The civil society argument*
BY MICHAEL WALZER

I
My aim in this lecture is to defend a complex,
imprecise, and at crucial points, uncertain ac
count of society and politics. I have no hope of
theoretical simplicity, not at this historical mo
ment when so many stable oppositions of political
and intellectual life have collapsed; but I also
have no desire for simplicity, since a world that
theory could fully grasp and neatly explain would
not, I suspect, be a pleasant place. In the nature
of things, then, my argument won't be elegant,
and though I believe that arguments should
march, the sentences following one another like
soldiers on parade, the route of my march today
will be twisting and roundabout. I shall begin
with the idea of civil society, recently revived by
Central and East European intellectuals, and go
on to talk about the state, the economy, and the
nation, and then about civil society and the state
again. These are the crucial social formations that
we inhabit, but we don't at this moment live com
fortably in any of them. Nor is it possible to imag
ine, in accordance with one or another of the
great simplifying theories, a way to choose
among them - as if we were destined to find, one
day, the best social formation. I mean to argue
against choosing, but I shall also claim that it is
from within civil society that this argument is best
understood.
The words "civil society" name the space of
uncoerced human association and also the set of
relational networks - formed for the sake of fam
ily, faith, interest, and ideology - that fill this
space. Central and East European dissidence
flourished within a highly restricted version of
civil society, and the first task of the new democ
racies created by the dissidents, so we are told, is
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to rebuild the networks: unions, churches, politi
cal parties and movements, cooperatives, neigh
borhoods, schools of thought, societies for pro
moting or preventing this and that. In the West,
by contrast, we have lived in civil society for
many years without knowing it. Or, better, since
the Scottish Enlightenment, or since Hegel, the
words have been known to the knowers of such
things, but they have rarely served to focus any
one else's attention. Now writers in Hungary,
Czechoslovakia, and Poland invite us to think
about how this social formation is secured and in
vigorated.
We have reasons of our own for accepting the
invitation. Increasingly, associational life in the
"advanced" capitalist and social democratic
countries seems at risk. Publicists and preachers
warn us of a steady attenuation of everyday coop
eration and civic friendship. And this time it's
possible that they are not, as they usually are,
foolishly alarmist. Our cities really are noisier
and nastier than they once were. Familial solidar
ity, mutual assistance, political likemindedness all these are less certain and less substantial than
they once were. Other people, strangers on the
street, seem less trustworthy than they once did.
The Hobbist account of society is more persua
sive than it once was.
Perhaps this worrisome picture follows - in
part, no more, but what else can a political theo
rist say? - from the fact that we have not thought
enough about solidarity and trust or planned for
their future. We have been thinking too much
about social formations different from, in compe
tition with, civil society. And so we have neglect
ed the networks through which civility is pro
duced and reproduced. Imagine that the follow
ing questions were posed, one or two centuries
ago, to political theorists and moral philosophers:
what is the preferred setting, the most supportive
environment, for the good life? What sorts of in
stitutions should we work for? Nineteenth and
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twentieth century social thought provides four
different, by now familiar, answers to these ques
tions. Think of them as four rival ideologies, each
with its own claim to completeness and correct
ness. Each of them is importantly wrong. Each of
them neglects the necessary pluralism of any civil
society. Each of them is predicated on an assump
tion I mean to attack: that such questions must
receive a singular answer.
II
I shall begin, since this is for me the best-known
ground, with two leftist answers. The first of the
two holds that the preferred setting for the good
life is the political community, the democratic
state, within which we can be citizens: freely en
gaged, fully committed, decision-making mem
bers. And a citizen, on this view, is much the best
thing to be. To live well is to be politically active,
working with our fellow citizens, collectively de
termining our common destiny - not for the sake
of this or that determination but for the work it
self, in which our highest capacities as rational
and moral agents find expression. We know our
selves best as persons who propose, debate, and
decide.
This argument goes back to the Greeks, but we
are most likely to recognize its neo-classical ver
sions. It is Rousseau's argument or the standard
leftist interpretation of Rousseau's argument. His
understanding of citizenship as moral agency is
one of the key sources of democratic idealism.
We can see it at work in liberals like John Stuart
Mill, in whose writings it produced an unexpected
defense of syndicalism (what is today called
"workers control") and, more generally, of social
democracy. It appeared among nineteenth and
twentieth century democratic radicals, often with
a hard populist edge. It played a part in the reit
erated demand for social inclusion by women,
workers, blacks, and new immigrants, all of
whom based their claims on their capacity as
agents. And this same neo-classical idea of citi
zenship resurfaced in the 1960s in New Left theo
ries of participation, where it was, however, like
many latter-day revivals, highly theoretical and
without local resonance.
