THE USESAND ABUSESOF'CIVIL SOCIETY'
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Welivein curioustimes. Just when intellectual sof the Leftin theWest havea
rareopportunity to do somethinguseful, if not actually world-historic, they -
or largesectionsaf them— areinfull retreat. Just when reformersin the Soviet
Union and Eastern Europe are lookingto Western capitdism for paradigms
of economic and political success, many o us appear to be abdicating the
traditional role of the Western left as critic of capitalism. Just when more
than ever we need a Karl Marx to reveal theinner workingsof the capitalist
system, or aFriedrich Engels to exposeitsugly redlities'on theground', what
we are gettingisan army of ‘post-Marxists one of whose principal functions
isapparently to conceptualizeaway the problem of capitalism.

The 'post-modem’ world, we are told, is a pastiche o fragments and
'difference. The systemic unity of capitalism, its 'objective structures and
totalizing imperatives, have given way (if they ever existed) to a bricolage
of multiplesocid redlities, a pluralisticstructure so diverse and flexible that
it can be rearranged by discursive construction. The traditional capitalist
economy has been replaced by a 'post-Fordist' fragmentation, where every
fragment opens up a spacefor emancipatory struggles. The congtitutiveclass
relationsd capitalism represent only one persona ‘identity' among many
others, nolonger 'privileged' by its historiccentrality. And o on.

Despite the diversity of current theoretical trends on the left and their
various means of conceptually dissolving capitalism, they often share one
especialy serviceable concept: 'cvil society’. After a long and somewhat
tortuoushistory, after aseriesdf milestonesin the worksof Hegel, Marx and
Gramsci, thisversatileidea has becomean all-purposecatchwordfor theleft,
embracingawideranged emancipatory aspirations, aswdl - it must besaid -
asawholeset of excusesfor political retreat. However constructiveitsusesin
defendinghuman libertiesagaingt state oppression, or in markingout aterrain
of socid practices, ingtitutions and relations neglected by the ‘old' Marxist
left, 'civil society' isnow in danger of becomingan dibi for capitalism.

The Idea of Civil Society: A Brief Historical Sketch
The current usage o 'divil society' or the conceptual opposition of 'state!
and 'civil society', has been inextricably associated with the development of
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capitalism. There hascertainly been alongintellectual traditionin the West,
even reachingback toclassical antiquity, which hasin variouswaysdelineated
aterrainof human association, somenotion of 'society’, distinctfromthebody
politicand with moral claimsindependent of , and sometimesopposed to, the
gtate's authority. Whatever other factors have been at work in producing
such concepts, their evolution has been from the beginning bound up with
the development of private property as a digtinct and autonomouslocus of
socid power. For example, although the ancient Romans, like the Greeks,
till tended to identify the state with the community of citizens, the 'Roman
people, they did produce some major advancesin the conceptual separation
of state and 'society’, especially in the Roman Law which distinguished
between public and private spheresand gave private property a legd status
and clarity it had never enjoyed before.1 | n that sense, the modem concept of
'civil society', itsassociationwith the specific property relationsof capitalism,
isa variation on an old theme. At the sametime, any attempt to dilute the
specificity of this 'dvil society’, to obscure its differentiation from earlier
conceptions of 'society’, risksdisguising the particularity of capitdism itsdf
as a distinct socia form with its own characteristic socia relations, its own
modes of appropriation and exploitation, its own rulesof reproduction, its
own systemic imperatives.*

The very particular modem conception of 'civil society' — a conception
which appeared systematically for the first time in the eighteenth century
- is something quite distinct from earlier notions of 'society”: civil society
represents a separate sphere of human relations and activity, differentiated
from the state but neither public nor private or perhaps both at once,
embodying not only a whole range of socia interactions apart from the
private sphere of the household and the public sphere of the state, but
more specificaly a network of distinctively econoni ¢ relations, the sphere
o the market-place, the arena of production, distribution and exchange. A
necessary but not sufficient precondition for this conception of civil society
wasthe modem idead the state as an abstract entity with itsown corporate
identity, which evolved with the rise of European absolutism; but the full
conceptua differentiation of 'civil society' required the emergence of an
autonomous '‘economy’, separated out from the unity of the ‘politica’ and
‘economic’ which still characterized the absol utist state.

Paradoxically — or perhaps not so paradoxicaly - the early usages of
the term 'civil society' in the birthplace of capitalism, in early modem
England, far from establishing an opposition between dvil society and the
state, conflated the two. In 16th and 17th century English politica thought,
'civil society' wastypically synonymouswith the'commonwealth' or "political
society'. Thisconflation of state and 'society’ represented the subordination
of the state to the community of private-property holders (as against both
monarch and 'multitude’) which congtituted the political nation. It reflected
aunique political dispensation, in which the dominant classdependedfor its
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wealth and power increasingly on purely ‘economic’ modesd appropriation,
instead of on directly coercive 'extra-economic’ modes of accumulation by
political and military means, likefeudal rent-takingor absol utist taxation and
office-holding as primary instrumentsdf private appropriation.

But if English usage tended to blur the distinction between state and
civil society, it was English conditions - the very same system of property
relations and capitalist appropriation, but now more advanced and with
a more highly developed market mechanism — which made possible the
modem conceptual opposition between the two. When Hegel constructed his
conceptua dichotomy, Napoleon was hisinspiration for the 'modem' state;
but it was primarily the capitalist economy of England - through the medium
of classical political economigts like Smith and Steuart - that provided the
modd of 'civil society' (with certain digtinctively Hegelian corrections and
improvements). Hegel’s identification of 'civil' with 'bourgeois society was
more than jugt a fluke of the German language. The phenomenon which
he designated by the term burgerliche Gesellschaft was a historically specific
socid form. Although this 'civil society' did not refer exclusively to purely
‘economic' institutions(it was, for exampl e, supplemented by Hegel’s modem
adaptation of medieva corporate principles), the modem ‘economy’ wasits
essential condition. For Hegel, the possibility of preserving both individual
freedom and the 'universdity' of the state, instead of subordinating one to
the other as earlier societies had done, rested on the emergence of a new
classand awhole new sphere of socid existence: adistinct and autonomous
‘economy’. It wasin this new sphere that private and public, particular and
universal, could meet through theinteractionaf privateinterests, onaterrain
which was neither household nor state but a mediation between the two.

Marx, d course, transformed Hegel’s distinction between the state and
dvil society by denying the universadlity of the state and inssting that the
state expressed the particularities of 'civil society' and its class relations, a
discovery which compelled him to devote his life's work to exploring the
anatomy o ‘civil society' in the form of acritiquedf political economy. The
conceptua differentiation of state and civil society was thus a precondition
to Mam's analysisdf capitalism, but the effect of that analysiswas to deprive
the Hegelian digtinction of itsrationale. The state-civil society dualism more
or lessdisappeared from the mainstream of political discourse.

It required Gramsci's reformulation to revive the concept of civil society
as a central organizing principle of socialist theory. The object of this new
formulation was to acknowledge both the complexity of political power in
the parliamentary or congtitutional states of the West, in contrast to more
openly coerciveautocracies, and thedifficulty of supplantingasystem of class
dominationin which class power has no clearly visible point of concentration
in the state but is diffised throughout society and its cultural practices.
Gramsci thusappropriatedthe concept of civil society to mark out theterrain
o anew kind of struggle which would take the battle against capitalism not
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only to its economic foundationsbut to its cultural and ideological rootsin
everyday life.

The New Cult o Civil Society

Gramsci’s conception of 'civil society' was unambiguoudy intended as a
weapon against capitalism, not an accommodationto it. Despite the appeal
to his authority which has become a staple of the 'new revisonism', the
concept in its current usage no longer has this unequivocally anti-capitalist
intent. 1t has now acquired a whole new set of meaningsand consequences,
somevery positivefor the emancipatory projectsof theleft, othersfar lessso.
The twocontrary impulsescan be summed upin thisway: the new concept of
‘civil society' signadsthat the left haslearned the lessonsof liberalism about
the dangers of state oppression, but we seem to be forgetting the lessons
we once learned from the sociaist tradition about the oppressions of civil
society. On the one hand, the advocates of civil society are strengthening
our defencedf non-state institutionsand relationsagainst the power of the
state; on the other hand, they are tending to weaken our resistance to the
coercionsaf capitalism.

