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I. Qualified Nouns of the Twentieth Century – Why Civil Society?


When contemplating the most tolerable form of society, critical thinkers and social scientists in the twentieth century employed certain adjectives to qualify their models.


Graham Wallace published his book entitled The Great Society in 1914. By this term he meant an interdependent world society based on the modern division of labour. This division of labour, however, was in no way alienating; those who were involved in it preserved the value of mutual respect, as well as their ability to achieve happiness. Though Wallace wished to apply the concept of  the “great society” to the societies of England and the United States, what he really envisaged was the image of a small Norwegian town or village where people lived in peace and harmony with each other, and this was in no way detrimental to economic efficiency.


The Good Society, a book by Walter Lippman, came out in 1938. Its message was that liberalism must be freed from its laissez-faire mentality. This meant that not only tyranny should be eliminated from society, but also market monopolies. Lippman’s aim was clear: he wanted to develop Graham Wallace’s “great society” into a “good society”.


At the same time he stressed that the “good society” had no architectural plan, as there are no ready-made patterns to provide human life with a form. This main line of thought then crystallised in the work of those thinkers who wished to evade the totalitarian systems of both fascism and communism, most notably in the “open society” concept of Karl Popper and his followers. Popper’s student, Ralf Dahrendorf formulates it in the following way:

“The open society, with its untidiness, its antagonisms, its discomforts, and above all its constitutional openness, its forever unfinished character, is the good society”


But he hastily adds: democracy and a market economy are desirable because they are ‘cold projects’ and they do not demand for themselves the souls of men and women. Today, however, we cannot be content with this. Though there is a continued need for conflict and change, the threat of anomie is such that ‘normal’ politics has become inadequate to face the challenge.

“People need ligatures as well as options to enjoy  

 full life chances, and ligatures require the variety of autonomous associations which we call, civil society.”


It is not purely by chance that it is in the nineties - the decade of anomie - that we witness the marked reappearance of the idea that an open society guaranteed by the institutions of free market mechanisms and formal democracy is a necessary, but not a satisfactory condition of a ‘good society’. George Soros - another student of Popper’s - also articulated this thesis in recent years.  He suggested that in order to curtail the destructive influence of global laissez-faire capitalism on society, the setting up of certain institutions is required, and these institutions should also be global in scope.


The experiences of the decade since the collapse of the last totalitarian regime, Soviet-style communism, have made it clear that the philosophy of an open society is in itself incapable of providing a positive response to the challenges of global free market forces and the anomie that follows them. In the European theatre the number of challenges was further increased by the disorientation resulting from the crisis of the nation-states, the voluntary or unintentional weakening of their sovereignty, and the difficulties of Eastern and Central European states in finding their identities.


In this mood of neo-medieval general fragmentation there is an increase in the desire for belonging, for a “home”. Once it became clear that democracy and the market economy - Dahrendorf’s cold projects - offered no such home, the emphasis of research shifted towards the finer texture of society, towards identity, culture and values.

Civil Society


A wide circle of social scientists and thinkers believe that the solution to the problem of these new dangers threatening our freedom is to be found in the realm of civil society.


Vaclav Havel understands civil society as the universality of human rights, which allows us to fulfil our potential in all of our roles: as members of our nation, our family, our region, our church, our community, profession, political party, and so on, by becoming citizens “in the broadest and deepest sense of the word“
.


Civil society, and the organically related concept of citizenship therefore mean a protective umbrella, a guarantee of security, an experience of belonging, of home. Jeffrey Alexander voices a similar idea:

“Civil society should be conceived as a solidarity sphere in which a certain kind of universalising community exists, it is exhibited by ‘public opinion’, possesses its own cultural codes and narratives in a democratic idiom, is patterned by a set of peculiar institutions, most notably legal and journalistic ones, and is visible in historically distinctive sets of interactional practices like civility, equality, criticism, and respect. This kind of civil community can never exist as such; it can exist only ‘to one degree or another’.“
 


The key actor of civil society is the sovereign individual who possesses rights and responsibilities and is ready to accept the rules of co-operation and solidarity for the good of the community and himself, in this way sacrificing a part of his own sovereignty.  However, there is no civil society without the universal status of citizenship. It is exactly the set of rights and capacities related to citizenship that guarantees the possibility of self-defence against anomie and the over-indulgent market. Dahrendorf characterises citizenship as the epitome of freedom, and civil society as the medium through which this freedom is projected, boosted and dispersed. It is thus the context which constitutes the home of the citizen.