Today, perhaps in response to the political di
sasters of the late '60s, "communitarians" in the
United States struggle to give Rousseauian ideal
ism a historical reference, looking back to the
early American republic and calling for a renewal
of civic virtue. They prescribe citizenship as an

antidote to the fragmentation of contemporary
society - for these theorists, like Rousseau, are
disinclined to value the fragments. In their hands,
republicanism is still a simplifying creed. If poli
tics is our highest calling, then we are called away
from every other activity (or, every other activity
is redefined in political terms); our energies are
directed toward policy formation and decision
making in the democratic state.
I don't doubt that the active and engaged citi
zen is an attractive figure - even if some of the ac
tivists that we actually meet carrying placards and
shouting slogans arent't all that attractive. The
most penetrating criticism of this first answer to
the question about the good life is not that the life
isn't good but that it isn't the "real life" of very
many people in the modern world. This is so in
two senses. First, though the power of the demo
cratic state has grown enormously, partly (and
rightly) in response to the demands of engaged ci
tizens, it can't be said that the state is fully in the
hands of its citizens. And the larger it gets, the
more it takes over those smaller associations still
subject to hands-on control. The rule of the de
mos is in significant ways illusory; the participa
tion of ordinary men and-women in the activities
of the state (unless they are state employees) is
largely vicarious; even party militants are more
likely to argue and complain than actually to de
cide.
Second, despite the singlemindedness of re
publican ideology, politics rarely engages the full
attention of the citizens who are supposed to be
its chief protagonists. They have too many other
things to worry about. Above all, they have to
earn a living. They are more deeply engaged in
the economy than in the political community. Re
publican theorists (like Hannah Arendt) recog
nize this engagement only as a threat to civic vir
tue. Economic activity belongs to the realm of ne
cessity, they argue, politics to the realm of
freedom. Ideally, citizens should not have to
work; they should be served by machines, if not
by slaves, so that they can flock to the assemblies
and argue with their fellows about affairs of state.
In practice, however, work, though it begins in
necessity, takes on value of its own - expressed in
commitment to a career, pride in a job well done,
a sense of camaraderie in the workplace. All of
these are competitive with the values of citizen
ship.
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ducer is freed from the burdens of citizenship. He
attends instead to the things he makes and to the
The second leftist position on the preferred set
cooperative relationships he establishes. Exactly
ting for the good life involves a turning away from
how he can work with other people and still do
republican politics and a focus instead on eco
whatever he pleases is unclear to me and prob
nomic activity. We can think of this as the social
ably to most other readers of Marx. The texts
ist answer to the questions I began with; it can be
suggest an extraordinary faith in the virtuosity of
found in Marx and also, though the arguments
the regulators. No one, I think, quite shares this
are somewhat different, among the Utopians he
faith today, but something like.it helps.to.explain
hoped-to-supersede-For-Marx, the preferred-set-the tendency of some leftists to see even the liber
ting is the cooperative economy, where we can all
al and democratic state as an obstacle that has to
be producers - artists (Marx was a romantic), in
be, in the worst of recent jargons, "smashed".
ventors, and craftsmen. (Assembly line workers
The seriousness of Marxist anti-politics is nice
don't quite seem to fit.) This again is much the
ly
illustrated by Marx's own dislike of syndical
best thing to be. The picture Marx paints is of cre
ism. What the syndicalists proposed was a neat
ative men and women making useful and beauti
amalgam of the first and second answers to the
ful objects, not for the sake of this or that object
question
about the good life: for them, the pre
but for the sake of creativity itself, the highest ex
ferred setting was the worker-controlled factory,
pression of our "species-being" as homo faber,
where men and women were simultaneously citi
man-the-maker.
zens and producers, making decisions and mak
The state, in this view, ought to be managed in
ing things. Marx seems to have regarded the com
such a way as to set productivity free. It doesn't
bination as impossible; factories could not be
matter who the managers are so long as they are
both democratic and productive. This is the point
committed to this goal and rational in its pursuit.
of Engels's little essay on authority, which I take
Their work is technically important but not sub
to express Marx's view also. More generally, selfstantively interesting. Once productivity is free,
government on the job called into question the
politics simply ceases to engage anyone's atten
legitimacy of "social regulation" or state plan
tion. Before that time, in the Marxist here and
ning, which alone, Marx thought, could enable
now, political conflict is taken to be the superindividual workers to devote themselves, without
structural enactment of economic conflict, and
distraction, to their work.
democracy is valued mainly because it enables so
But this vision of the cooperative economy is
cialist movements and parties to organize for vic
set
against an unbelievable background - a nontory. The value is instrumental and historically
political state, regulation without conflict, "the
specific. A democratic state is the preferred set
administration of things." In every actual experi
ting not for the good life but for the class struggle;
ence of socialist politics, the state has moved rap
the purpose of the struggle is to win, and victory
idly into the foreground, and most socialists, in
brings an end to democratic instrumentality.
the West at least, have been driven to make their
There is no intrinsic value in democracy, no rea
own amalgam of the first and second answers.
son to think that politics has, for creatures like us,
They call themselves democratic socialists, focus
a permanent attractiveness. When we are all en
ing on the state as well as (in fact, much more
gaged in productive activity, social division and
than) on the economy and doubling the preferred
the conflicts it engenders will disappear, and the
settings for the good life. Since I believe that two
state, in the once-famous phrase, will wither
are better than one, I take this to be progress.
away.
