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Uncivil Society

Wlaries Gragss
University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam, The Netherlands

Introduction

Undvil society (or the ungainly “uncivil civil society,” the
terms are used interchangeably| is a surprisingly under-
theorized concept. The academic uses of the term will be
elaborated below, but it must also bz noted thatit is
freely used on the Internet by actors on differsnt points

of the political spectrum to describe manifestations of
cvil seciety with values different from their own. Thus,
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for instance, an enthusiast for market-led technological

advances writing for the Cato Instituts attacks civil
ety groups opposing big dams and genetic modification
in an article titled “The Uncivil Civil Society.” Conserva-
tive pundit Henry Lamb uses the term in 2 WorldNet
Doaily article to criticize gay rights activists for shouting
down a Christian demonstration against gay marriagein
San Francisco. Converely, a few global sodal justice
activists have adopted the term as 2 badge of pride,
arguing that uncivil sodety encompasses “any group
that threstens the status quo™(ses Kopecky & Mudde,
2003, 10},

Most oftzn, both in academic literature and in general
=, the term has come to be used for manifestations
1vil society that challenge liberal democratic values.

u

Viol=nce 1s most often singled out asits characteristic,

but as discussed below, seclusivist or dogmatic ide

predatory practices, and general ruls-breaking are alse
mentioned. A@demic debates are centered on whether
the use of the category itself is unacceptably western-
v should be con-

ivil society, or

centric and on whether undvil soc

of

sidered as part of a wider category
as conceptually distine, as its evil twin. Those whe
argue that the digingion is difficukt or impossible to
make go on te criigue the mutually beneficial relation
between civil society and demoaacy as discerned by Put-
Less crystallized in the literature, but also apparent
heres and there, are reflections on the "uncivil™ aspect of
civil society in reation to capitalism. Finally, a fow
authors discern a (complex] relation between globaliza-

TLaIm

tion and the emergence of transnational forms of uncivil
sodety.

The use of the term unavil soqecty 1s not confined to
any particular region. Scholarly articles apply the term
to civil secety manifestations in Africa (Fatton, 1995);
Eastern Eumpe (Kopedky & Mudde, 2003} Western
Europe (Pedshrur & Weinberg, 2001}; the Arab world

Abdel Rahman, 2002); Latin America [Avritzer, 2004],
aswell as globally (Xaldor & Muro, 2003}

Definition

Those authorswhe give attention to defimtional matters
are remarkably hesitant to give a definition of "uncivil
soclety.”

Fumford defines uncvil so s "'z catch-all term

for a wide range of disruptive, unwelcome, and threaten-
ing slements desmed to have emerged in the spaces bet-
ween the individual and the state™ (2001}, but he does
so precisely in order to argue that the term is overly
simplistic and unhelpful, for instance in explaining the
maotivations of the 311 bombers.

pecky and Mudde (2003)
edited book the title * vil socisty
definition, arguing that for 2 number of reasoms (see
below) the distinction betwssn the civil and the uncivil
is unhelpful. Kador and Muwo focus ther attemion
on “extreme” religious and nationalig groups, which

, while giving ther

Ko

‘unc v, refise to give a

are violent and/or exclusivist and/or fundamentalist, but
echo Kopecky and Mudde in not making “an arbitrary

digindion between the cvi and the uncvil® (2003,
151-132).
Pedahzur and Weinberg list similar characteristics,

but they arelzss hesitant to apply thelabel "unavil soci-
ety™ to the extreme right groups they have studied: “we

can define right-wing ‘uncivil so v* almaost as extreme

right-wing parties ars defined — by their ideclogical con-
cerns — e, nationalism, racism, antidemocracy, xeno-
rhobia, and the belief in the need for a strong state™
2001, 61-62 ).

Historical Background

In Enlightenment thought, civilization was understood as
a gradual process through which interpersonal relations
Most
vil societies,

within society became less viclent and more polite.

European societies were considered to be
whereas barbarous or despotic socisties, closer to the state
of nature, lay beyond (Keane, 1998, 115-120]. As various
authors have peinted out, this internal civilization pre-
ce=ss had 2 necessary corellaryinwar, oratleast the threat
of war, with others (Keane, 1995; Kaldor & Muro, 2003,
151}. From MNapoleonic times onwards, colonial pro

were increasngly judtified in terms of “cvilizing” the

natives, even as the metheds of subjugation were allowed
to be uncwil because the population iIn question was
not yet within the ©

wi1l” realm of those who can be
expected to understand and respect the modern rule of
law (Mamdam, 1996; Turner, 1993).