“But citizenship and civil society go one important step further than elections and markets. They are goals to strive for rather than dangers to avoid. In this sense they are moral objectives…“


This approach - which I share absolutely - also means that the analyst of society cannot escape the critical role of intellectuals, and has to accept involvement in the continuously reoccurring conflict between the “social” and “moral”, which may only be resolved in practice. The subjects’ road from dependence to freedom and citizenship is also morality’s road.

II. Concepts of Civil Society


Jeffrey Alexander differentiates between three historically successive ideal types of civil society:

Civil society I:
In the period stretching from the end of the 17th century to the beginning of the 19th century (from Locke through Adam Ferguson, Adam Smith, Rousseau to Hegel and de Tocqueville) civil society was an inclusive umbrella concept. It included the capitalist market and its institutions, but it also encompassed  private and public societies and organisations, the social network of voluntary co-operation, as well as legal rights and political parties. The authors of the time believed that these institutions, as well as the collective notion of civil society possessed moral and ethical power. Civil society was meant to set in motion the process of civilisation, and its institutions appeared to be the creators and guarantors of international peace, social tranquillity and increasing democratic involvement. From this viewpoint capitalism was a system that created self-discipline and personal responsibility.

Civil society II:
The situation altered dramatically in the initial third of the 19th century, the era of the expansion of industrial capitalism. In Marx’s analyses of capitalist and bourgeois society the two concepts of “civil” and “bourgeois” (bürgerliche) merged and gained a pejorative meaning. It is possible to demonstrate the influence of this approach in the arguments of Marxist social scientists about civil society right up until today. Lacking in positive content the concept gradually faded out of usage from the middle of the 19th century, only to reappear in Gramsci’s prison letters in the 1920s.


The identification of capitalism and the market with civil society became the hotbed of numerous further misunderstandings and ideological distortions. According to the right-wing interpretation, if the market and civil society are identical, then the precondition for the functioning of capitalism is the elimination of social control. According to the neoliberal argumentation that was often voiced from the beginning of the 1990s, market mechanisms are capable by themselves of creating the institutions necessary for democracy and the maintenance of mutual respect.


Towards the second half of the 1990s this ideology also encountered a crisis and, as we have seen, even its most prominent exponents turned against it. Parallel to this ideological crisis, but not independent from it, the intellectual interest in the concept of civil society increased considerably.

Civil society III: This new interpretation of the concept of civil society attempts to remain more limited in scope than that of the 18th century, it pays more attention to informal networks, immediate social relations and the transforming  public institutions.


In what follows, I would like to contribute exactly to this attempt of reinterpreting civil society.


There are two reoccurring motifs in the critiques of civil society:

1. One is mystification, when the expectations attached to the concept are too great, such as the examples of development or the fight against inequality (generally the synonyms of the good society), are viewed as a kind of magical formula, the eternal positive side. In this way the concept inevitably becomes homogenised, and its quality of ongoing transformation, its complexity and diversity is lost. After the exaggerated expectations comes disappointment: civil society fails to fulfil the expectations attached to it. The conclusion all too often is that the concept is useless, we better forget it.

2. The second is the heritage of Marxism. According to these views civil society is a kind of camouflage, an elegant facade for what essentially are bourgeois class interests, and the whole theoretical debate around it is nothing other than the reheated version of somewhat naive 18th century intellectual efforts, which practically serve no purpose other than attempting to make the wild, controversial and unjust aspects of capitalism acceptable, disguised and digestible. (In this respect see Tom Nairn, Bill Lomax
, etc.)


As opposed to the above, a third viewpoint stresses that the determining element or the “gist” of civil society is openness, in critical public discourse. (J. Alexander, A. Arató, etc.)