But before I try to suggest what further progress
In fact, if this vision were ever realized, it is
might look like, I need to describe two more ide
politics that would wither away. Some kind of ad
ological answers to the question about the good
ministrative agency would still be necessary for
life, one of them capitalist, the other nationalist.
economic coordination, and it is only a Marxist
For there is no reason to think that only leftists
conceit to refuse to call this agency a state. "So
love singularity.
ciety regulates the general production," Marx
wrote in The German Ideology, "and thus makes
IV
it possible for me to do one thing today and an
The third answer holds that the preferred setting
other tomorrow . . . just as I have a mind." Since
for the good life is the marketplace, where indithis regulation is non-political, the individual pro
III

-

.
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vidual men and women, consumers rather than
producers, choose among a maximum number of
options. The autonomous individual confronting
his, and now her, possibilities - this is much the
best thing to be. To live well is not to make politi
cal decisions or beautiful objects; it is to make
personal choices. Not any particular choices, for
no choice is substantively the best: it is the activ
ity of choosing that makes for autonomy. And the
market within which choices are made, like the
socialist economy, largely dispenses with politics;
it requires at most a minimal state - not "social
regulation", only the police.
Production, too, is free even if it isn't, as in the
Marxist vision, freely creative. More important
than the producers, however, are the entrepre
neurs, heroes of autonomy, consumers of oppor
tunity, who compete to supply whatever all the
other consumers want or might be persuaded to
want. Entrepreneurial activity tracks consumer
preference. Though not without its own excite
ments, it is mostly instrumental: the aim of all en
trepreneurs (and all producers) is to increase
their market power, maximize their options.
Competing with one another, they maximize ev
eryone else's options too, filling the marketplace
with desirable objects. The market is preferred
(over the political community and the cooper
ative economy) because of its fullness. Freedom,
in the capitalist view, is a function of plenitude.
We can only choose when we have many choices.
It is also true, unhappily, that we can only
make effective (rather than merely speculative or
wistful) choices when we have resources to dis
pose of. But people come to the marketplace with
radically unequal resources - some with virtually
nothing at all. Not everyone can compete success
fully in commodity production, and therefore not
everyone has access to commodities. Autonomy
turns out to be a high-risk value, which many
men and women can only realize with help from
their friends. The market, however, is not a good
setting for mutual assistance, for I cannot help
someone else without reducing (for the short
term, at least) my own options. And I have no
reason, as an autonomous individual, to accept
any reductions of any sort for someone else's
sake. My argument here is not that autonomy
collapses into egotism, only that autonomy in the
marketplace provides no support for social soli
darity. Despite the successes of capitalist produc
tion, the good life of consumer choice is not uni
versally available. Large numbers of people drop

out of the market economy or live precariously
on its margins.
Partly for this reason, capitalism, like social
ism, is highly dependent on state action - not only
to prevent theft and enforce contracts but also to
regulate the economy and guarantee the minimal
welfare of its participants. But these participants,
insofar as they are market activists, are not active
in the state: capitalism in its ideal form, like so
cialism again, does not make for citizenship. Or,
its protagonists conceive of citizenship in eco
nomic terms, so that citizens are transformed into
autonomous consumers, looking for the party or
program that most persuasively promises to
strengthen their market position. They need the
state but have no moral relation to it, and they
control its officials only as consumers control the
producers of commodities, by buying or not buy
ing what they make.
Since the market has no political boundaries,
capitalist entrepreneurs also evade official con
trol. They need the state but have no loyalty to it;
the profit motive brings them into conflict with
democratic regulation. So arms merchants sell
the latest military technology to foreign powers
and manufacturers move their factories overseas
to escape safety codes or minimum wage laws.
Multi-national corporations stand outside (and to
some extent against) every political community.
They are known only by their brand names,
which, unlike family names and country names,
evoke preferences but not affections or solidar
ities.
V
The fourth answer to the question about the good
life can be read as a response to market amorality
and disloyalty, though it has, historically, other
sources as well. According to the fourth answer,
the preferred setting is the nation, within which
we are loyal members, bound to one another by
ties of blood and history. And a member, secure
in his membership, literally part of an organic
whole - this is much the best thing to be. To live
well is to participate with other men and women
in remembering, cultivating, and passing on a na
tional heritage. This is so, on the nationalist view,
without reference to the specific content of the
heritage, so long as it is one's own, a matter of
birth, not choice. Every nationalist will, of
course, find value in his own heritage, but the
highest value is not in the finding but in the will
ing: the firm identification of the individual with
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a people and a history.