Although it is difficult to trace its first use, the term
“uncivil sodety” appears to have entered the political
f rears after the enthusiastic acdamation of

v assodated with the democratic revolutions
of Latin American and Eastern Europe in the 1330s.
Strwart (1997) uses the term as a title for an article
deplering the NGO -isation of Africa, while Kofi Annan

1998} warns, in 2 speec
tial between the United Nations and NG Os, against the
exemplified by “drug-traffickers,
gun-runners, money-launderers, and exploiters of young
people for prostitution.” What the Ty different ac
unts have in commen is that they both consider unciv

extelling the cooperative poten-

forces of unavil soc

il
society as a transnationzl phenomenon somehow con-
nected to glebalization. While Stewart uses the term in



relation to WGEO-isation as a part of the neoliberal con-
sensus on pruning back the state, after 3/11 the t2rm
has been used increasingly (but without much in-depth
analysis) to denote “illiberal” reactions te necliberal glob-
alization, such as the Al-Casda network (s2=2 Rumford,
2001; Kaldor & Mura, 2003},

Key Issues

Euro-Centricity
Thehistorical baggage described above makes anyreflec-
of the
hence alse on what might constitute uncivility, r..]'m: ally
loaded. Some authors, such as Chabal and Daloz (1933],
who are sheptical 25 3 COMCept anyway,
avil”

oes it conmete a certain idea of ‘ovility’, an

tion on the meaning ‘™ in “avil seciety,” and

of dvil soecety

reject any substantive use of’

notations:

zs having racist con-

identifizble arrangement of social activities that make for
If that 1s the case, might it not

a more ordered sodety
imply a given type of sodetal evelution, which would
come dangerously close to an argument about the com-
parative merits of more "advanced’ societies where there is
indeed a "civic’ civil society®” (1999, 19),
Similarly, Turner (1593} calls attention to the
basis of settler so

"uncivil
7" in MNew Zealand, withan argument

that could equally well be applied to many other postro-

lonial secisties. According to him, the historical construct
of a “civil” society being brought to Maori stands
in the way of white New Zealanders I.'l'l.i"l.'sTJ.'I.'I.i'L‘l'h. his-

& [Muncivil™} behav-
ior on the part of Maori as collective responses to the
brutl impomtion of early capitalist modernty, which
robbed them of their land and transgressed against thar

Usavags”

torical vielence and crrrent disruptiv

customs.

A Totality or a Part of the Whale
When not rejected, the term ©
two ways. The first, as for instance in the quote from

uncivil society” is used in
Ecanc in the
its totality,
totality

next section, applies to & socisty that 15, In
uncivil,” juxtaposad to 2 society thatis, inits
ycivil These entire socisties are then taken as being
coterminous with state boundaries. The second meaning
applies to thase groups, values, etc. within a wider society
that ars by some measure uncvil. The first use usually
comes with the article: ™ wherzas the

an uncdwil sodety,”

second does not, it is just “uncvil soci

Characteristics of Uncivil Society
The most frequently mentioned characteristic of uncivil

is the use of vidence. Whils not all forms of

society

violener are necessarily considered uncivil, there is 2

Unchvil Soclety

general presumption on the part of most authors that
violent means are 2 hallmark of uncivil society. Howewer,
Pedahzur and Weinberg (200
2003]
violence

1} as well as Kaldor and
Murao emphasize that thers are elements other
than that render groups and movements
potentially uncivil.

Kalder and Mure mention scclusivism, particularly of
an cthnic or religious nature, and fundamentalism: an
attempt to impese inflexible doctrines not only on those
whe willingly adhere to them but on a wider group (2003,
152). The first element, ethnic or religious exclusivism,
chimes with the extreme right groups studied by Pedzhzur
and Weinberg (2001} and many
and Mudde

of the movements dis-

cuseed in Eopediy 2003}, It also figures

largely in the literature on African dvil sodety, which
emphasizes the pervasivensss of sthnic divisions (see for
instancs, Fatton, 1933, 7