According to the representatives of this view, the concept of civil society is inherently controversial, arising simultaneously from reflexivity, heterogeneity, and the equality of the participants.


The horizontal organisational forms of civil society, its networks, as well as the great plurality of voluntary associations carry out their activities in the public domain. They struggle, debate and campaign; therefore their operation is not always necessarily polite.


The most dynamic actors of civil society are movements and ad hoc associations (adhocracies); they have to struggle with the continuous paradox that lies between democratic involvement and rapid decision-making. They face the permanent threats of bureaucratisation, cooptation or dissolution-disintegration.


Fragility, temporality and existential angst are, therefore, permanent attributes of the social phenomena we call civil society.


In most cases these movements fight for long-term goals, and the questions they are occupied with are usually either kept out of the political arena, or are only present during campaign periods as battle cries. The success of these social movements lies not in their ability to implement their goals ahead of political parties or against them, but in their capacity to keep burning social, human rights, environmental and other questions on the agenda. They might also pose new questions, in a novel, yet socially relevant way, if need be against the will and interests of the given political elite. They enrich the democratic discourse with new elements and prevent social responsibility and conscience from turning complacent.


In addition, the actors of civil society might play a part in the redrawing of rules and boundaries, especially in cases when struggle in the political arena gets out of hand and the basic elements of democracy are under threat.


The potential of protest, the initiation of critical discourse and the social control of the functioning of state authorities are the three main possibilities that may set out the future tasks of voluntary associations, networks and social movements. Social democratisation is in reality a process, and not a cake that we have no other responsibility for other than  to share it and eat it when it is done.


Therefore, we might find it easier to grasp the essence of the concept of civil society in the interaction between its plurality of forms than in one specific organisational form
.


If we wish to map out the possibilities of civil society in the 21st century, and especially if we are interested in the possibility of an efficient civil society with scope of influence that crosses international boundaries, we need to examine a phenomenon, or more precisely a sentiment, a sense or value that usually escapes the focus of sociologists. As Jeffrey C. Alexander remarks in his latest book, we rarely read about “the construction, destruction and deconstruction of civil solidarity itself“
. In his definition civil society as a subsystem might analytically and to varying degrees empirically be distinguished from political,     economic and religious life.

“…(C(ivil society as a sphere or subsystem of society that is analytically and, to various degrees, empirically separated from the spheres of political, economic, and religious life…It is both a normative and a real concept.“

 
In the footsteps of Norbert Elias and others, Alexander calls our attention to the fact that although civil society is dependent on the other spheres, the sphere of solidarity still enjoys a sense of relative autonomy (and as such should be studied independently), and that civil society cannot be reduced to the realm of institutions. The world of civil society is also the world of structured, socially constructed conscience, “… a network of understandings that operates beneath and above explicit institutions… “
.

 
To the chain of mutual understanding and interdependence belong the codes and discourse of civil symbols. The discourse of civil society employs oppositional pairs. It contrasts activity with passivity, autonomy with dependency, rationality with irrationality, reasonable thought with hysteria. Alexander is right in pointing out that the world created by the discourse is polarised, it offers the image of open society in contrast to the model of a closed, secret, conspiratorial world. The symbolic characteristics on the positive side guarantee the preservation of society, the networks of solidarity on the negative side serve the purpose of undermining mutual respect and destroying social integration.


Language, therefore, carries with it the danger of polarisation and the creation of enemies. The question is always the same: who is it that speaks in the name of civil society, who delineates the ‘in-group’ and the ‘out-group’, and who has access to the resources that are necessary for the maintenance of civil society?


In the case of societies that are in the early stages of democratic development, the danger is especially great that on the one hand new enemies are created through the usage of language, and on the other hand that the discourse of civil or open society is kidnapped in a way that is not civil, not open, and not democratic.