The concept o ‘civil society' is being mohilized to serve so many varied
purposesthat it isimpossibleto isolatea single school of thought associated
with it; but some common dominant themes have emerged. 'Civil society’ is
generaly intended to identify an arenaof (at least potential) freedomoutside
the state, a space for autonomy, voluntary associationand plurality or even
conflict, guaranteed by the kind of ‘forma democracy' which has evolved
in the West. The concept is aso meant to reduce the capitalist system (or
the 'economy’) to one of many spheres in the plura and heterogeneous
complexity of modem society. The concept of ‘civil society' can achieve
this effect in one of two principa ways. It can be made to designate that
multiplicityitself asagainst the coercionsof both state and capitalisteconomy;
or, morecommonly, it can encompassthe'economy’ withinalarger spherecof
a multiple non-stateinstitutionsand relations.3In either case, the emphasis
ison the plurality of socia relationsand practicesamong which the capitalist
economy takesits placeasone of many.

The principal current usages — which will be the main focus of this
discussion - proceed from the distinction between civil society and stete.
'Civil society' is defined by the advocates of this digtinctionin termsof a
few simple oppositions: for example, 'the state (and its military, policing,
legal, administrative, productive, and cultural organs) and the non-state
(market-regulated, privately controlled or voluntarily organized) ream of
civil society’;4 or ‘political' vs 'socid’ power, ‘public’ vs ‘private’ law,
'state-sanctioned (dis)information and propaganda vs. 'fredly circulated
public opinion.’> In this definition, 'civil society’ encompassesa very wide
range of institutionsand relations, from households, trade unions, voluntary
associations, hospitals, churches, to the market, capitalist enterprises,indeed
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the whole capitalist economy. The significant antithesesare smply state and
non-state, or perhapspolitical and social.

Thisdichotomyapparentlycorrespondstotheopposition betweencoercion,
asembodied in the state, andfreedom or voluntary action, which belongs-
in principleif not necessarily in practice - to civil society. Civil society may
be in various ways and degrees submerged or eclipsed by the state, and
different political systems or whole ‘historical regions may vary according
to the degree of 'autonomy' which they accord to the non-state sphere. It
is a gpecid characterigtic of the West, for example, that it has given riseto
a uniquely well-developed separation of state and civil society, and hence a
particularly advanced form of political freedom.

The advocates of this gate-civil society distinction generally ascribe to
it two principal benefits. First, it focuses our attention on the dangers
o state oppression and on the need to set proper limits on the actions
o the state, by organizing and reinforcing the pressures againgt it within
society. In other words, it revives the liberal concern with the limitation
and legitimation of political power, and especially the control of such power
by freedom of association and autonomousorgani zation within society, too
often neglected by the L eftin theory and practice. Second, the concept of civil
society recognizesand cel ebratesdifferenceand diversity. Itsadvocatesmake
pluralism a primary good, in contrast, it is claimed, to Marxism, which is,
they say, essentially monistic, reductionist, economistic.6 Thisnew pluralism
invitesusto appreciatea wholerange of institutions and relationsneglected
by traditional socidismin its preoccupation with the economy and class.

The impetus to the revival of this conceptual dichotomy has come from
several directions. The strongest impulse is now undoubtedly coming from
Eastern Europe, where 'civil society' has become a mgjor weapon in the
ideological arsenal of opposition forces againgt state oppression. Here, the
issues are fairly clear: the state — including both its political and economic
apparatusesof domination — can be more or less unambiguoudy set against
a (potentialy) free space outside the state. The civil society/state antithesis
can, for example, be said to correspond nestly to the opposition of Solidarity
to Party and State.”

The crisisof the Communigt states has, needless to say, also left a deep
impression on the Western left, convergirg with other influences: the
limitations of socid democracy, with its unbounded faith in the state as
the agent of socid improvement, as wdl as the emergence of emancipatory
struggles by socid movements, not based on class, with a sengtivity to
dimensions of human experience all too often neglected by the traditional
socidistleft. These heightened sensitivitiesto the dangers posed by the state
and to thecomplexitiesof human experience have been associatedwith awide
range d activisms, taking in everything from feminism, ecology and pesce,
to congtitutional reform. Each of these projects has often drawn upon the
concept of cvil society.
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No socidlist can doubt the value of these new sensitivities, but there
must be serious misgivings about this particular method of focusing our
attention on them. We are being asked to pay a heavy price for the all-
embracing concept of ‘dvil society'. This conceptual portmanteau, which
indiscriminately lumps together everything from households and voluntary
associations to the economic system of capitalism, confuses and disguises
as much as it reveds. In Eastern Europe, it can be made to apprehend
everything from the defence of political rights and cultural freedoms to
the marketization of post-capitalist economies or even the restoration of
capitalism. 'Civil society' can serve as a code-word or cover for capitalism,
and the market can be lumped together with other lessambiguousgoodslike
political and intellectual libertiesas an unequivocally desirable goal .

But if thedangersaof thisconceptua strategy and of assigningthe market to
the free space o 'civil society' appear to pa e beforethe enormity of Stalinist
oppression in the East, problemsaof an altogether different order arisein the
West, wherecapitalism does actually exist and where state-oppressionis not
an immediate and massive evil which overwhelms dl other socid ills. Since
in thiscase'cvil society' is madeto encompass awholelayer of social reality
which does not exist in post-capitalist societies, the implicationsadf its usage
arein someimportant respectseven more problematic.

Here, the danger lies in the fact that the totalizing logic and the coercive
power of capitalism become invisible, when the whole socia system of
capitalism is reduced to one set of institutionsand relations among many
others, on awnceptual par with householdsor voluntary associations. Such
a reduction is, indeed, the principal distinctive feature of 'civil society' in
its new incarnation. Its effects is to conceptualize away the problem of
capitalism, by disaggregating society into fragments, with no over-arching
power structure, no totalizing unity, no systemic coercions—in other words,
no capitaist system, with itsexpansionary driveand itscapacity to penetrate
every aspect of socid life.

It is atypicd strategy of the 'civil society' argument — indeed, its raison
d'#re — to attack Marxist ‘reductionism’ or 'ewnomism'. Marxism, itissaid,
reducescivil society tothe'mode of production', the capitalisteconomy. 'The
importanceaf other institutionsof civil society - suchashousehol ds, churches,
scientificand literary associations, prisonsand hospital - isdevalued.’8

Whether or not Marxists have habitually paid too little attention to these
‘other' institutions, the weaknessd this juxtaposition (the capitalisteconomy
and 'other ingtitutions' like hospitals?) should be immediately apparent. It
must surely be possible even for non-Marxiststo acknowledge, for example,
the very smple truth that in the West hospital sare situated within a capitalist
economy which has profoundly affected the organization of health care and
the nature of medical institutions. But is it possible to conceive of an
analogous proposition about the effects of hospitals on capitalism? Does
Keane’s statement mean that Marx did not value householdsand hospitals, or
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isit rather that hedid not attributeto themthesamehistorically determinative
force?1sthere no basisfor distinguishingamongthesevarious'ingtitutions on
dl sortsof quantitativeand qualitative grounds, from size and scopeto social
power and historical efficacy? In the usage adopted here by John Keane -
which is far from atypical — the concept of dvil society evades questions
like this. It adso has the effect of confusing the moral claims of 'other’
institutionswith their determinativepower, or-rather of dismissing altogether
the essentially empirical question of historical and socid determinations.

Thereisanother version of the argument which, instead of Ssmply evading
the systemic totality of capitalism, explicitly denies it. The very existence
o other modes of domination than class relations, other principles of
gtratification than classinequality, other socia strugglesthan classstruggle,
istakento demonstratethat capitalism, whose wnstitutive relation isclass, is
not a totalizingsystem. The Marxist preoccupation with ‘economic’ relations
and classat the expensed other socid relationsand identitiesis understood
to demonstratethat the attempt to ‘totalize[d] al society from the standpoint
of one sphere, the economy or the mode of production,’ is misconceivedfor
the simplereason that other 'spheres self-evidently exist.?