The element of 1nﬂ-‘u'|:']- dodrines does not appear to
be widely shared, although as disaissed below, Whitshead
1527) znd Shils 1992} insist on the assedation of civility
with t:]:ran.::. and would thus seem to imply that undvi-
lity equates with intolerance, which might relats both to
exclusivism and to inflexibility. More than the sxclusivist
clement, 2 dogmatic element of undvil society begs
the question whe decides what constitutes inflexibility.
Kaldor and Muro (2003} write that it could apply not
but alo to “seoular
ideclogies like Stalinism or extreme forms of necliberal-
ism” They de not, however, give examples of groups
which cught to be considered undvil on this basis.
Abdel Rahman on the other hand does includs
modern groups in her indictment of Egyptian avil society
as uncivil, precisely on this basis of wanting to impose
mfledbls dectrines en others (Abdel Rahman, 2002,
25-30].
Fatton discusses the uncivil manipulation of premao-
1983, 7376

make 2 wider point about the antimodernism of many

just to religion and nationalism,

ular-

dern traditons 1, and Kzlder and Muro
religious and nationalist militant groups (2003, 165165},
However, ﬂth:l.'gh]:' cth note that this oftengoeshand in
hand with mis -, neither wants to suggest that anti-
modermnism is in it s_]t unavil

Fattonalsoincludes the tendency to perpetuate social
inequality, “to privilege the privileged and marginalize the
marginalized” in his discussion of the uncivil character-
As discussed above, loose allusionsto
used less on the

istics of civil society.
the mafia zpart, other zauthors have foc
sconomic aspect of uncivil socisty.
A final, problematic, aspect of uncivil society isthat of
not abiding by the rules™ (see Whitehead, 1997, 100}. As
Hopecky has pointed out, if these rules ars to betaken to

1585
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refer to natienal legal rules, then the relation to civility is
often tenucus and sometimes antithetical. International
legalrules, particularly adhe

be a better guide. A characterization of uncivil society as

¢ to human rights, might

violating human rights might make sense, but has as yet
no basis in the hterature. One problem with it 15 that
human rights norms were originally devised for states;
another th:{t they relate to policies and activitiss rather
s, which are predsely the realm of civil and
~. Whitchead (1997} has tried to take the
requirement of “rules” beyond the legal realm by trying to
Such a norm would take the
discussion back to the 1ssue=s

define 2 norm of avility.
of exclusivism and inflesabil-
ity, and problems of subjectivity, the lack of 2 commen
global normative framework, and indeed the contested
desirability of such 2 framework.

Uncivil Society as Part of Civil Society?

The main academic argument in reation to “undvil sod-
ety’ turns not on whether the use of the concept is
historically problematic, or whether it describes society
as 8 whols, but on whether undvil society should be
included in or exduded from the definition of

a%at

John Keane has argued that “all known forms of
society are plagued by endogenous sources of incivility,”
ELt nonetheless distinguishes between a civil and an un-

v, differentiated by a tipping point in the use of
a highly des ]:1:_.1 civil society
contain within itself violent tendenciz=s, that is,
patterns of incivility or behavior prone to violence that
czn 2nd do threaten to accumulate synergetically to the

can and nor-

point where the occasional vielence of some against some

within 2 civil sedety degenerates into the constant vio-

Eeane, 193§,

lence of all againa all of an unavil sac
133-136; 140-141].

Philippe Schmitter too formulates a definition that
excludes the uncivil: the final of his four conditions for

groups to be considered as part of civil society is that
"do agree to act within preestablished rules of 2
‘civil’ or legal nature’’ (quoted in Whitshead, 1937, 100).
Whitthzad indsts that in addition, there must be an
lement of respect for others to meet the requirement of
civility (Whitehead, 1937, 100-101).
demanding in his definition of the
“Civility
mode of action which attempts to strike 2 balance bet-

Shils is even more
that must
15 an attitedes and 2

“eivility”
characterize civil society:

ween conflicing demands and conflicing interests™
Shils, 1992, 6)
A majo of the literature takes the opposits view,

however, 1n515tm: on an emprical defimtion of v 1]

society thatinchrdes
in it (Abdel Rahman,
Faldor & Muro, 2003
2003, 12-13} gis
tom to thisi issue, 1.i.i|_..u1.. no less than fiv

“uncivil society” as a tendency with-
2002; Berman, 1997; Fatton, 1995;
& Mudde, 2003].
=5 thes most =x

Eopec o ETIET atten-
e interrelated
arguments for eschewing the exclusion of unavil society

from civil secisty. In summary:

1 soacty mamfestations are
claim the moral high ground

1. To some extent, all o
sxclusivist in that they

for their own position in opposition to all others.

