeois rule in liberal states. Through it the ruling class established its political and ideological hegemony over society. Gramsci explained civil society as the domain for creating ideology, for building consensus and for legitimizing power, that is, for creating and maintaining the cultural K.M.Seethi
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and social hegemony of the dominant group through consent rather than coercion. It is the domain where conflicting (class) interests are contested and, short of direct domination and coercion, the state and the market rely on gaining the consent of civil society for their legitimacy. Gramsci did not believe that economic forces and crises will in themselves suffice to bring about the overthrow of capitalist relations of production and the installation of the proletariat as controllers of the means of production. An important task here is to counter bourgeois hegemony, and thus Gramsci argued for class struggles in civil society. 22 Political struggle for him, thus, necessarily involves a struggle for hegemony, a class's struggle to become a state and take up the role of state as educator. The writings of Gramsci and Lukἀcs23 provided powerful stimulus for rethinking classical Marxist position on state, civil society and rights. The intellectuals in the Frankfurt School had drawn heavily from the perspectives of Lukἀcs (particularly his writings on Hegel) and Gramsci in regard to the relevance of civil society and culture. Max Horkheimer, Friedrich Pollock, Theodor Adorno, Erich Fromm, Herbert Marcuse, Jurgan Habermas et al. were critiques of both capitalism and Soviet socialism.24 They have been concerned with the way in which social relations are expressed/constituted in thought and how they are produced and reproduced in systems of domination. Many of them sought to analyse the ever-expanding role of the state, the growing interlocking of the base and superstructure, the spread of culture industry, the development of authoritarianism, human rights violations, social movements etc.25 Analysing the basic difference between the Hegelian and Fascist idea of the state, Herbert Marcuse said that Hegel's political philosophy was ”grounded on the assumption that civil society could be kept functioning without renouncing the essential rights and liberties of the individual.” 26 Hegel's theory “idealized the Restoration state,” but he saw it as “embodying the lasting achievements of the modern era, namely, the German Reformation, the French Revolution, and idealist culture. However, the totalitarian state “marks the historical stage at which these very achievements become dangerous to the maintenance of civil society.” Marcuse observed that the development of productive forces in a Fascist state “requires a totalitarian control over all social and individual relations, the abolition of social and individual liberties, and the incorporation of the masses by means of terror.” Society thus “becomes an armed camp in the service of those great interests that have survived the economic competitive struggle.” 27 Later on Marcuse extended this criticism to analyse the authoritarian character of the Soviet state and its ‘bureaucracy’ saying that this ‘separate class’ “represents the social interest in hypostatized form, in which the individual interests are separated from the individuals and arrogated by the state.” 28 In the 1960s and 1970s, Herbert Marcuse was seen as the leading spokesman and theorist of the New left. Many would call him the exponent of the emerging social struggles, protests of the ecological, civil rights, and feminist movements. Marcuse said that a political feminist movement means the negation of the existing values and goals of patriarchal society and hence also the negation of the values and goals of capitalism. The new groups need not necessarily be subjects of revolution, but Marcuse considered them as anticipating groups which could function as catalysts for revolution. 29 Another major theoretical intervention from the Critical Theory tradition was the concept of ‘public sphere’ 30 developed by Jürgen Habermas for whom the coffee clubs, salons and small discussion groups were instances of inclusive literary public spaces wherein equality, critique, accessibility and reflexivity prevailed. The public sphere, to be located in civil society, is a realm where people can discuss matters of mutual concern, and learn about facts, events, and the opinions, interests, and perspectives of others in an environment free of coercion or inequalities. This implies the autonomy of individuals and is a learning process. According to Habermas, these discussions can occur within various units of civil society. But there is also a larger public sphere that mediates among the various mini-publics that emerge within and across associations, movements, religious organizations, clubs, local organizations of concerned citizens, and informal social networks in the creation of public opinion. As such one would see civil society as “a sphere of interaction between economy and state, composed above all of the intimate sphere (especially the family), the sphere of associations (especially voluntary organisations), social movements, and forms of public communication.” 31 To Habermas, the civil society comprises of “those more or less spontaneously emergent associations, organizations, and movements that, attuned to how societal problems resonate in the private life sphere, distill and transmit such reactions in amplified form to the public sphere.” Its core “comprises of a network of associations that institutionalizes problem-solving discourses on questions of general interest inside the framework of organized public spheres.”32 Habermas elsewhere noted that alongside or in place of class K.M.Seethi