Nationalism has often been a leftist ideology,
historically linked to democracy and even to so
cialism. But it is most characteristically an ideol
ogy of the right, for its understanding of member
ship is ascriptive; it requires no political choices
and no activity beyond ritual affirmation. When
nations find themselves ruled by foreigners, how_eyer,_ritual. .affirmation isnlt_eno.ugh._Then .na
tionalism requires a more heroic loyalty: self-sac
rifice in the struggle for national liberation. The
capacity of the nation to elicit such sacrifices from
its members is proof of the importance of this
fourth answer. Individual members seek the good
life by seeking autonomy not for themselves but
for their people. Ideally, this attitude ought to
survive the liberation struggle and provide a
foundation for social solidarity and mutual assist
ance. Perhaps, to some extent, it does: certainly
the welfare state has had its greatest successes in
ethnically homogeneous countries. It is also true,
however, that once liberation has been secured,
nationalist men and women are commonly con
tent with a vicarious rather than a practical par
ticipation in the community. There is nothing
wrong with vicarious participation, on the nation
alist view, since the good life is more a matter of
identity than activity - faith, not works, so to
speak, though both of these are understood in
secular terms.
In the modern world, nations commonly seek
statehood, for their autonomy will always be at
risk if they lack sovereign power. But they don't
seek states of any particular kind. No more do
they seek economic arrangements of any partic
ular kind. Unlike religious believers who are their
close kin and (often) bitter rivals, nationalists are
not bound by a body of authoritative law or a set
of sacred texts. Beyond liberation, they have no
program, only a vague commitment to continue a
history, to sustain a "way of life". Their own
lives, I suppose, are emotionally intense, but in
relation to society and economy this is a danger
ously free-floating intensity. In time of trouble, it
can readily be turned against other nations, par
ticularly against the internal others: minorities,
aliens, strangers. Democratic citizenship, worker
solidarity, free enterprise and consumer autono
my - all these are less exclusive than nationalism
but not always resistant to its power. The ease
with which citizens, workers, and consumers be
come fervent nationalists is a sign of the inade
quacy of the first three answers to the question
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about the good life. The nature of nationalist fer
vor signals the inadequacy of the fourth.
VI
All these answers are wrong-headed because of
their singularity. They miss the complexity of hu
man society, the inevitable conflicts of commit
ment and loyalty. Hence I am uneasy with the
id'e"a"th'arth"ere"might be a fiftfrand~fina"lly correct
answer to the question about the good life. Still,
there is a fifth answer, the newest one (it draws
upon less central themes of nineteenth and twen
tieth century social thought), which holds that the
good life can only be lived in civil society, the
realm of fragmentation and struggle but also of
concrete and authentic solidarities, where we ful
fill E M Forster's injunction, "only connect", and
become sociable or communal men and women.
And this is, of course,much the best thing to be.
The picture here is of people freely associating
and communicating with one another, forming
and reforming groups of all sorts, not for the sake
of any particular formation - family, tribe, na
tion, religion, commune, brotherhood or sister
hood, interest group or ideological movement but for the sake of sociability itself. For we are by
nature social, before we are political or econom
ic, beings.
I would rather say that the civil society argu
ment is a corrective to the four ideological ac
counts of the good life - part denial, part in
corporation - rather than a fifth to stand along
side them. It challenges their singularity, but it
has no singularity of its own. The phrase "social
being" describes men and women who are citi
zens, producers, consumers, members of the na
tion, and much else besides - and none of these
by nature or because it is the best thing to be. The
associational life of civil society is the actual
ground where all versions of the good are worked
out and tested . . . and proven to be partial, in
complete, ultimately unsatisfying. It can't be the
case that living on this ground is good-in-itself;
there isn't any other place to live. What is true is
that the quality of our political and economic ac
tivity and of our national culture is intimately
connected to the strength and vitality of our asso
ciations.
Ideally, civil society is a setting of settings: all
are included, none is preferred. The argument is
a liberal version of the four answers, accepting
them all, insisting that each leave room for the
others, therefore not finally accepting any of
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them. Liberalism appears here as an anti-ideol
ogy, and this is an attractive position in the con
temporary world. I shall stress this attractiveness
as I try to explain how civil society might actually
incorporate and deny the four answers. Later o n ,
however, I shall have to argue that this position
too, so genial and benign, has its problems.
1) Let's begin with the political community
and the cooperative economy, taken together.
These two leftist versions of the good life system
atica^ undervalued all associations except the
demos and the working class. Their protagonists
could imagine conflicts between political commu
nities and between classes, but not within either;
they aimed at the abolition or transcendence of
particularism and all its divisions. Theorists of
civil society, by contrast, have a more realistic
view of communities and economies. They are
more accommodating to conflict - that is, to po
litical opposition and economic competition. A s sociational freedom serves for them to legitimate
a set of market relations, though not necessarily
the capitalist set. The market, when it is entan
gled in the network of associations, when the
forms of ownership are pluralized, is without
doubt the economic formation most consistent
with the civil society argument. This same argu
ment also serves to legitimate a kind of state, lib
eral and pluralist more than republican (not so
radically dependent upon the virtue of its citi
zens). Indeed, a state of this sort, as we will see, is
necessary if associations are to flourish.