III. A Trans-national Civil Society

 A. The concept of trans-national civil society


When the concept of civil society became fashionable once again at the end of the 1970s and the beginning of the 1980s, after a long gap and great theoretical detours, it articulated a peaceful alternative to an eroding dictatorial system in crisis. Communism along with its society was a moral pathology. Those circles of opposition and alternative social movements that identified themselves in opposition to this moral pathology and regarded themselves more and more consciously to be the representatives and the embodiment of civil society shared a common denominator in the East Central European region and, therefore, there seemed to be nothing unusual about their joint activities. Although their struggle was oriented primarily towards the democratisation and the pluralism of their local societies, their space to manoeuvre and thus their strategy was defined by the expected or unexpected reactions of a supranational power centre. The desire for civility was not constrained to elite intellectual movements. The discourse of civil society evolved almost simultaneously with the discourse about Central Europe. In addition, a number of alternative Eastern European peace groups also co-operated with the European peace movements from the very beginning in the early 1980s. Though the word ‘peace’, just as ‘socialist’, lost almost all of its original significance as a result of incorporation into the official ideological dictionary, the threat of nuclear war across the whole of the continent, the extraordinary degree of mobilisation and desire for dialogue in Western societies, and following on from this the opportunity of expanding the discourse on civil society led to a breakthrough. In 1985, Charter’77 addressed a statement to the Convention on European Nuclear Disarmament. The Prague Appeal called for the restoration of the European unity. As Mary Kaldor, one of the shapers of the European dialogue recalls in her latest study, “the peace movements contributed to the civil society concept of Eastern European opposition groups with a transnational and pan-European dimension.“
.


In the second half of the 1980s, it did not seem like an illusion that East-West dialogue might lead to the sustained co-operation of civil society, which would lead to the strengthening of autonomous, democratic social space in the East and to a revitalisation of democracy in the West. After the 1989 transformations, however, the situation changed fundamentally. With the disappearance of the bipolar logic of the Yalta world order the common foundation for wide social mobilisation also disappeared, and opinions on the unity of Europe were too divided. Once the main political and ideological barriers fell down, economic, welfare and security concerns came to the forefront. In contrast to the not too convincing rhetoric, the reality was that the western half of Europe began to turn its attention inwards and cautiously closed itself off, while in the eastern half fragmentation and disintegration became the main feature. The concept of civil society did not disappear altogether, but it went through a kind of metamorphosis in comparison to the practice and visions of the 1980s
. Bottom up initiatives and movements were gradually replaced by civil organisations and NGOs that were becoming increasingly professional, and in those places where the ethos and mentality of civil society was preserved from the 1980s it either became incapacitated against nationalist tyranny, as in several republics of the former Yugoslavia, or it was pushed into the background and hardly ever heard, as in Hungary and the one-time Czechoslovakia.


A new world was created by the middle of the 1990s: the world of professional NGOs, civil organisations and foundations. Most of these NGOs take over some of the responsibilities of the state, and they do not have particularly warm feelings about the civil ethos or new forms of co-operation. Those civil organisations, however, who carry out their work in the fields of    human rights, minority questions, education, culture and the protection of the environment,  have every right to regard themselves as institutions of civil society. Most of these have integrated into international - predominantly Eastern or Western European - networks, as a result of which their weight and ability to survive have increased considerably. Towards the end of the decade the symptoms of fragmentation and inward-lookingness also seem to have diminished. The idea of Central European co-operation has once again gained modest influence in the civil sphere, just as we are witnessing similar signs in political life, too. Finally, though rather cautiously, the issue of eastern EU enlargement seems to have been set in motion as well.

B. Civil society and European citizenship in the new European space


If we consider civil society to be the sphere of solidarity, we need to be able to answer the question: what causes and maintains this solidarity? This question is especially important in the post-1989 period within the framework of the European Union and European integration. There have been many criticisms of the EU’s unification policy and the concept of a European social and political community. These critiques usually agree that in a social sense it is impossible to talk about a unified Europe;  there is little reward in having a European TELOS if there is no European DEMOS.


It is true that the member states of the EU have voluntarily given up a considerable part of their national sovereignty, in general European nation-states have indeed become weaker in the period after WW II, and they are no longer capable of exercising control over a great number of economic, political and ecological processes. Thus, the framework in which democracy had previously operated has weakened, and in certain cases it has fragmented. This would not present a problem in itself had a new political form replaced it in an unambiguous way. This is exactly the focus of the present debate: can we accept Europe as the new framework, or are we to accept the re-strengthening of European nation-states? Or?