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conflicts (which he calls “institutionalized conflicts over material interests”) other conflicts animated by new social movements that centre upon the quality of life, human rights, ecological issues, gender equality and for participation in social decision making, have appeared.33 These new social formations and cultural actors, which cut across class boundaries, could be found within the civil society against the encroachment or “inner colonization” by the society’s technocratic sub structure represented by the state and bureaucracy.34 Thus, Critical Theorists set in motion a wave of studies and perspectives that transcended the conventional paradigm of state and civil society. Obviously at the core of their intellectual enterprise was the concern for, and commitment to, the values of human rights. Revisiting Liberal Traditions A major liberal tradition in the twentieth century which triggered off a ‘resurgence’ of political theory resuscitating the great traditions of ethical and political philosophy was that of John Rawls. His pathbreaking work on justice35 brought back many long-neglected questions in political theory. Rawls’s main contribution to the concept of civil society could be analyzed from his theory of justice. To set a common standard viewpoint by which to judge the various means of allocating what Rawls calls ‘primary goods’ such as rights, powers, opportunities, income, wealth, and the bases for self-respect, he proposes a ‘veil of ignorance’36 that assumes that one’s position and situation in life is not known. This makes it likely that decisions regarding distribution of ‘primary goods’ will be made on the basis of providing a decent life for those in the worst possible situations, since the rulers may find that, upon lifting the veil, that is the position they themselves are in. In addition to a principle of equal liberty, which includes the right of all people to vote and hold public office, freedom of speech, conscience, thought, association, the right to private property, and due process of law, he adds a second principle of equal opportunity to compete for any position in society. These principles emphasize Rawls’ idea of ‘political liberalism’, in which he makes a distinction between a political realm (public institutions and social structures) and a non-public cultural realm, in which people interact with others in a variety of associations according to shared moral doctrines. No single morality emerging from a non-public setting should be allowed to become the basis of justice, lest the state become a repressive regime. To ensure the values of a constitutional democracy,37 which Rawls feels is the best kind of government since it allows for pluralism as well as stability, a constitutional consensus must be achieved through equal rights, a public discourse on political matters, and willingness to compromise. The libertarians who argue for a ‘minimal state’, however, rejected Rawls’s theory of justice and his philosophical defence of neo-welfarism. For them, Rawls’s theory gives room for “redistribution infringements of property rights.” For instance, Robert Nozick argued that nothing more than the maintenance of peace and the security of individuals and property by the state can be justified.38 Hayek had already reflected on this theme of ‘minimum’ dispensation.39 For libertarians, there is no rationale for public criterion of morality, nor any shared principle of right that would require the slightest redistribution of social resources in the name of redistributive justice. Against Rawls’s concept of justice, Nozick advanced an ‘entitlement’ theory of justice under which ‘minimal state’ is justified.40 However, it may be noted, Nozick does not have a concept of universal right which acts as a principle of community, of sharing among individuals. Nozick’s terrain is, notably, inhabited by absolutely autonomous individuals who do not share anything by nature or by right. Modern communitarians like Michael Sandel, Charles Taylor and Michael Walzer, on the other side, questioned Rawls' theory that the principal task of government is to secure and distribute, fairly, the liberties and economic resources individuals need to lead freely chosen lives. While Rawls tried to offer his theory of justice as universally true, communitarians argued that the standards of justice must be found in forms of life and traditions of particular societies and, hence, can vary from context to context. Taylor objected to the liberal position that “men are self-sufficient outside of society.” 41 He holds on to the Aristotelian perspective that “Man is a social animal, indeed a political animal, because he is not selfsufficient alone, and in an important sense is not self-sufficient outside a polis.” 42 This atomistic view of the self can weaken liberal society, because it fails to grasp the extent to which liberalism presumes a context where individuals are members of, and committed to, a society that sustains particular values such as freedom and individual diversity. This new conception of freedom over our individuality, he notes, has been at the basis of what he calls the ‘politics of universalism’ in which every individual is entitled to the same rights and opportunities as every other. However, Taylor argues, this ‘politics of universalism’ is all too often conducted at the exclusion of a K.M.Seethi