Once incorporated into civil society, neither ci
tizenship nor production can ever again be allabsorbing. They will have their votaries, but
these people will not be models for the rest of us or, they will be partial models only, for some peo
ple at some time of their lives, not for other peo
ple, not at other times. This pluralist perspective
follows in part, perhaps, from the lost romance of
work, from our experience with the new produc
tive technologies and the growth of the service
economy. Service is more easily reconciled with a
vision of man as a social animal than with homo
faber. What can a hospital attendant or a school
teacher or a marriage counsellor or a social work
er or a television repairman or a government offi
cial be said to make? The contemporary economy
does not offer many people a chance for cre
ativity in the Marxist sense. Nor does Marx (or
any socialist thinker of the central tradition) have
much to say about those men and women whose
economic activity consists entirely in helping oth

er people. The helpmate, like the housewife, was
never assimilated to the class of workers.
In similar fashion, politics in the contemporary
democratic state does not offer many people a
chance for Rousseauian self-determination. Citi
zenship, taken by itself, is today mostly a passive
role: citizens are spectators who vote. Between
elections, they are served, well or badly, by the
civil service. They are not at all like those heroes
of republican mythology, the citizens of ancient
Athens meeting in assembly and (foolishly, as it
turned out) deciding to invade Sicily. But in the
associational networks of civil society, in unions,
parties, movements, interest groups, and so on,
these same people make many smaller decisions
and shape to some degree the more distant deter
minations of state and economy. And in a more
densely organized, more egalitarian civil society,
they might do both these things to greater effect.
These socially engaged men and women - parttime union officers, movement activists, party
regulars, consumer advocates, welfare volun
teers, church members, family heads - stand out
side the republic of citizens as it is commonly con
ceived. They are only intermittently virtuous;
they are too caught up in particularity. They
look, most of them, for many partial fulfillments,
no longer for the one clinching fulfillment. On
the ground of actuality (unless the state usurps
the ground), citizenship shades off into a great di
versity of (sometimes divisive) decision-making
roles; and, similarly, production shades off into a
multitude of (sometimes competitive) socially
useful activities. It is, then, a mistake to set poli
tics and work in opposition to one another. There
is no ideal fulfillment and no essential human ca
pacity. We require many settings so that we can
live different kinds of good lives.
2) All this is not to say, however, that we need
to accept the capitalist version of competition and
division. Theorists who regard the market as the
preferred setting for the good life aim to make it
the actual setting for as many aspects of life as
possible. Their singlemindedness takes the form
of market imperialism; confronting the democrat
ic state, they are advocates of privatization and
laissez-faire. Their ideal is a society in which all
goods and services are provided by entrepreneurs
to consumers. That some entrepreneurs would
fail and many consumers find themselves helpless
in the marketplace - this is the price of individual
autonomy. It is, obviously, a price we already
pay: in all capitalist societies, the market makes
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for inequality. The more successful its imperial
ism, the greater the inequality. But were the mar
ket to be set firmly within civil society, politically
constrained, open to communal as well as private
initiatives, limits might be fixed on its unequal
outcomes. The exact nature of the limits would
depend on the strength and density of the associational networks (including, now, the political
community).
The problem with inequality is not merely that
some individuals are more capable, others less ca
pable, of making their consumer preferences ef
fective. It's not that some individuals live in fan
cier apartments than others, or drive better-made
cars, or take vacations in more exotic places.
These are conceivably the just rewards of market
success. The problem is that inequality common
ly translates into domination and radical depriva
tion. But the verb "translates" here describes a
socially mediated process, which is fostered or in
hibited by the structure of its mediations. Dom
inated and deprived individuals are likely to be
disorganized as well as improverished, whereas
poor people with strong families, churches,
unions, political parties, and ethnic alliances are
not likely to be dominated or deprived for long.
Nor need these people stand alone even in the
marketplace. The capitalist answer assumes that
the good life of entrepreneurial initiative and
consumer choice is a life led most importantly by
individuals. But civil society encompasses or can
encompass a variety of market agents: family
businesses, publicly owned or municipal compa
nies, worker communes, consumer cooperatives,
non-profit organizations of many different sorts.
All these function in the market though they have
their origins outside. And just as the experience
of democracy is expanded and enhanced by
groups that are in but not of the state, so consum
er choice is expanded and enhanced by groups
that are in but not of the market.
It is only necessary to add that among the
groups in but not of the state are market orga
nizations, and among the groups in but not of the
market are state organizations. All social forms
are relativized by the civil society argument - and
on the actual ground too. This also means that all
social forms are contestable; moreover, contests
can't be won by invoking one or another account
of the preferred setting - as if it were enough to
say that market organizations, insofar as they are
efficient, don't have to be democratic or that
state firms, insofar as they are democratically
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controlled, don't have to operate within the con
straints of the market. The exact character of our
associational life is something that has to be ar
gued about, and it is in the course of these argu
ments that we also decide about the forms of de
mocracy, the nature of work, the extent and ef
fects to market inequalities, and much else.