This argument is circular and question-begging. To deny the totalizing
logic of capitalism, it is not enough merdy to indicatethe plurality of social
identitiesand relations. The classrelation which constitutescapitalismisnot,
after all, just a personal identity, nor even just a principledf 'stratification'
or inequality. It is not only a specific syssem o power relations but adso
the wnstitutive relation of a digtinctive socia process, the dynamic of
accumulation and the sdf-expansion of capital. Of course it can be essily
- sdlf-evidently - shown that classis not the only principleof 'stratification',
the only form of inequality and domination. But this tells us virtudly
nothing about the totaizing logic o capitalism. To substantiate the denial
o that logic, it would have to be convincingly demonstrated that these
other 'spheres do not come - or not in any significant way — within the
determinativeforce of capitalism, its system of social property relations, its
expansionary imperatives, itsdrivefor accumulation, its commodification of
dl socid life, itscreationaf the market asanecessity,acompulsivemechanism
of sdf-sugtaining 'growth’, and so on. But 'civil society' arguments (or,
indeed, 'post-Marxist' argumentsin general) do not typicaly take the form
of higtorically and empiricaly refuting the determinativeeffectsof capitalist
relations. Instead, (when they do not take thesimplecircular form: capitalism
isnot a totalizingsystem becauseother spheresexist) they tend to proceed as
abstract philosophical arguments, asinternal critiquesof Marxist theory, or,
most commonly, asmoral prescriptionsabout thedangersdf devaluing ‘other’
spheresaof human experience.

In one form or another, capitalism is cut down to the size and weight of
‘other' singular and specific ingtitutionsand disappears into a conceptual
night where dl cats are grey. The strategy o dissolving capitalism into an
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unstructuredand undifferentiatedplurality of social institutionsand relations
cannot help but weaken both the analytic and the normative force of 'civil

society', its capacity to deal with the limitation and legitimation of power,

as wdl as its usefulnessin guiding the 'new socia movements. The current
theoriesocclude'civil society' initsdistinctivesenseasasocia formspecificto
capitalism, asystemictotality withinwhich al 'other' institutionsare situated
and al socid forces must find their way, a specific and unprecedented
sphere of social power, which poses wholly new problems of legitimation
and control, problemsnot addressed by traditional theoriesdf the state nor
by contemporary liberalism.

Capitalism,'Formal Democracy’, and the Specificity of the West

One o the principal charges levelled againg Marxism by the advocates of
'civil society' isthat it endangersdemocraticfreedomsby identifyingWestern
'forma democracy' — the legal and political forms which guarantee a free
space for 'civil society' - with capitalism: 'civil' = 'bourgeois society. The
danger, they claim, isthat we might be tempted to throw out the baby with the
bath water, toreject liberal democracytogether with capitalism.10 \We should
instead, they argue, acknowledge the benefits of forma democracy, while
expanding its principles of individual freedom and equality by dissociating
themfrom capitalismin order to deny that capitdismisthesoleor best means
of advancing these principles.

It must be said that criticism of contemporary Western Marxism on these
groundsmust disregard the bulk of Marxist political theory sincethe sixties,
and especidly since the theory o the state was revived by the ‘Miliband-
Poulantzas debate. Certainly civil libertieswere a major preoccupation of
both the principalsin that controversy, and of many otherswho havefollowed
in their train. Even the contentionthat 'classicd’ Marxism - in the person of
Marx or Engels — was too indifferent to civil libertiesis open to question.
But without reducing this discussion to a merely textual debate about the
Marxist (‘classicd' or contemporary) attitude to 'bourgeois liberties, let us
accept that al socialists, Marxist or otherwise, must upholdcivil liberties(now
commonly, if somewhat vaguely, called'human rights), principlesdf legality,
freedom of speech and association, and the protection of a'non-state' sphere
against incursionsby the state. We must acknowledge that someinstitutional
protections of this kind are necessary conditionsof any democracy, even
though we may not accept the identification of democracy with, or its
confinement to, the formal safeguards of 'liberalism’, and even if we may
believethat 'liberal’ protectionswill haveto takeadifferent institutional form
in sociaist democracy than under capitalism. 11

Difficultiesnevertheless remain in the 'dvil society' argument. There are
other ways(indeed the principa waysin Marxist theory) of associating‘formal
democracy' with capitalismthan by rejecting the one with the other. We can
recognizethe historical and structural connectionswithout denying the value
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o civil liberties. An understanding of these connections neither compelsus
to devalue aivil liberties, nor doesit oblige usto accept capitdism asthe sole
or best meansdf maintainingindividual autonomy; and it leavesus perfectly
free asoto acknowledgethat capitalism, whilein certain historical conditions
conduciveto ‘forma democracy’, caneasily dowithoutit - asit hasdonemore
than oncein recent history.

There are, on the contrary, real dangersinfailing to see the connections
or mistaking their character. There are real dangers in giving an account
of Western democracy as an autonomous development, independent of the
historical processes which produced capitdism. And the dangers affect both
sides of the equation, limiting our understanding of both democracy and
capitalism.

The historical and structural connection between formal democracy and
capitalismcan beformulated in termsof the separationdf the statefrom civil
society.12 Much depends, however, on how we interpret that separation and
the historical processwhich brought it about. Thereisaview of history,and a
concomitant interpretation of the state-civil society separation, which cannot
see the evolution of capitalism as anything but progressive. It is a view of
history commonly associated with liberalismor 'bourgeois ideology, but one
which seemsincreasingly to underlie conceptionsdf democracy on the L eft.

Let us sketch the traditional liberal version first. A few essential charac-
teristicsstand out: 1) a tendency to view history as a process of progressive
individuation, generally associated with the evolution of private property,
as communal or 'gentile’ ingtitutionsand property-forms increasingly give
way to more individuaized modes of appropriation and consciousness; 2)
a conception of the state as a response to this evolution from communal
principlesto individualityand private property, which callsfor new, political
ingtitutions to replace old communal forms inadequate to deal with this
degree o individuation; 3) a view of history, progressand the evolution of
freedom which locatesthe principled historical motion in the contradiction
between individual and state, or perhaps between state and civil society -
as an aggregate of (often mutualy antagonistic) individuals - in contrast,
for example, to a focus on class contradictions or relationsdf exploitation;
4) atendency to identify milestonesin the ascent of the propertied classes
asthe principa landmarks of history: Magna Carta, 1688, the establishment
o congtitutional principles whose object was to strengthen the hand o the
propertied classes against both monarchical power and the multitude.13 At
some critical point, these developments begin to be called 'democratic' -
so that, for example, American and European school-children are taught to
think of such advancesin the power of the landed aristocracy as the pivota
moments in the evolution of democracy. Such a definition of democracy
would never haveoccurred to the mgjor participantsin the relevant historical
events, for whom consolidating the power of the landed classes was, by
definition,for good or for evil, anti-democratic.
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Marx himsdf did not subject the libera view of history to the same
thorough critique that he applied to classical political economy.4 But from
the beginning, there was a different view of history at the core of his own
digtinctive lifeés work: history as the development of exploitative relations
and the progressive separation of producersfrom the conditionsof |abour,
property as alienation, the specificity of capitalism and itslaws of motion -
in short, everything implied by the critique of political economy. What we
seem to be witnessing now is a new left version of the old libera history
without thisother side.

The historical presuppositionsunderlyingthe advocacy of 'civil society' are
seldom explicitly spelled out. There is, however, a particularly useful and
sophisticated account by a Hungarian scholar, recently published in English
in a volume devoted to reviving ‘civil society' (East and West), which may
serveasamodel of the relevant historical interpretation.

In an attempt to characterizethree different 'historical regionsof Europe'
- Western and Eastern Europe and something in between = Jeno Sziics
(following I stvan Bibo) offersthe followingaccount of the 'Western' model,
in 'a search for the deepest roots o a "democratic way of organizing
society’ .15 The mogt distinctive'characteristic of the West is the structural
— and theoretical — separation of "society" from the “state”’16, a unique
development which lies at the heart o Western democracy, while its
correspondingabsence in the East accountsfor an evolution from autocracy
to totalitarianism. The roots of this devel opment, according to Sziics, lie in
Western feudalism.