At the moment there is one point on which the advocates of both the strengthening and the weakening of nation-states agree, namely that Europe as a political and social framework is, at present, uncertain and ambiguous. It is therefore unclear what the basis of a Europe-wide civil society could be. In one of his recent articles the Spanish sociologist Victor Pérez-Diaz argues that neither international markets nor trans-national voluntary associations or bureaucracies have the capacity to create the solidarity and trust that could form the basis of a democratic European community
. Without a vivid European public sphere and openness the attractive identity of the Euro-citizen will be impossible to maintain. However, the creation of such a civil medium will not be possible without the intensification of the debates within European public life.


European society today is still dominantly made up of national societies a) the citizens of which are concerned mostly with problems on a national, domestic level, b) the discourse of agitation for Europe is inconsistent with the actual policies of the main political actors, and c) as a result it is not easy to formulate narratives that would contribute to the strengthening of the feeling of belonging to a European community. Apart from the feeling of belonging to a community, the other dominant values of civil social associations are trust, a readiness to co-operate, and being inclusive. According to Dahrendorf’s definition:

“A civil society is a society of citizens who have rights and accept obligations, and who behave in a civil and civilized manner towards each other. It is a society which tries to make sure that no one is excluded, and which offers its members a sense of belonging as well as a constitution of liberty.“


How strong are these values in the societies of the EU member states, and what are the chances that they might be extended to the societies of Central and Eastern Europe?

The answer to the first question is contradictory. Recent empirical studies have shown that nationalism has decreased significantly within the EU, and the willingness to co-operate between former adversaries has increased decidedly. In  contrast, certain social groups and countries who have suffered material losses as a result of the ongoing process of expansion have employed tactics that are far from civilized (e.g., the actions of French producers against the agricultural products of Spain after the latter’s accession, etc.).


However much the most important constituting values and elements of a civil society might be present Europe-wide, the common public sphere that would facilitate the evolution of a trans-national civil society has not yet developed. Only in such a context could we find out whether the members of society are individuals only, driven by motives of radical self-fulfilment, or citizens who take part in public affairs. Another strong need for the emergence of this new public arena is that at present there is nothing to counterbalance the authority of supranational decision-making bodies. It is only in a civil, social context that public affairs can crystallise and a sense of collective identity develop; and it is only on this basis that an adequate relationship might be established between politicians and members of the public.


The creation of a European public sphere, that is of grave importance for the development of a European civil society, is hindered by a number of factors:

1) due to economic and political uncertainties public interest is focused predominantly on questions inside the framework of the nation-state (such as levels of unemployment, the question of the welfare state, etc.);

2) the conduct of the European trans-national political establishment contradicts its rhetoric; on the level of day-to-day management it follows the vested interests of nation states;

3.) the criterion of accountability is missing;

4.) the fatalism of the founding fathers is still in effect, according to which any step forward in the realm of economics or finance will induce a chain reaction on a European level and will facilitate social and political interaction;

5.) the fragmentation arising from the diversity of languages and cultures is further accentuated by the lack of common myths and a common historical narrative.


Pérez-Diaz is certainly right to point out that the expansion of a European public sphere will be the result of active citizenship, and not exclusively the work of a transnational political class, and “secondly, this citizenry could develop a certain critical awareness towards performative contradictions in European policies...(and it can( devote more attention to the problems of reconsidering their remote and recent historical narratives“
.


At this point we come up against a contradiction: the commitment and attachment of Europeans will only strengthen once their institutions guarantee them a greater number of substantial civil rights than any other political medium. Without this it is indeed hard to imagine an efficient European civil society. But who in fact will convince these institutions of this necessity? Who else but the sporadically dispersed elements of transnational civil and social networks and institutions, together with the citizens who make them function? The act of creation and emergence will be an act of magic worthy of Baron Münchausen.