3) The quality of nationalism is also deter-mined-within civil society,-where-national groupsco-exist and overlap with families and religious
communities (two social formations largely ne
glected in modernist answers to the question
about the good life) and where nationalism is ex
pressed in schools and movements, organizations
for mutual aid, cultural and historical societies. It
is because groups like these are entangled with
other groups, similar in kind but different in aim,
that civil society holds out the hope of a domes
ticated nationalism. In states dominated by a sin
gle nation, the multiplicity of the groups pluralizes nationalist politics and culture; in states with
more than one nation, the density of the net
works prevents radical polarization.
Civil society as we know it has its origin in^the
struggle for religious freedom. Though often vio
lent, the struggle held open the possibility of
peace. The establishment of this one thing'SJohn
Locke wrote about toleration, "would take away
all ground of complaints and tumults upon ac
count of conscience". One can easily imagine
groundless complaints and tumults, but Locke
believed (and he was largely right) that tolerance
would dull the edge of religious conflict. People
would be less ready to take risks once the stakes
were lowered. Civil society simply is that place
where the stakes are lower, where, in principle, at
least, coercion is used only to keep the peace and
all associations are equal under the law. In the
market, this formal equality often has no sub
stance, but in the world of faith and identity, it is
real enough. Though nations don't compete for
members in the same way as religions (some
times) do, the argument for granting them the as
sociational freedom of civil society is similar.
When they are free to celebrate their histories,
remember their dead, and shape (in part) the
education of their children, they are more likely
to be harmless than when they are unfree. Locke
may have put the claim too strongly when he
wrote.that "There is only one thing which gathers
people into seditious commotions, and that is op
pression", but he was close enough to the truth to
warrant the experiment of radical tolerance.
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But if oppression is the cause of seditious com
motion, what is the cause of oppression? I don't
doubt that there is a materialist story to tell here,
but I want to stress the central role played by ide
ological singlemindedness: the intolerant universalism of (most) religions, the exclusivity of
(most) nations. The actual experience of civil so
ciety, when it can be had, seems to work against
these two. Indeed, it works so well, some observ
ers think, that neither religious faith nor national
identity is likely to survive for long in the network
of free associations. But we really don't know to
what extent faith and identity depend upon co
ercion or whether they can reproduce themselves
under conditions of freedom. I suspect that they
both respond to such deep human needs that they
will outlast their current organizational forms. It
seems, in any case, worthwhile to wait and see.
VII
But there is no escape from power and coercion,
no possibility of choosing, like the old anarchists,
civil society alone. A few years ago, in a book
caWed^Anti- Politics, the Hungarian dissident G e 
orge Konrad described a way of living alongside
the totalitarian state but, so to speak, with one's
back turned toward it. He urged his fellow dis
sidents to reject the very idea of seizing or sharing
power and to devote their energies to religious,
cultural, economic, and professional associations.
Civil society appears in his book as an alternative
to the state, which he assumes to be unchange
able and irredeemably hostile. His argument
seemed right to me when I first read his book.
Looking back, after the collapse of the commun
ist regimes in Hungary and elsewhere, it is easy to
see how much it was a product of its time - and
how short that time was! No state can survive for
long if it is wholly alienated from civil society. It
cannot outlast its own coercive machinery; it is
lost, literally, without its firepower. The produc
tion and reproduction of loyalty, civility, political
competence, and trust in authority are never the
work of the state alone, and the effort to go it
alone - one meaning of totalitarianism - is
doomed to failure.
The failure, however, has carried with it ter
rible costs, and so one can understand the appeal
of contemporary anti-politics. Even as Central
and East European dissidents take power, they
remain, and should remain, cautious and appre
hensive about its uses. The totalitarian project
has left behind an abiding sense of bureaucratic

brutality. Here was the ultimate form of political
singlemindedness, and though the "democratic"
(and, for that matter, the "communist") ideology
on which it rested was false, the intrusions even of
a more genuine democracy are rendered suspect
by the memory. Post-totalitaria'n politicians and
writers have, in addition, learned the older antipolitics of free enterprise - so that the laissezfaire market is defended in the East today as one
of the necessary institutions of civil society, or,
more strongly, as the dominant social formation.
This second view takes on plausibility from the
extraordinary havoc wrought by totalitarian eco
nomic planning. But it rests, exactly like political
singlemindedness, on a failure to recognize the
pluralism of associational life. The first view
leads, often, to a more interesting and more gen
uinely liberal mistake: it suggests that pluralism is
self-sufficient and self-sustaining.
This is, indeed, the experience of the dissi
dents: the state could not destroy their unions,
churches, free universities, illegal markets, sumizdat publications. Nonetheless, I want to warn
against the anti-political tendencies that com
monly accompany the celebration of civil society.