The uniqueness of Western history lay, according to thisargument, in ‘an
entirely unusual "'take-off"in therisedf civilizations. Thistake-off took place
amidst disintegrationinstead of integration, and amidst declining civilization,
re-agrarianizationand mounting political anarchy.™* Thisfragmentation and
disintegrationwerethe preconditionsof the separationdf 'society’ and 'state'.
In the high civilizationsof the East, where no such separationtook place, the
political function continued to be exercised 'downwards from above'.

In the process of feudal 'fragmentation’ in the West, the old political
relations of states and subjects were replaced by new socid ties, of a
contractual nature, between lords and vassds. This subgtitution of social-
contractual relationsfor political relationshad amongits major consequences
anew principledf humandignity, freedomand the'honour' o theindividual .
And theterritorial disintegrationintosmall unitseach with itsown customary
law produced a decentralization of lav which could resigt "'descending”
mechanismsof exercisingpower’.18 \When sovereignty waslater reconstructed
by the Western monarchies, the new state was essentialy constituted
'vertically from below'. '™ |t was a'unity in plurality' that made ‘freedoms
the 'internal organizing principles of Western social structure 'and led to
something which drew the line so sharply between the medieva West and
many other civilizations: the birth of " society' as an autonomous entity.’20
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There is much in this argument that is truly illuminating, but equally
instructiveisthe bias in itsangle of vison. Here, in fact, are all the staples
o liberal history: the progressdf civilization (at least in the West) as an
unambiguousascent of individud ‘freedom’ and 'dignity’ (if thereisacritical
difference between Sziicss account and the traditional liberal view, it isthat
the latter is more frank about the identification of individuality with private
property); the primefocuson the tension between individual or 'society’ and
the state as the moving force of history; even — and perhaps especidly -
the tendency to associate the advance of civilization, and democracy itself,
with milestonesin the ascent of the propertied classes. Although there was
nothing demacratic about the medieval West, Sziics concedes, thisis where
the 'deepest roots of democracy are to be found. It isasif the 'constitutive
idea of modern democracy were lordship.

The same ‘fragmentation’, the same replacement of political relations by
socid and contractual bonds, the same ‘parcellization’ of sovereignty, the
same 'autonomy of society', even while their uniqueness and importance
in the trajectory of Western development are acknowledged, can be seen
in a different light, with rather different consequencesfor our appreciation
of ‘civil society' and the development of Western democracy.

Supposewelook at the samesequenced eventsfrom adifferent angle. The
divergenced the'West' from the 'Eastern’ pattern of state-formationbegan,
o course, much earlier than medieval feudalism. It could be traced as far
back asearly Greek antiquity, but for our purposesa critical benchmark can
beidentifiedin ancient Rome?!. Thisdivergence, it needsto be stressed, had
to do not only with palitical forms but aboveal with modesof appropriation
- and here developments in the Roman system of private property were
decisve. (It isa curious but 'symptomatic' feature of Sziicss argument that
modes of appropriationand exploitation do not figure centrally, if at al, in
hisdifferentiation of the three historical regionsof Europe- which may also
explain hisinsistenceon aradical break betweenantiquity and feudalism. At
the very least, the survival of Roman law, the quintessential symbol of the
Roman property regime, should have signalled to Sziics some fundamental
continuity between the Western ‘autonomy' of civil society and the Roman
system of appropriation.)

Romerepresentsastrikingcontrast to other 'high' civilizations- bothinthe
ancientworld and centurieslater — whereaccessto great wealth, to thesurplus
labour of otherson alarge scale, was typicaly achieved through the medium
o the state (for example, late-imperia China, which had a highly developed
system of private property but where great wealth and power resided not in
land so much asin the state, in the bureaucratic hierarchy whose pinnacle
wasthe court and imperia officialdom). Romewas distinctivein itsemphasis
on private property, on the acquisition of massive land-holdings, asa means
o appropriation. The Roman aristocracy had an insatiable appetitefor land
which created unprecedented concentrations of wealth and a predatory
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imperial power unrivalled by any other ancient empire in its hunger not
samply for tribute but for ferritory. And it was Rome which extended its
regime of private property throughout a vast and diverse empire, governed
without a massivebureaucracy but instead througha'municipa'’ systemwhich
effectively constitutedafederation of local aristocracies. The result wasavery
specific combination of a strong imperial state and a dominant propertied
classautonomousfrom it, astrong state which at the sametime encouraged,
instead of impeding, the autonomousdevelopment of private property. It was
Rome, in short, whichfirmly and self-conscioudyestablished private property
as an autonomouslocus of socia power, detachedfrom, whilesupported by,
the state.

The'fragmentation’ of feudalismmust beseenin thislight, asrootedin the
privatization of power already inherent in the Roman property system and
in the Empire's fragmented 'municipal’ administration. When the tensions
between the Roman imperial state and the autonomous power o private
property were finally resolved by the disintegration of the central state, the
autonomouspower of property remained. Theold political relationsd rulers
and subjectsweregradually dissolvedinto the'socid' relations betweenlords
and vassdls, and more particularly, lords and peasants. In the institution of
lordship, political and economic powerswere united asthey had been where
thestatewasamajor sourcedf privatewesdlth; but thistime, that unity existed
in afragmented and privatized form.

Seen from this perspective, the development of the West can hardly be
viewed as amply the rise of individudity, the rule of law, the progress
of freedom or power from 'below’; and the autonomy of ‘cvil society'
acquires a different meaning. The very developments described by Sziics
in these terms are also, and at the same time, the evolution of new forms
of exploitation and domination (the constitutive 'power from below' is,
after all, the power o lordship), new relationsof persona dependenceand
bondage, the privatization of surplus extraction and the transfer of ancient
oppressionsfrom the state to 'society’ - that is, atransfer of power relations
and dominationfrom thestate to private property. Thisnew divisionaof labour
betweenstateand 'society’ alsolaid afoundationfor theincreasingseparation
of private appropriationfrom public responsibilitieswhich cametofruitionin
capitalism.

Capitalism then representsthe culmination of along development, but it
aso constitutesa qualitative break (which occurred 'spontaneoudy’ only in
the particular historical conditions of England). Not only isit characterized
by a transformationof socia power, a new divison o labour between state
and private property or class, but it aso marksthe creation of a completely
new form o coercion, the market - the market not simply as a sphere of
opportunity, freedom, and choice, but as a compulsion, a necessity, a socia
discipline, capabled subjecting dl human activitiesand relationshipsto its
requirements.
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'Civil Society and the Devaluation of Democracy

It isnot, then, enough to say that democracy can be expanded by detaching
the principles of ‘forma democracy' from any association with capitalism.
Nor is it enough to say that capitalist democracy is incomplete, one stage
in an unambiguoudy progressive devel opment which must be perfected by
socidism and advanced beyond the limitationsof 'forma democracy'. The
point is rather that the association of capitalism with ‘forma democracy’
representsacontradictory unity of advanceand retreat, both an enhancement
and adevaluation of democracy.* To putit briefly, capitalism hasbeen able
to tolerate an unprecedented distribution of political goods, the rights and
libertiesdf citizenship, because it has also for the first time made possible
a form of citizenship, civil liberties and rights which can be abstracted
from the distribution of social power. In this respect, it contrasts sharply
with the profound transformation of class power expressed by the original
Greek conception of democracy as rule by the demos, which represented
a specific distribution of class power summed up in Aristotle's definition
o democracy as rule by the poor. Access to palitical rights in societies
where surplus extraction occurs by 'extra-economic’ means and the power
of economicexploitationisinseparablefrom juridical and political statusand
privilege has a very different meaning from what it doesin capitalism, with
its expropriated direct producers and a form of appropriation not directly
dependenton juridica or palitical standing. In other words, in Athens, where
citizenshipremained a critical determinantin relationsof exploitation, there
could be no such thing as purdly ‘formd' politica rightsor purely ‘formal’
equality. It was capitdism which for the first time made possible a purely
‘formd" political sphere, with purdy ‘political’ rightsand liberties.