One might find some encouragement in a certain positive phenomenon that is present almost across the whole of the integrating continent, and which is called the ‘habit of co-operation’ by Andrew Shonfield.

“Politicians, civil servants and alas! lobbyists have long discovered Europe as their preferred playing ground. But the habit of cooperation extends much further. Students, young people generally, move easily across European cultural borders. Professionals consult naturally with their colleagues elsewhere. On the boards of foundations and charities, of non-governmental organisations of all kinds the question is asked: what are our European partners doing? Traces of a European i

icivil society are thus unmistakable, even if media and political parties and much else remains national.“


It would be difficult to say today what this readiness to co-operate would develop into within the EU, but a clear sense extends beyond its borders only to a very modest degree. In Dahrendorf’s words EUrope is failing in Europe. Nowhere is the contradiction between the rhetoric and the deeds of EU politicians more apparent than in the case of Central Europe. As the competitive potential of the East Central European region becomes more and more obvious, Europe responds as a collection of self-interested nationalisms. Simultaneously EU politicians acknowledge the fact that in order to facilitate the development of the civil societies and liberal democracies of the region, along with the growth of it market economies, there is a need for a larger volume of trade conducted with Western Europe.


The same contradictions and mechanisms are at work during the distribution of structural and cohesion funds. It seems that at least for the moment the egoism of nation-states suppresses the desire to integrate and European solidarity.

IV. The Habit of  Cooperation and the Traces of Civil Society in Pre-accession East Central Europe


If we understand civil society to be the universal expression of social solidarity, as a feeling of mutual attachment that presupposes the surpassing of particular commitments, loyalties and interests in order to tie together separate individuals with the single string of identity, then we might also say that without trust there is no civil society. If we are interested in the possibility of a civil society emerging in a European framework, we need to pose the question at least from two angles with respect to the divided nature of the European space:

1) what influence can those Western European civil societies that have been involved in the processes of integration for a longer time on the civil societies of the East Central European region, who have only recently become involved in the process and in many respects are still searching for their role?

2) and conversely, what sort of capacity of intake and willingness to co-operate do the actors in civil societies in our part of the world possess? How capable are they of imagining their activities in an expanding new European space, a political, social and cultural context? In other words: is the European social space capable of developing relations based on trust after such a long period of artificial separation? Or will the tendencies of closing-off dominate these new relationships?


As far as East Central Europe is concerned, the illusions of the end of the 1980s rapidly vanished: civil society, together with its central values was quickly pushed aside from the theatre of public life.


In a manuscript that Jeffrey Alexander sent to the Hungarian political weekly Valóság in 1990 (the manuscript was left unpublished), he observes the following:

“Just when intellectuals in Poland and Hungary were celebrating the return of civil society as an ideal, they have encountered it as a social fact…they have experienced that effort to create the good society first hand … Now that they have carved out a civil society, however, intellectuals are not at all sure they want it…The practical task of social reconstruction makes these social ideals difficult for the intellectuals to sustain. HungaryHhhh“
.


Amidst the joy of bringing down the communist state everything indeed seemed civil. Numerous institutions and movements took up the adjective ‘civil’. Borislaw Geremek happened to say in August of 1989: “we don’t need to define (civil society(, we see it and feel it“
. Jiri Dienstbier’s infamous sentence, that following the transitions “civil society is in power” (that is to say “us’) developed in a short period of time from a slogan into an ironic quote. The former Czech foreign minister, the one-time spokesman of Charter’77 was in fact right in that there was indeed a great stream of former ‘dissidents’ towards the positions of power that were left vacant. With the emergence of political parties, however, civil society lost its moral constituting power to a significant degree, and it ceased to be a centre of gravity. The new political elite believed that moral civil society, along with its movements, had fulfilled its destiny, and should now stop stirring up the waters. Some even stepped forward openly against the idea of civil society. Vaclav Klaus went as far as calling it a perverted idea, seeing in it the ideology of collectivism and an ambiguous third way.