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‘politics of difference.’ Liberalism's emphasis on the sameness of all citizens, regardless of race, class, gender, etc., often comes into conflict with their need to be recognized in their uniqueness. Equal respect, he argues, is limited in liberal thought to the equal potential inherent in all human beings, but does not necessitate equal recognition of the accomplishments of human beings, as individuals or as groups.43 Taylor here advances an alternate model of liberalism which would include the notion of "group rights" in balance with individual rights and would thereby actively seek to recognize the collective identity-related goals of cultural and social groups.44 Elsewhere Charles Taylor proposes a cross-cultural dialogue between representatives of different traditions. Though he argues for the universality of their views, Taylor suggests that participants should allow for the possibility that their own beliefs may be mistaken. This way, participants can learn from each others ‘moral universe’. There will come a point, however, when differences cannot be reconciled. Taylor explicitly recognizes that different groups, countries, religious communities, and civilizations hold incompatible fundamental views on theology, metaphysics, and human nature. Taylor argues that a “genuine, unforced consensus” on human rights norms is possible only if we allow for disagreement on the ultimate justifications of those norms. Instead of caring contested foundational values when we come across points of resistance, we should try to abstract from those beliefs for the purpose of working out an ‘overlapping consensus’ of human rights norms. Taylor observes, “we would agree on the norms while disagreeing on why they were the right norms, and we would be content to live in this consensus, undisturbed by the differences of profound underlying belief.” 45 Over years, the debate over ‘universalism’ versus ‘particularism’ waned considerably, particularly in the academic realm, and the contestations, now, are around the theory and practice of universal human rights. This is mainly due to the increased political importance of human rights since the disintegration of the socialist states in the early 1990s. On the liberal side, the more political voices for liberal universalism have been represented by scholars who argued that liberal democracy's triumph over its rivals signifies the ‘end of history’. 46 Between Postmodernism and Neoliberalism The widely debated categories of civil society, state, human rights etc. found new meanings and expressions in the postmodern/poststructural lexicon, particularly since the 1970s. The writings of Michel Foucault, Derrida, Deleuze, Lyotard, Baudrillard, Fredric Jameson et al. have thrown open critical questions concerning the very foundation of modernity, liberalism and socialism.47 Postmodernists argue that the claims and promises of both liberalism and socialism, with respect to ‘emancipation’, ‘liberation,’ ‘development,’ human rights etc. are no longer sustainable. The significance of postmodernism in understanding the dynamics of civil society and human rights is to be seen in its critique of ‘modernity’ and all ‘grand narratives’ 48 of the past. Within the postmodern traditions, categories such as ‘state’, ‘nation’, ‘development’, ’rights’, ‘global/universal’ etc. have been contested from different angles. Revisiting the ‘state’ from a micro-perspective and rearticulating power as a ‘discursive strategy’, Foucault talked about the complexity of social reality as well as the plural, fragmentary, dispersed and localised nature of power. He said that state power has ultimately been replaced by ‘biopower’ and disciplinary power.49 “Foucault”, as Edward Said puts it, “turned his attention away from the oppositional forces in modern society and decided that since power was everywhere, it was probably better to concentrate on the local micro-physics of power that surround the individual.” 50 However, this epistemological break (or intellectual enterprise) of postmodernism, today, coincides with the experiments underway across the capitalist world under the pet theme of “neoliberal reforms.” Ironically, while ‘late capitalism’51 provides the structural and ideological settings for ‘glocalisation’ (think globally, act locally) and revitalisation of civil society, the postmodern articulation of ‘rights’ ‘struggles’ and ‘resistance’ etc. is also envisaged to be realised/held in the realm of civil society where ‘macropolitics’ and ‘metanarratives’ are substituted by ‘micropolitics’ and ‘mininarratives.’ This postmodern paradox of a bewildering global environment is illustrated by Peet and Watts: It is precisely the groundswell of anti-development thinking, oppositional discourses that have as their starting point the rejection of development, of rationality, and the Western modernist project, at the moment of a purported Washington consensus and free-market triumphalism, that represent one of the striking paradoxes of the 1990s. Ironically, however, both of these discourses – whether the World Bank line or its radical alternative – look to civil society, participation, and ordinary people for their development vision for the next millennium.52