That historical transformation laid the foundation for a redefinition of
the word 'democracy’. If capitalism made this reconceptualization possible,
political developments in a sense made it necessary. As it became more
difficult for dominant classes Smply to denounce democracy, with the
intrusion of the'masses into the politica sphere, the concept of democracy
began to lose its socid connotations, in favour of essentially procedural or
'formal’' criteria. The concept was, in other words, domesticated, made
acceptableto dominant classeswho could now dam commitment to 'demo-
cratic' principles without fundamentally endangering their own dominance.
Now, the purdly ‘formal' principles o liberalism have come to be identified
with democracy. | n other words, theseformal principlesaretreated not smply
asgood in themselves, nor even as necessary conditionsfor democracy in the
literal sense of popular rule, but as synonymouswith it or asits outer limit.
More than that, it has now become possible even to describe undemocratic
practices— like the restriction of trade union rights by Thatcher or Reagan
- as democratic, while denouncing 'extra-parliamentary’ popular politics
as 'undemocratic. 'Formal democracy’, in shoat, certainly represents an
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improvement on political forms lacking dvil liberties, the rule of lawv and
the principle of representation. But it isalso, equally and at the same time,
a subtraction from the substance of the democratic idea, and one which is
historicallyand structurally associated with capitalism.2

The'civil society' argumentingststhat we should not dlow our conception
o human emancipation to be constrained by the identification of ‘formal
democracy' with capitaism. Yet the irony is that this very argument, by
obscuring the connections, may have the effect of alowing capitdism to
limit our conception of democracy. And if we think of human emancipation
aslittlemorethan an extension of liberal democracy, then we may in theend
be persuadedto believe that capitalism is after dl itssurest guarantee.

The separation of the state and civil society in the West has certainly given
riseto new formsaof freedom and equality, but it hasalso created new modes
of domination and coercion. One wey of characterizing the specificity of
'civil society' as a particular socia form unique to the modem world - the
particular historical conditions which made possible the modem distinction
between state and civil society - is to say that it constituted a new form
of socid power, in which many coercive functions that once belonged to
the state were relocated in the 'private’ sphere, in private property, class
exploitation, and market imperatives. It is,,in a sense, this 'privatization' of
public power which hascreated the historically novel realm of ‘civil society'.
'Civil society' constitutesnot only awholly new relation between'public' and
'private’ but more precisely a wholly new 'private’ realm, with a distinctive
‘public’ presence and oppressions o its own, a unique structure of power
and domination, and a ruthless systemic logic. It represents a particular
network of social relationswhich does not smply stand in opposition to the
coercive, 'palicing’ and ‘administrative’ functionsof the state but represents
the relocation of these functions, a new division of labour between the
‘public' sphere of the state and the 'private’ sphere of capitdist property
and the imperativesaf the market, in which appropriation, exploitation and
domination are detached from public authority and socia responsibility.

'Civil society' hasgiven private property and its possessorsacommand over
peopleand their daily lives, apower accountableto noone, which many anold
tyrannical state would have envied.” * Those activitiesand experienceswhich
fal outside the immediate command structure of the capitalist enterprise,
or outside the political power of capital, are regulated by the dictates of
the market, the necessities of competition and profitability. Even when the
market is not, as it commonly isin advanced capitalist societies, merely an
instrument of power for giant conglomeratesand multinational corporations,
it isstill acoerciveforce, capable of subjecting dl human values, activities
and relationshipsto itsimperatives. No ancient despot could have hoped to
penetrate the personal livesdf his subjects - their choices, preferences, and
relationships — in the same comprehensive and minute detail, not only in
the workplace but in every comer of their lives. Coercion, in other words,
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has been not just a disorder o 'dvil society' but one of its congtitutive
principles.

Thishigtorical reality tendsto underminethe neat distinctionsrequired by
current theories which ask us to treat civil society as, at least in principle,
the sphere of freedom and voluntary action, the antithesisof theirreducibly
coercive principlewhich intringcally belongsto the state. These theoriesdo,
of course, acknowledgethat civil society is not a realm of perfect freedom
or democracy. It is, for example, marred by oppression in the family, in
gender relations, in the workplace, by racist attitudes, homophobia, and
so on. But these oppressions are treated as dysfunctionsin civil society. In
principle, coercion belongsto the state while civil society is where freedom
is rooted, and human emancipation, according to these arguments, consists
in the autonomy of civil society, its expansion and enrichment, itsliberation
from the state, and its protection by forma democracy. What tends to
disappear from view, again, is the relations of exploitation and domination
whichirreducibly constitute civil society, not just assomealien and correctible
disorder but asits very essence, the particular structure of domination and
coercion that isspecificto capitdism asa systemictotality.

The New Pluralism and the Politics of ‘Identity’

Therediscovery of liberalismin therevivd of civil society thus hastwosides.
It is admirablein its intention of making sociaists more sensitive to civil
libertiesand the dangers of state oppression. But the cult of civil society also
tendsto reproducethe mystificationsof liberalism, disguisingthe coercionsof
civil society and obscuring the waysin which state oppression itsdf isrooted
in the exploitative and coercive relations of civil society. What, then, of its
dedication to pluralism? How doesthe concept of civil society farein dealing
with the diversity of socia relationsand 'identities?

It is here that the cult of civil society, its representationd civil society as
the spheredf differenceand diversity, speaks mogt directly to the dominant
preoccupations o the new new left. If anything unites the various 'new
revisonisms — from the mogt abstruse 'post-Marxist' and 'post-modemist’
theoriesto the activisms o the 'new socid movements - it is an emphasis
on diversity, 'difference’, pluralism. The new plurdism goes beyond the
traditional liberal recognition of diverse interests and the toleration (in
principle) of diverse opinions in three major ways 1) its conception of
diverdity probes beneath the externalities of 'interest' to the psychic depths
d 'subjectivity’ or 'identity' and extends beyond political 'behaviour' or
‘opinion’ to the totality of 'life-styles; 2) it no longer assumes that some
universal and undifferentiated principlesd right can accommodateal| diverse
identities and life-styles (women, for example, require different rights from
men in order to be free and equal); 3) the new pluralism rests on a view
that the essentia characteristic, the historical differentia specifica, o the
contemporary world — or, more specificdly, the contemporary capitaist
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world = isnot the totalizing, homogenizingdrivedf capitalism but the unique
heterogeneityof 'post-modem’ society, itsunprecedenteddegreedf diversity,
even fragmentation, requiring new, morecomplex pluralistic principles.

The argumentsrun something like this. contemporary society is charac-
terized by anincreasingfragmentation,adiversificationof socid relationsand
experiences, a plurality of life-styles, a multiplicationof personal identities.
In other words, we are living in a 'post-modem' world, a world in which
diversity and difference have dissolved al the old certaintiesand al the old
universalities. (Here, some post-Marxist theoriesoffer an alternativeto the
concept of civil society by indsting that it is no longer possible to speak of
society at al, because that concept suggestsa closed and unified totality.25)
Old solidarities— and this, of course, means especially class solidarities -
have broken down, and socia movements based on other identities and
against other oppressions have proliferated — having to do with gender,
race, ethnicity, sexuality, and so on. At the same time, these developments
have vastly extended the scopedf individual choice, in consumption patterns
and life-styles. Thisiswhat some people havecalled a tremendousexpansion
of ‘civil society".? The Left, the argument goes, needsto acknowledge these
developmentsand build on them. It needs to construct a politics based on
this diversity and difference. It needs both to celebrate difference and to
recognizethe plurality of oppressionsor formsof domination, the multiplicity
of emancipatory struggles. The Left needs to respond to this multiplicity
of social relations with complex concepts of equality, which acknowledge
people's different needs and experiences.2?

There are variations on these themes, but in broad outline, thisis a fair
summary of what has become a substantial current on the left. And the
general directionin whichit is pushing usisto give up the idea of socialism
and replace it with = or at least subsumeit under — what is supposed to be
a more inclusive category, democracy, a concept which does not 'privilege
class, astraditional socialism does, but treats al oppressionsequally.