Civil society went through a real metamorphosis: certain parts of it disappeared altogether, others were transformed, several movements turned themselves into political parties; local initiatives either faded away, or were co-opted by local politics, and many civil organisations were forced to sell themselves in a financial or political sense in the struggle for survival. A desperate fight awaited those who had managed to preserve their identities: they were in need of time, willpower, money and new expertise for continued operation and self-sustainability. In the meantime a process of disintegration and atomisation rather than civilisation swept the region of East Central Europe. As Elemér Hankiss concisely observes:

“By now, millions of people have lost, or fear that they may lose, their traditional roles and positions in the sphere of production and distribution. They have lost their way in the labyrinths of social and industrial relationships, which are in the midst of a chaotic transformation. People do not know any more, or yet, what are the rules of the new games, what are their duties and rights, what they have to do for what, what is the cost and reward of what. There is no authority to tell, there are no values to refer to.”
.


During the last decade sociological literature - especially in Poland and Hungary - has called our attention over and over again to the strengthening tendency of continuity in institutional and social mentality. Aleksander Smolar speaks directly of a new “socialist civil society”. “Shadow society”
 is the term he uses to describe the collection of informal social relations that were created by people in the 1970s and 1980s to defend themselves from the existing form of socialism. These informal networks of social co-operation contributed greatly to the acceptance of shock therapy and the initial hardships of the transition. In time, however, as the enthusiasm for “the return to Europe” receded and the pain caused by the reforms intensified, the emphasis shifted to the defence of material interests. The re-strengthening of the antiliberal, etatist hierarchy of values came together with a nostalgia for the socialist state of the recent past that had offered a certain form of protection and security. The effects this had on Hungarian and Polish political and social life are well-known. In societies that have become uncertain and terrified of their unknown future - thus in most of the region of East Central Europe - democratic politics with its half-established rules and often contradictory laws frequently deters or alienates rather than attracts the majority of society that has no means of participating in decision-making. As a parallel process the value of the trust invested into informal family relationships and close ties of friendships gains weight.


Smolar calls it the irony of history that real socialism found its refuge precisely in the very world of civil society that it had previously sought to strangle. Even though this phenomenon is not characteristic of the ever-changing sphere of civil societies in East Central Europe as a whole, it still signals the existence of the number and depth of contradictions that posses the power to determine social values, personal life strategies and perspectives and the willingness to co-operate. An old and a new world are engaged in a fight against each other, or in certain cases coexist side by side, often in an absurd way, in schizophrenic complementarities and parallel functions in state institutions, in the circles of civil organisations and in the mentalities and value hierarchies of almost-citizens and almost-participant individuals.


After a short-lived upheaval of trust, co-operation and solidarity the societies of democratising East Central Europe are once again characterised by distrust and atomisation. The presence of trust on a social scale fulfils universal requirements, those of order, of the ability to depend on an accepted pattern of events, of efficiency, of correctness.  As social life in a vacuum is impossible, with the loss of trust certain substitute mechanisms replace its role, such as:


- providencialism, which leads to passivity and stagnation (in Giddens’ words it brings about the regression of the discourse from representation to fate);


- corruption, which creates the illusion of control over a chaotic environment;


- ghettoisation, which compensates the diffuse distrust of wider society with a stronger loyalty to groups such as the tribe, the ethnicity or the family, and this often goes hand in hand with xenophobia;


- paternalisation, the desire for a strong leadership as the single possible solution against a chaotic, dangerous world that is hard to calculate; etc.


Our everyday experience confirms what the sociological literature of the 1990s unambiguously demonstrates that post-communist societies are characterised by an epidemic-like distrust.


In an environment lacking in trust distrust seems rational. Those who portray trust are seen not only as losers, but also as naive, silly, stupid and credulous. Cynicism, cheating, egoism, and the breaking of laws etc. might even become sources of pride as values - contributing further to the erosion of trust itself. Moralisation and preaching have little effect on this state of affairs, because in the land of distrust noone trusts those who preach.