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Fredric Jameson admits the incapability of the ‘metanarratives’ like ‘class conflict’ or the proletariat to have a global alliance against capitalism. Because ‘late capitalism’ has become such an impersonal system with multiple centres of power, Jameson attempts to explore the possibility a ‘rainbow coalition’ combining local groups and social movements against the corporate capitalism. According to him, “the new small groups arise in the void left by the disappearance of social classes and in the rubble of the political movements organised around those.”53 Characterising the new social movements (NSMs) as “an extraordinary historical phenomenon”, Jameson argues that these movements and the newly emergent global proletariat both result from the prodigious expansion of capitalism in its third (or “multinational”) stage….” For him, “the small groups are, in fact, the substitute for a disappearing working class.” 54



The postmodern cultural discontent has generated a whole range of political and ideological struggles/movements such as anti-racism, feminism, the struggle for ethnic identity, religious movements, ecological movements, cultural decolonization etc. These are seen as struggles organised against centralized authority and power, and associated with a democratization of voice within cultural mass.55 According to Rajni Kothari, these grassroot social movements “embody a new micro-macro dialectic, where the imperative is to think locally and transform globally.” 56 To him, the social movements are the reassertion of the political. It focuses on the “politics of collective action.” The vision that informs the grassroots model of mass politics is one in which the people are more important than the state.57 Upendra Baxi says that these “movements are not just human rights reinforcing, in the sense that they revitalize through social action the texts of human rights norms and standards. They are also human rights creating. Many a development of new human rights is simply inconceivable outside the dynamic of NSMs.”58 But Baxi has taken the position that “human rights performances”…“occur in a variety of moments of history and future.” He warns, “If the ‘glocalization’ is constructed hegemonically, the ‘local’ emerges, after all as the ghetto of the global.” For Baxi, “the glocal is the nested space marketing the struggle for the innovation of the global by the local.”59 However, the celebration of civil society and ‘localism’ has offered a comfortable space for the neoliberal experiments across the capitalist world. Like other postmodernists, Kothari argues for self-government and a decentralized order through which the masses are empowered and where peoples are the centre. Here, the transformation of the state is to be achieved through the transformation of civil society. For the postMarxist theorists like Laclau and Mouffe, society is at the “end of emancipation”. Here the focus of attention shifts from the class-based statist politics and action to the multitude of locally based and culturally constructed identities that cannot be represented by ‘old’ class movements such as trade unions. By presenting a notion of “pluralist democracy” which emphasises the plurality of social movements and struggles, Laclau and Mouffe argue that the field of social conflict is extended rather than being concentrated in a “privileged agent of social change.” Here Laclau and Mouffe seem to be remodelling the Gramscian concept of hegemony which describes the political process of acquiring political rule through interplay of ‘coercion’ and ‘consent’ into a postindustrial formulation. 60 Obviously, these ‘postmodern alternatives’ through civil society have contextual similarities with the neoliberal discourses on decentralization, civic participation and social capital.61 The postmodern/neoliberal notions of politics and development have thus more or less similar functions in the evolving global setting. However, the transition to neoliberalism has been a very complex social process. According to Hall, (this has been) related to the recomposition and fragmentation of the historic relations of representation between classes and parties; the shifting boundaries between state and civil society, public and private, the emergence of new arenas of contestation, new sites of social antagonism, new social movements, and new social subjects and political identities in contemporary society.62 Francis Fukuyama, a contemporary neoliberal social scientist who shares the non-statist view sees civil society broadly as “a complex welter of intermediate institutions”, including businesses, voluntary associations, educational institutions, clubs, unions, media, charities, and churches...a thriving civil society depends upon a people's habits, customs, and ethics – attributes that can be shaped only indirectly through conscious political action and must otherwise be nourished through an increased awareness and respect for culture.63 For Fukuyama, civil society is the whole private sector (including business) outside government. He contends that the capitalist economy has been evolving toward a moral (civil) order. According to him, a civil society and a private economy belong together; the capitalist system advances civil society. Thus, the free market economy stabilizes and develops civil society.64