Now &s a very general statement of principle, there are sone admirable
things here. No socialist can doubt the importance of diversity, or the
multiplicity of oppressions that need to be abolished. And democracy is
- or ought to be — what socidism is about. But an emancipatory theory
is more than jugt a statement of general principles and good intentions.
It also involves a critical view of the world as it is, a map of the existing
terrain which informs our understanding of the obstacles to be overcome,
aninsight into the conditionsof struggle. And an emancipatory theory takes
us beyond the limiting and mystifying ideologica categories which support
existing dominationsand oppressions.

What, then, does the cult of civil society tell us about the world asit is?
How far doesit take us beyond the ideol ogical limitsof current oppressions?
We can test the limits of the new pluralism by exploring the implicationsof
its constitutive principle. What we are lookingfor isa general concept which
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can encompass—egually and without prejudice or privilege- everythingfrom
gender to class, from ethnicity or race to sexua preference. For lack of a
better word, let uscal it by its currently mogt fashionable name, ‘identity'.

For thesaked brevity, wecan assessthevaluedf thisall-embracing concept
(or any analogous one) by conducting a thought experiment. Imagine a
democraticcommunity which acknowledgesal kindsof difference, of gender,
culture, sexuality, which encourages and celebrates these differences, but
without alowing them to become relationsdf domination and oppression.
Imagine these diverse human beings united in a democratic community, all
free and equal, without suppressingtheir differencesor denying their specia
needs. Now try to think in thesametermsabout cdlassdifferences. I sit possible
to imagine class differenceswithout exploitation and domination? Does our
imaginary democratic society celebrate dass differencesasit does diversities
of lifestyles, culture, or sexua preference? Can we construct a conception of
freedomor equality which accommodatesclassasit doesgender differences?
Would a conception of freedom or equality which can accommodate class
differencessatisfy our conditionsfor a demaocratic society?

There are serious problems in the concept of identity as applied to any
o these socid relations, but there is a particular problem in the case of
class. When | perform this thought experiment, the results | get for class
are very different from those | get for other ‘identities. | can conceive of
a democratic society with gender or ethnic diversity, but a democracy with
classdifference seemsto me a contradiction in terms. This already suggests
that some important differencesare being concealed in a catch-all category
like'identity' which is meant to cover very diverse socid relationslike class,
gender or ethnicity.

But let us go on to the connection between the concept of identity and
the idea of equality, and consider the notion of a ‘complex' or plurdist
equality which purports to accommodate diversity and difference. What
happens when we try to apply the concept of equality to various different
forms of domination? Clearly, classequality means something different and
requiresdifferent conditionsfrom gender or racia equality. In particular,the
abolition of classinequality would by definition mean the end of capitalism.
But is the same necessarily true about the abolition of gender or racial
inequality? Gender and recia equality are not in principleincompatiblewith
capitalism. The disappearance o class inequalities, on the other hand, by
definition & incompatiblewith capitdism. At the same time, athough class
exploitationiscondtitutivedf capitalism asgender or racial inequality are not,
capitalism subjects all socia relationsto its requirements. It can co-opt and
reinforceinequalities and oppressionswhich i tdid not create and use them
in theinterestsof classexploitation,*®

How should we deal theoretically with these complex redities? One
possibility is to retain a concept of equality that does not raise the problem
d capitaism - perhaps the old liberal concept of formal legal and political
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equality, or some notion of so-cdled 'equality of opportunity', which
presents no fundamental challenge to capitdism and its system of class
relations. THS concept of equality gives no privileged status to class.
It may even have radical implications for gender or race, because in
respect to these differences, no capitalist society has yet reached the
limits even of the restricted kind of equality which capitdism adlows.
But forma equality cannot have the same radical implications for class
differencesin a capitalist society. Infact, it isa specific feature of capitdism
that it has created a particular kind of universal equality without such
radical implications — that is, precisely, a forma equality, having to do
with political and legal principles and procedures rather than with the
disposition of social or class power. Formal equality in this sense would
have been impossible in pre-capitalist societies where appropriation and
exploitation wereinextricably bound up with juridical, politica and military
powver.

If the liberaldemocratic conception of formal equality seems unsatisfac-
tory, what about 'complex' or 'pluralist' conceptions as a way of dealing
with diverse inequalitiesin a capitalist society without 'privileging' class?
These differ from the liberal-democratic idea in that they are directed at
a whole range of social inequalities (including class) but also in that they
acknowledge the complexitiesof socid redlity by applying different criteria
of equality to different circumstancesand relations. In thisrespect, pluralist
notions of this kind may have certain advantages over more universalistic
principles, even if they may lose some of the benefits of such universal
standards.2® The trouble is that these ‘complex' or ‘pluralistic’ conceptions
beg the question of capitalism becausethey fail to deal with itsoverarching
totality asasocial system, which isconstituted by classexpl oitation but which
shapesall our social relations.

There is another possbility: to differentiate not Jess but much more
radically among various kinds of inequality and oppression than even the
new pluralism alows. We can acknowledge that, while al oppressions may
have equal moral claims, class exploitation has a different historical status,
a more strategic location at the heart of capitalism; and class struggle may
have a more universal reach, a greater potential for advancing not only class
emancipation but other emancipatory strugglestoo. But thisis just the kind
of differentiationthe new pluralism will not permit, becauseit suggeststhat
classis somehow privileged. If we want, then, to avoid giving classany kind
of privileged historical status, if we want to avoid differentiating in this
way among different inequalities, we shal have to accommodate ourselves
to capitaism; and we shall also be obliged very dragtically to limit our
emancipatory project. Isthat really what we want?

Itispossiblethat the new pluralism,likeother 'new revisonisms, isleaning
toward the acceptance of capitalism, at least as the best socia order we are
likely to get. The crisis of the post-capitdist states has undoubtedly done
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more than anything else to encourage the spread of this view. At least, it
has becomeincreasingly common to arguethat, however pervasivecapitalism
may be, itsold rigid structureshave more or lessdisintegrated, or become so
permeable, opened up so many largespaces, that peopleare free to construct
their own social realitiesin uprecedented ways. That is precisaly what some
people mean when they talk about the vast expansion of civil society in
modem (‘post-Fordist'?) capitalism.30

But even if we stop short of openly embracing capitalism, we can smply
evade the issue. That is the effect of all-purpose concepts like 'identity' or
'civil society' asthey are currently used. The capitalist system, itstotalizing
unity, can be conceptualized away by adopting loose conceptions o civil
society or by submerging class,in catch-all categories like 'identity' and by
disaggregating the socia world into particular and separate redlities. The
socid relations of capitalism can be dissolved into an unstructured and
fragmented plurality of identitiesand differences. Questions about historical
causality or political efficacy can be side-stepped,and there isno need to ask
how variousidentitiesare situated in the prevailing socid structure because
theexistencedf the socid structurecan be denied altogether.

Inasense, theconcept of 'identity’ hassmply replaced the'interest groups
of pluralist theoriesin conventional political science, whose object was to
deny the importance of class in capitalist democracies. According to both
the old and the new pluralisms'interest groups or 'identities are separate
but equal, or at least equivalent, plural rather than different. And our
democracy is a kind of market-place where theseinterestsor identitiesmeet
and compete, though they may come together in loose alliancesor political
parties. Both pluralisms, of course, have the effect of denying the systemic
unity of capitalism, or its very existence as a socid system; and both indst
on the heterogeneity of capitalist society, whilelosingsight of itsincreasingly
globa power of homogenization.

Theirony isthat the new pluralism, with its demand for complex ideas of
freedomand equality which acknowledgethe multiplicity of oppressions,ends
up by homogenizing these differences. What we get is plurality instead of
difference. And hereisan even more curious paradox. One of the distinctive
featuresof the new socid movementsissupposed to be their focuson power,
an antagonismto al power relationsin dl their diverseforms. Yet here, in
thesetheoriesone of whose principa claimsis their capacity to speak for the
new social movements, we find a conceptua framework which, just like the
old pluralism, has the effect of making invisible the power relations which
constitute capitalism, the dominant structure of coercion which reachesinto
every comer o our lives, publicand private.