The only effective remedy against the epidemic of distrust is continuing social democratisation, the persistent repair of democratic mechanisms and institutions, of the contradictory laws and rules of the game that had been put together in haste, and the fine-tuning of all these to achieve harmony in an ever-changing world. This is the only way to gradually replace temporality with a sense of credibility, the uncertainties of institutional functioning with accountability, secrecy and intransparent chaos with transparency, monocentrism with plurality, inefficiency with integrity, etc.


Apart from the internal reserves and skills of democratisation there is also an important role to be played in this process by external challenges, incentives and pressures. It is the interplay of these internal and external conditions which determines whether or not the chain of mutual loyalties and interdependencies will exert a civilising force, and whether this will lead to a civil society that crosses frontiers.


There is a long way ahead of us before this process becomes self-inductive. The question is how much we can do, and what is it that we have to do straight away?


The means available to sociology and the social sciences in general are not as limited as we might think at first.

1. With its precise and diversified analysis, critical social sciences might assist a European public sphere in understanding the problems faced by Eastern and Central European societies and facilitate the development of an emerging sense of solidarity;

2. On the other hand by analysing and ‘translating’ the often complex and intransparent processes related to the European Union and integration in general it might help the general public of these societies in developing a European or near-European public thinking and debate. The Eastern and Central European public reacts in a very sensitive manner to any form of propaganda or attempt at indoctrination. On the other hand, it is very “grateful” when faced with honesty, it is ready to identify with problems if it understands that these problems are perspectively its own problems as well.

3. Instead of presenting the European Union and its institutions as a schoolbook full of exercises, or as a telephone directory to be learned by heart, it might be helpful by presenting these as processes, along with their contradictions and their wide possibility of outcomes.

4. It might be helpful by identifying those specific points of breakthrough where the East Central European societies might successfully engage in these all-European processes, and where they can begin to move away from their current position of poor claimant towards the category of a trusted partner;

5. It might help us in coming to terms with our new roles - how we see ourselves, and how we are perceived through European eyes, and at the same time

6. holding a mirror in front of the often soulless and unnecessarily bureaucratic institutions, civil servants and politicians of the European Union;

7. Thus through its own means it might take part in the development of a more spacious sphere of European public life, facilitating the processes of European  citizenship.


The altered conditions of the post-1989 world require new spiritual and ethical attitudes and behaviour. The creation of local, domestic, regional etc. forums, and their integration into the mainstream of global and European discourse requires more imagination and courage than Phare aid. This is what we can do today, and what we must do today.

European state or European civil society?


Civil society is not a final remedy to all social evil.  It does not eliminate conflicts and differences, in fact it even presupposes their existence, it is through these that civil society strengthens itself. Instead of reinforcing them towards a violent outcome, instead of turning them into unresolvable antagonisms it civilises them. The process of European civilisation described by Norbert Elias might continue with the successful expansion of European integration.


The creative chaos that characterises the European Union today does not prevent the development of European public spaces where the status of European public citizenship might be supplemented by further elements without the threat of loss to the strong ties to the natural environment, the homeland or ethnicity.


The European public of today does not call for the creation of a European State, in spite of the fact that the half century behind us has shown a great degree of success in the process of European integration. It is quite likely that the process will continue along the traces of the European civil society.

What are we to do with the concept of civil society?


It is possible to accept responsibility for a yet unformed future. Civil society is an acceptable political programme, although it would be impossible to win elections with it in Hungary. It is a practical moral compass in a world of dissolved values.


The programme of a European civil society is anything but a utopia. If we take a look at the European scenarios for the next millennium prepared by one of the most influential European think tanks, the Forward Studies Unit, we find that two out of five scenarios (“shared responsibilities” and “creative society”) are concerned with the Europeanisation of civil society or the new civilisational process of a wider Europe. Two to five; that is not a bad ratio! Ladies and gentlemen, civil society is one of the alternatives for Europe, for a better Europe.


Nobody knows better than sociologists themselves the historical phenomenon that Max Weber called  “unintended results”. This is why it is advisable to understand European civil society itself as a form of creative chaos  rather  than a new, crystal clear social set-up.  As the most bearable set in the existing world, the widest space we can imagine for  the time that we can still call home,   where we might create a Good Society, or at least a better society than the one we have.
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