The network of associations incorporates,but it
cannot dispense with the agencies of state power;
neither can socialist cooperation or capitalist
competition dispense with the state. That's why
so many dissidents are ministers now. It is indeed
true that the new social movements in the East
and the West - concerned with ecology, femi
nism, the rights of immigrants and national mi
norities, workplace and product safety, and so on
- do not aim, as the democratic and labor move
ments once aimed, at taking power. This repre
sents an important change, in sensibility as much
as in ideology, reflecting a new valuation of parts
over wholes and a new willingness to settle for
something less than total victory. But there can
be no victory at all that doesn't involve some con
trol over, or use of, the state apparatus. The col
lapse of totalitarianism is empowering for the
members of civil society precisely because it ren
ders the state accessible.
Here is the paradox of the civil society argu
ment. Citizenship is one of many roles that mem
bers play, but the state itself is unlike all the other
associations. It both frames civil society and oc
cupies space within it. It fixes the boundary con
ditions and the basic rules of all associational ac
tivity (including political activity). It compels as
sociation members to think about a common
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good, beyond their own conceptions of the good
life. Even the failed totalitarianism of, say, the
Polish communist state had this much impact up
on the Solidarity union: it determined that Soli
darity was a Polish union, focused on economic
arrangements and labor policy within the borders
of Poland. A democratic state, which is contin
uous with the other associations, has at the same
time a.greater say.about their quality and_vitality..
It serves, or it doesn't serve, the needs of the as
sociational networks as these are worked out by
men and women who are simultaneously mem
bers and citizens. I will give only a few obvious
examples, drawn from American experience.
Families with working parents need state help
in the form of publicly funded day-care and effec
tive public schools. National minorities need help
in organizing and sustaining their own education
al programs. Worker-owned companies and con
sumer cooperatives need state loans or loan guar
antees; so (even more often) do capitalist en
trepreneurs and firms. Philanthropy and mutual
aid, churches and private universities, depend up
on tax exemptions. Labor unions need legal rec
ognition and guarantees against "unfair labor
practices". Professional associations need state
support for their licensing procedures. And
across the entire range of association, indvidual
men and women need to be protected against the
power of officials, employers, experts, party boss
es, factory foremen, directors, priests, parents,
patrons; and small and weak groups need to be
protected against large and powerful ones. For
civil society, left to itself, generates radically un
equal power relationships, which only state pow
er can challenge.
Civil society also challenges state power, most
importantly when associations have resources or
supporters abroad: world religions, pan-national
movements, the new environmental groups, mul
ti-national corporations. We are likely to feel dif
ferently about these challenges, especially after
we recognize the real but relative importance of
the state. Multi-national corporations, for exam
ple, need to be constrained, much like states with
imperial ambitions; and the best constraint prob
ably lies in collective security, that is, in alliances
with other states that give economic regulation
some international effect. The same mechanism
may turn out to be useful to the new environ
mental groups. In the first case, the state pres
sures the corporation; in the second it responds
to environmentalist pressure. The two cases sug
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gest, again, that civil society requires political
agency. And the state is an indispensable agent even if the associational networks also, always,
resist the organizing impulses of state bureau
crats.
Only a democrataic state can create a demo
cratic civil society; only a democratic civil society
can sustain a democratic state. The civility that
.makes democratic_politics..possible can..only_be._
learned in the associational networks; the rough
ly equal and widely dispersed capabilities that
sustain the networks have to be fostered by the
democratic state. Confronted with an overbear
ing state, citizens, who are also members, will
struggle to make room for autonomous associ
ations and market relationships (and also for lo
cal governments and decentralized bureaucra
cies). But the state can never be what it appears
to be in liberal theory, a mere framework for civil
society. It is also the instrument of the struggle,
used to give a particular shape to the common
life. Hence citizenship has a certain practical pre
eminence among all our actual and possible
memberships. That's not to say that we must be
citizens all the time, finding in politics, as Rous
seau urged, the greater part of our happiness.
Most of us will be happier elsewhere, involved
only sometimes in affairs of state. But we must
have a state open to our sometime involvement.
Nor need we be involved all the time in our as
sociations. A democratic civil society is one con
trolled by its members, not through a single proc
ess of selfdetermination but through a large num
ber of different and uncoordinated processes.
These needn't all be democratic, for we are likely
to be members of many associations, and we will
want some of them to be managed in our in
terests, but also in our absence. Civil society is
sufficiently democratic when in some, at least, of
its parts we are able to recognize ourselves as au
thoritative and responsible participants. States
are tested by their capacity to sustain this kind of
participation - which is very different from the
heroic intensity of Rousseauian citizenship. And
civil society is tested by its capacity to produce ci
tizens whose interests, at least sometimes, reach
farther than themselves and their comrades, who
look after the political community that fosters
and protects the associational networks.
VIII
I mean to defend a perspective that might be
called, awkwardly, "critical associationalism". I
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want to join, but I am somewhat uneasy with, the
civil society argument. It can't be said that noth
ing is lost when we give up the singlemindedness
of democratic citizenship or socialist cooperation
or individual autonomy, or national identity.