Thefina irony isthat thislatest denial of capitalism'ssystemicand totalizing
logicisin somerespectsa reflectiond the very thingwhich it seeksto deny.
The current preoccupation with ‘post-modem' diversity and fragmentation
undoubtedly expressesa reality in contemporary capitalism, but it isa relity



EL LENMEIKSINS WOOD 79

seen through the distorting lens of ideology. It represents the ultimate
‘commodity fetishism', the triumph of 'consumer society’, in which the
diversity of 'life-styles, measured in the sheer quantity of commoditiesand
varied patterns of consumption, disguisesthe underlyingsystemic unity, the
imperativeswhich create that diversity itself whileat the sametimeimposing
adeeper and moregloba homogeneity.

What is alarming about these theoretical developmentsis not that they
violate some doctrinaire Marxist prejudice concerning the privileged status
of class. O course, the whole object of the exerciseisto side-lineclass, to
dissolve it in al-embracing categories which deny it any privileged status,
or even any political relevance at al. But that is not the real problem. The
problem is that theories which do not differentiate— and, yes, 'privilege, if
that means ascribing causal or explanatory priorities— among various socia
ingtitutionsand 'identities cannot deal critically with capitaism at all. The
consequence of these proceduresis to sweep the whole question under the
rug. And whither capitalism, so goes the socidist idea. Socialism is the
specific aternative to capitalism. Without capitalism, we have no need of
socialism; we can make do with very diffuse and indeterminate concepts of
democracy which are not specifically opposed to any identifiable system of
social relations, in fact do not even recognize any such system. What we
are left with then is afragmented plurality of oppressionsand a fragmented
plurality of emancipatory struggles. Here is another irony: what claims to
be a more universaisticproject than traditional socialismisactually lessso.
Instead of the universalist project of socialism and the integrative politics
of the struggle againgt class exploitation, we have a plurality of essentially
disconnected particul ar struggles.

Thisis a serious business. Capitalismis constituted by class exploitation,
but cepitalism is more than just a system of class oppression. It is a
ruthless totalizing process which shapes our lives in every conceivable
aspect, and everywhere, not just in the relative opulence of the capitalist
North. Among other things, and even leaving aside the sheer power of
capital, it subjectsal socid life to the abstract requirementsaof the market,
through the commodificationd life in al its aspects. This makesa mockery
of dl our aspirations to autonomy, freedom of choice, and democratic
self-government. For socialists, it is morally and politically unacceptable
to advance a conceptua framework which makes this system invisible, or
reducesit to one of many fragmented redlities, just at atimewhen the system
ismore pervasive, more globa than ever.

The replacement of socidism by an indeterminateconcept of democracy,
orthedilutionaof diverseand different social relationsinto catch-all categories
like 'identity’ or 'difference’, or looseconceptionsof ‘civil society', represent
asurrender to capitaismand itsideological mydtifications. By adl meanslet us
havediversity,difference, and pluralism; but not thiskind of undifferentiated
and unstructured pluraism. What we need is a pluraism which doesindeed
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acknowledge diversity and difference = and that means not just plurality or
multiplicity. It means a pluralism which also recognizes historical realities,
which does not deny the systemic unity of capitalism, which can tell
the difference between the congtitutive relations of capitalism and other
inequalities and oppressionswith different relations to capitalism, a different
placein the systemiclogic of capitalism, and therefore a different role in our
strugglesagainst it. The socialist project should be enriched by the resources
and insights of the new social movements, not impoverished by resorting
to them as an excuse for disintegrating the struggle against capitalism. We
should not confuse respect for the plurality of human experience and social
struggles with a complete dissolution of historical causality, where there is
nothing but diversity, difference, and contingency, no unifyingstructures, no
logic of process, no capitalism and therefore no negation of it, no universal
project of human emancipation.

Postscript
In the face of the current crisisin the post-capitalist world, it iseasy for the
Western left to lose its nerve. We certainly have a lot of rethinking to do.
But whileweare about it, the apologistsof capitalismare having afield day.
There could hardly have been a more welcome and timely diversion from
varioustroubles at home. Thereis nothing like the trumpet of triumphalism
to drown out the womsome noi sesfrom our own backyard. The very wildness
of these triumphalist pronouncements should make us suspicious. Not just
the triumph of capitalism or liberal democracy over socialism, long before
the gameisover, but even the end of historyT?31

Of course Stalinism was a disaster for the Soviet Union, Eastern Europe,
and the whole socialist movement. But let us put things into perspective.
In the 'richest country in the world', the capital city is riddled with poverty
and crime, as sleek civil servants cohabit with beggars. In the first haf
of 1989, the infant mortality rate in Washington D.C. apparently rose
by 40% over the previous year, in large part because of the spread of
crack-cocaineaddiction. At 32.3 deaths per 1000 births, this mortality rate
exceeds, among others, those of China, Chile, Jamaica, Mauritius, Panama,
and Uruguay, accordingto World Bank statistics. One end of the country is
dominated by acity, New Y ork, the heartland of the nation's wealth, where
unparalleled luxury coexists with the most abject squalor, poverty, crime,
drug addiction and homelessness. At the other end, in Los Angeles, the
city's core is being eaten away by drugs and gang-warfare, while privileged
whitesincreasingly retreat intofortified enclaveswhereevery manicured lawn
sports a notice that its owner is protected by one of many and multiplying
security services, with the menacing announcement: 'Armed Response. In
many places, the school system isa shambles, producingilliterate graduates;
and millions of Americans cannot afford health care. It is estimated that
20 million workers in the US take illegal drugs (not to mention many
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more with acohol problems), and that drug and alcohol abuse is costing
US companies more than $100 billion a year (Guardian, November 17,
1989). In Britain, the birthplace of capitalism, under a government more
implacably committed than any other to the values of 'free enterprise,
the infrastructure crumbles, mass unemployment persists, public services
decline, education even at the primary level becomes less accessible, and
squal or deepens, while the poor and homeess multiply. The much vaunted
‘economic miracle' in Italy has spawned a large and growing population of
near-davesin the form of Third World immigrants, many o them illegadl,
who have become the objects of yet another lucrative trade for the Mafia.
In Japan, the wel-spring of consumerism, ordinary citizens typicaly work
longer hoursthan in any other developed country, livein postage-stamp-size
flats, and take no holidays. Asl write, herein prosperousToronto, therichest
city in Canada, one of the city's two major newspapersis conducting a food
drive to feed the hungry — not in Ethiopia, but in Metropolitan Toronto,
where property developers are making a killing while people go hungry
because 70% of their income goes to pay impossibly high rents. The Daily
Bread Food Bank, representing 175 emergency food programmes, today
helpfully supplied paper bags with every newspaper, inscribed with the
following information: 217,000 people a year [84,000 a month, according
to the Toronto Star] in Metro need food help [out of a population of about
3.4 million]. Haf of them have gone without food for a day or more. One
Metro [MetropolitanToronto] child in seven belongsto afamily who needed
food help last year. Daily Bread now distributesas much food in a week as
itdidin al 1984

And that is just in the prosperous comers of capitalism. If these are the
successes of capitalism, what standards should we use in comparing its
failures to those of the communist world? Would it be an exaggeration
to say that more people live in abject poverty and degradation within the
ambit of cgpitdism than in the Soviet Union or Eastern Europe? How
should we weigh the well-fed and highly educated East Germansstreaming
into the West againgt, say, the shanty-town dwellers of Sao Paolo or the
rubber-tappers o the Amazon - or, for that matter, againgt the millions
in advanced capitalist countries who 'escape’ from intolerable conditions
by means of drug addiction and violent crime? (In fact, maybe we need
to consider how to balance such apolitical reactions to the oppressions
of ‘civil society' against political resistance to a repressive state) And if
anyone objects that East Germany vs Brazil is not comparing like with
like, perhaps they should consider the 'third-world' areas of the Soviet
Union itself. How about Tashkent as against Cal cutta? Or what about this:
if destruction of the environment in the post-capitalist world has resulted
from gross neglect, massive inefficiency, and a reckless urge to catch up
with Western industrial development in the shortest possible time, how are
we to judge this against the capitaist West, where afar more wide-ranging
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ecological vandalism is not an index of failure but a token of success,
the inevitable by-product of a system whose congtitutive principle is the
subordination of al human values to the drive for accumulation and the
requirements of profitability?