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The importance currently given to non-governmental organisations (NGOs) by neoliberal agencies (such as World Bank, International Monetary Fund, UN Development agencies etc.)65 is to be seen in relation to the dismantling of state institutions, including those with public welfare/social security responsibilities which became privatized as charges of internationally financed NGOs.66 At the local level, the preference given to NGOs is to be understood in view of their relative freedom from institutional constraints, the framework of relations within which representatives of foreign governments engage with individual directors of NGOs, or even the limited number of individuals who constitute the boards of these organizations. In short, matters of ‘accountability’ are much more convenient than is the case for state institutions, or even other forms of association such as unions or political parties where there is likely to exist an institutionalized system of checks and balances. Thus, the withdrawal of the state from the realm of social security and social service creates a flexible environment for corporates to penetrate deep into the socio-economic structures of various societies, thereby generating a complex set of contradictions and social conflicts having a direct impact on human rights. These social conflicts have the potential to assume ethnic, religious, communal, caste or racial characteristics which would disrupt the protective regime of human rights. The state may reenter here with the agenda of restoring ‘law and order’. Thus the social security state is being replaced by the ‘police state’, on the one hand, and a ‘secure’ civil society, on the other. The civil society as such would be subjected to the pulls and pressures of both the state as well as the forces which draw upon ethnicity, religion, caste, fundamentalism, communalism etc. Examining the reasons as to why ‘class consciousness’ is giving way to ‘self-identification’ by race, ethnic groups or religion, Samir Amin writes: The crisis of the state is the product of the growing contradiction between the transnationalization of capital (and behind it the globalization of the capitalist countries of the world generally) on the one side, and on the other the persistence of the idea that the state is the only political system that exists in the world. 67 Questioning the basic premises of postmodernist notions of civil society, Amin argues that it is a “superficial discourse”, “an ideology of crisis, of the capitulation of reason, and of reactionary abandonment of the indispensable perspective of liberation.” 68 Amin pointed out that there are “theoretical dangers involved in the prevalent state of mind by virtue of its fragmented concerns and its timorous avoidance of confrontation with the holistic functioning of the real system.” He is quite right in saying that it reinforces “the neoliberal utopianism” holding sway over the political economy of the contemporary phase of the crisis.69 Thus, the new ‘micropolitics’ (the ‘project of emancipation’ and ‘liberation’ at the realm of civil society) from diverse positions tends to serve the neoliberal regimes both at the global and national levels. Globalisation and its accompanying economic ‘reforms’ have had a huge impact on people's lives all over the globe. The implications of the neoliberal globalisation for human rights are much more visible today if we broaden our understanding of human rights beyond civil and political rights to include economic and cultural rights. The developments over the past two decades have revealed that globalisation and neoliberal reforms constitute a direct threat to human rights in several countries. Neoliberal policies have undermined social welfare systems, increased poverty and deprived the majority of the world's people from their basic economic right to a decent living. The neoliberal agencies and the states that sustain such policies have placed ‘rights’ of global capital above people's rights to make a living. Obviously, the present tempo of proliferation of civil society groups and organizations is linked with the purposeful retreat of the welfare state, resulting in the compromise of basic human rights enshrined in international conventions. The civil society-state dichotomous constructs resulting from certain philosophical and academic studies, and made relevant in the formulation of projects of ‘democratization’ , ‘human rights’ and ‘development’, in reality, masquerade the political economy of underdevelopment and the obvious worthlessness, and irrationality, of the neoliberal remedies ordained by the global aid industry and increasingly administered by NGOs.70 The upshot of the argument is that civil society has now become a comfortable referent to a variety of complex formations, associations, movements and voluntary groups which serve as buffers between the state and citizen, not just a surrogate for the social functions/responsibilities of the former.
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