There was a kind of heroism in those projects - a
concentration of energy, a clear sense of direc
tion, an unblinking recognition of friends and
enemies. To make one of them one's own was a
serious commmitment. The defense of civil socie
ty doesn't quite seem comparable. Associational
engagement is conceivably as important a project
as any of the others, but its greatest virtue lies in
its inclusiveness, and inclusiveness does not make
for heroism. "Join the associations of your
choice" is not a slogan to raly political militants.
And yet that is what civil society requires: men
and women actively engaged - in state, economy,
and nation, and also in churches, neighborhoods,
and families, and in many other settings too. To
reach this goal is not as easy as it sounds; many
people, perhaps most people, live very loosely
within the networks; a growing number of people
seem to be radically disengaged - passive clients
of the state, market drop-outs, resentful and pos
turing nationalists. And the civil society project
doesn't confront an energizing hostility, as all the
others do; its protagonists are more likely to meet
sullen indifference, fear, despair, apathy, and
withdrawal.
In Central and Eastern Europe, civil society is
still a battle cry, for it requires a dismantling of
the totalitarian state and it brings with it the ex
hilarating experience of associational independ
ence. A m o n g ourselves what is required is noth
ing so grand; nor does it lend itself to a singular
description (but this is what lies ahead in the East
too). The civil society project can only be de
scribed in terms of all the other projects, against
their singularity. Hence my account in these pa
ges,which suggests the need 1) to decentralize the
state, so that there are more opportunities for ci
tizens to take responsibility for (some of) its ac
tivities; 2) to socialize the economy so that there
is a greater diversity of market agents, communal
as well as private; and 3) to pluralize and domes
ticate nationalism, on the religious model, so that
there are different ways to realize and sustain his
torical identities.
None of this can be accomplished without us
ing political power to redistribute resources and
to underwrite and subsidize the most desirable
associational activities. But political power alone

cannot accomplish any of it. The kinds of "ac
tion" discussed by theorists of the state need to
be supplemented (not, however, replaced) by
something radically different: more like union or
ganizing than political mobilization, more like
teaching in a school than arguing in the assembly,
more like volunteering in a hospital than joining a
political party, more like working in an ethnic al
liance or a feminist support group than canvass
ing in an election, more like shaping a co-op bud
get than deciding on national fiscal policy. But
can any of these local and small-scale activities
ever carry with them the honor of citizenship?
Sometimes, certainly, they are narrowly con
ceived, partial and particularist; they need politi
cal correction. The greater problem, however, is
that they seem so ordinary. Living in civil society,
one might think, is like speaking in prose.
But just as speaking in prose implies an under
standing of syntax so these forms of action (when
they are pluralized) imply an understanding of ci
vility. And that is not an understanding about
which we can be entirely confident these days.
There is something to be said for the neo-conservative argument that in the modern world we
need to recapture the density of associational life
and relearn the activities and understandings that
go with it. And if this is the case, then a more
strenuous argument is called for from the left: we
have to reconstruct that same density under new
conditions of freedom and equality. It would ap
pear to be an elementary requirement of social
democracy that there exist a society of lively, en
gaged, and effective men and women - where the
honor of "action" belongs to the many and not to
the few.
Against a background of growing disorganiza
tion - violence, homelessness, divorce, abandon
ment, alienation, and addiction - a society of this
sort looks more like a necessary achievement
than a comfortable reality. In truth, however, it
was never a comfortable reality, except for the
few. Most men and women have been trapped in
one or another subordinate relationship, where
the "civility" they learned was deferential rather
than independent and active. That is why demo
cratic citizenship, socialist production, free en
terprise, and nationalism were all of them liber
ating projects. But none of them has yet pro
duced a general, coherent, or sustainable
liberation. And their more singleminded adher
ents, who have exaggerated the effectiveness of
the state or the market or the nation and neglect-
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ed the networks, have probably contributed to
the disorder of contemporary life. The projects
have to be relativized and brought together, and
the place to do that is in civil society, the setting
of settings, where each can find the partial fulfill
ment that is all it deserves.
Civil society itself is sustained by groups much
smaller than the demos or the working class or
_ the_mass_of_consumers. or the_nation._All_these.
are necessarily pluralized as they are incorporat
ed. They become part of the world of family,
friends, comrades, and colleagues, where people
are connected to one another and made respon
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sible for one another. Connected and responsib
le: without that, "free and equal" is less attractive
than we once thought it would be. I have no mag
ic formula for making connections or strength
ening the sense of responsibility. These aren't
aims that can be underwritten with historical
guarantees or achieved through a single unified
struggle. Civil society is a project of projects; it
requires—many—organizing strategies—and—new
forms of state action. It requires a new sensitivity
for what is local, specific, contingent - and, above
all, a new recognition (to paraphrase a famous
sentence) that the good life is in the details.