Solidarity's new minister of finance, seeking a model for the regeneration
of Poland, looks to South Korea, a repressive regime whose 'human rights
record hardly represents an improvement over that of the regime which
Solidarity was so keen to replace, and whose economic 'miracle’ was
achieved by means of a low-wage economy, with a working class even
more overexploited and overworked than the Japanese (never mind that
Poland, if the project of 'restoring capitalism' works at all, may turn out
to be not a 'successful' South Korea but a squalid peripheral capitalism on
a Latin American model). It is perhaps time for usin the West to tell afew
home truths about capitalism, instead of hiding them discreetly behind the
screen of ‘civil society'.

NOTES

For an argument that the Romans, specificdly in the person of Cicero, had a
concept of 'society’, see Neal Wod, Cicero's Social and Political Thought,
Berkeley and Los Angeles 1988, esp. pp. 136-42.

Much of John Keane's argument in Democracy and Civil Society, London 1988,

is, for example, predicated on a criticism of Marxism for its identification of

'civil society' with capitalism, which he opposes by invoking the long tradition

of conceptionsdf 'society’ in the West.

Something like the first conception can, for example, be extracted from Jean L.

Cohen, Classand Civil Sociefy: The Limits of Marxian Critical Theory, Amherst

1982. The second view is elaborated by John Keane in Democracy and Civil

Society. (For hiscriticism dof Cohen's conception, see p. 86n.)

John Keane ed., Civil Society and the State, London 1988, p. 1.

Keane, Civil Society and the State, p. 2.

Norman Geras debunks such mythsabout Marxism in thisvolume.

For the application of 'civil society' to eventsin Poland, see Andrew Arato, 'Civil

Society Against the State: Poland 1980-81°, Telos 47, 1981, and 'Empire versus

Civil Society: Poland 1981-82’, Telos50,1982.

. Keane, Democracy and Civil Society, p. 32.

4. Cohen, p. 192.

10. See, for example, Cohen, p. 49; Keane, Democracyand Civil Society, p. 59; Agnes
Heller, 'On Formal Democracy', in Keane, Civil Sociefy and the State, p. 132.

11. | have discussed these points at greater length in my The Retreat from Class: A
New'Tru€e Socialism,London 1986, chap. 10.

12. Therest of thissectionisdrawn largely from a paper delivered at the Roundtable
'Socidism in the World', Cavtat, Y ugoslavia, October 1988.

13. Thetendency to conflate aristocratic ‘constitutionalist' principleswith democracy
is very widespread and not confined to the English language. Another notable
example is the canonization of the Huguenot resistance tracts, in particular
the Vindiciae Contra Tyrannos, as classics of democratic political thought,
when they more precisely represent the reassertion of feudal rights especialy
by lesser provincial nobles- those who benefitted least from the favoursof the
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Court and from access to high state office - against an encroaching monarchy.
'‘Congtitutionalism’ has, in fat, historicallyoften been aristocratic, ewem feudal, m
its motivations; and while thisdoes not disqualify it asan important contribution
to the development of 'limited’ and "respomsible’ government, a certain caution
should attend any effort to identify it with 'democracy'.

For a powerful discussion of this point, see Gwrge Comninel, Rethinking the
French Revolution: Marxismand the Revisionist Challenge,L ondon, 1987, chapters
3,5and 6.

Jeno Siics, 'Three Historical Regionsof Europe, in Keane, Civil Society and the
State, p. 294.

Siics, p. 295.

Siics, p. 2%.

Siics, p. 302

Siics, p. 304.

Siics p. 306.

| have discussed the specificity of Greece in Peasant-Citizen and Slave, London
1988, where the relation between thisuniqueformation and the growth of chattel
slavery is also explored.

| develop this point at greater length in 'Capitalism and Human Emancipation’,
New Left Review 167, January/February 1988, especialy pp. 8-14.

The defenceof formal democracyissometimesexplicitly accompanied by an attack
on ‘substantive’ democracy. Agnes Heller, in 'On Formal Democracy', writes:
The statement of Aristotle, a highly realistic analyst, that all democraciesare
immediately transformed into anarchy, thelatter indm tyranny, wasastatement of
fact. not an aristocratic slandering by an anti-democrat. The Roman reoublicwas
not for a moment democratic. And I should liketo add to alll that that kvenif the
degradation of modem democraciesinto tyranniesisfar from being excluded (we
were witnessto it in the cases of German and Italian Fascism), the endurance of
modem democraciesisdue precisely totheir formal character.' (p. 130) Let ustake
each sentence in turn. The denunciation of ancient democracy as the inevitable
forerunner of anarchy and tyranny (whichis, incidentally, moretypical of Plato or
Polybius than Aristotle) is, precisely, an anti-democraticslander. For one thing,
it bears no relation to real historical sequences, causal or even chronological.
Athenian democracy brought an end to the institution of tyranny, and went
on to survive nearly two centuries, only to be defeated not by anarchy but by
a superior military power. During those centuries, of course, Athens produced
an astonishingly fruitful and influential culture which survived its defeat and
also laid the foundation for Western conceptions of citizenship and the rule of
law. The Roman republic was indeed 'not for a moment democratic', and the
most notable result of its aristocratic regime was the demise of the republic and
its replacement by autocratic imperial rule. (That undemocratic Republic was,
incidentally, a maior inspiration for what Heller calls a ‘congtitutive’ document
of modern democracy, the US Constitution.) To say that the 'degradation of
modem democraciesinto tyranniesis far from being excluded' seems a hit coy
in conjunction with a (parenthetical) reference to Fascism - not to mention the
history of war and imperialism which has been inextricably associated with the
regime of ‘forma democracy'. As for endurance, it is surely worth mentioning
that there does not yet exist a'formal democracy' whoselife-span equals, let alone
exceeds, the duration of the Athenian democracy. No European ‘democracy’, by
Heller’s criteria, is even a century old (in Britain, for example, plural voting
survived until 1948); and the American republic, which she credits with the
‘constitutive idea of formal democracy, took a long time to improve on the
Athenian exclusion of women and slaves, while free working men - full citizens
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in the Athenian democracy — cannot besaid to havegained full admission even to
‘forma’ citizenshipuntil thelast state property qualificationswereremovedin the
nineteenth century (not to mention the variety of stratagems to discouragevoting
by the poor in general and blacksin particular, which have not been exhausted to
thisday). Thus, at best (and for white men only), an endurance record of perhaps
one century and a haf for modem ‘formal democracies.

This paragraph isdrawn largely from my articleon civil society in New Statesman
and Society, 6 October, 1989.

. Thisis, for example, theview of Ernesto L aclau and Chantal Mouffein Hegemony

and Socialist Strategy, L ondon 1985.

See, for example, Stuart Hall in Marxism Today, October 1988.

The notion of complex equality is primarily the work of Michael Walzer, Spheres
of Justice: A Defenceof Pluralism and Equality, London 1983. See also Keane,
Democracy and Civil Society, p. 12.

These points are developed in my 'Capitalisn and Human Emancipation’, New
Left Review 167, January/February 1988.

For adiscussionof both the advantagesand disadvantagesin Walzer’s conception
of complex equality, see Michael Rustin, For a Pluralist Socialism, L ondon 1985,
pp. 76-95.

Such an analysisof capitalism, for example, constitutes the core of Marxism
Today's conception of ‘New Times, which purports to provide a platform for a
modem Communist Party in Britain. See the special issue, New Times, October
1988, and A Manifesto for New Times, June 1989.

The argument that we have reached a kind of Hegelian end of history, with the
triumph of liberal democracy over all other ideologies,isthe latest conceit of the
American right, aselaborated by FrancisFukuyamain National | nterest, Summer
1989.
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