Z. Civility towards the “uncwil” has historically been

limited and hypocntical (see above).
Adherence to liberal democmtic goals dees not neces-

(=]

versa.
4. Adherenes to legal

from desirable in nondsmocratic societies and pro-

or even socictal norms is far

scribes challenges to the status quo even in demo-
cratic ones.

[

Finally narrow conceptions of civil society screen off
potentially vital ingredients of asseciational life and
democratic politics. Indusion is thersfore necessary to
progress in empirical knowledge

Uncivil Society and Democracy

Much of theliterature that argues against the distinction
is devoted to critiques of the idea so dominant in policy
making inthe 1920s, that strengthening civil society con-
tributes to democratization. This idea, partly considerad
to have come out of the 1989 experience™
Europe, and partly attributed to Robert Putmam’s influ-
ential work on Italy, requires avil society to be imbued
with both democratic 111.1]1]:"1'3] values, and for it to be
casily distinguishable from “uncivil society” which lacks
these valuss. The critiques of the “mutuasl strengthening
theary)” £

in Eastern

based on empirical studies from a variety of
regions, make three counter-points:

1. Having a vibrant civil sodety is not to be conflated
vil” civil sodety.
most persuasively pursued in a historical article by
Berman, which shows that Germans in the Weimar

with having a ™ This argument is

Republic, having lest confidence in the state, wers
"addicted to associating’”
Tocqueville observed of early

in much the same way as
Americans, but that
these dense associational networks were rapidly and
successfully infiltrated and captured by Mazi organi-
zers, accelerating and buttressing the MNazi seizure of

powe “from below” (Bearman, 1927).



2. Religous or nationalist movements often have 2 dem-
ocratic base, and sometimes seck the overthrow of
3 nondemaocratic govemment, but their values are
not necessarily democratic and certainly not liberal.
Segments of civil society imbued with liberal, “west-
ern” values on the otherhand do not necessarily have
demoaatc legitimacy in the form of a grassroots base

Abdel Rahman, 2002; this argument also comesupin

theliterature on civil society in Africa ).

The civility of o7

and market are interdependent. &

[¥]

ence, civil soc
can only be as avil as the drcumstances allow. Leo-

nardo Avritzer (2004}, for instance, develops “undvil

society,” as the prototype of civil society most likdy to
emerge when (1) the state is too weak to guarantee
either physical or material security, (2} the market

sconomy exists only in clientelist form, and (3} polit-

ical society is nonexistent or fragmentsd to the
point of destruction. He cites Peru and Celombia as
Latn Amencan prototypes of this situation, whilst
acknowledging that elements of it can be found in all
Latm American countries. The challeng in thes
ity

situations is “whether civil sodety can produce av

in spitz of the state and the markst”

Similarly, Whitshead theorizes the
civil sodety 15 weak or absent™ by reverang the four

social locations whers

conditions Schmitter requires for recognition as avil so-
from the

sncroachments on dual autenomy
2} which subwert civil society’s
capacity for deliberation; (3} which may encourage usur-
pation of the state or the market; and (4} and indvility
within, 1.2, lack of respect for the rules and for others

cety (1]
state and the market;

within civil society. He stresses that sach sodety contains
its own unique combination of these factors, and hence

there is a great variety of uncivil socisties, but he con-

cludes, similarly te Avritzer, that civil seciety in the nar-
row, normative sense is " fragile and under siege from all

sides,” sven in nominal d=mocracies (1997, 110).
Abds]l Rahman (2002)
tendencies in her discussion of “uncy

offers a rich illustration of thess

il society in Egypt
She argues that both secularist and Islamist groups have
been uncivil in their lack of tolerance for zach other.
Moreover, they have both bemn prepared to cellude with
the state zgainst the other.

Uncivil Society and Capitalism

Theclassical theorists, it is well-lmown, made no distine-
For Locke, the
civility of dvi society consisted predsdy in providing
sufficient physical secunty for the individual so that he

tion between civil society and the markst

Unchvil Soclety

could through his industry and ingenuity amass property.
Hegel on the other hand has described particularly vividly
the dynamic nature of what he called avil sodety —what
would nowadays be called the capitslist system — but
he did not at all believe it to be avil. Without checks
and balances provided by the state, it neglects or exploits
the poor who cannot help themselwes. Similarly Marx
thought of civil society as bourgeois society, 2 necessary
stage in history, but inherently exploitative.

Since then, through the detour of Gramsd’s insistence

on dividing matenal base from cultural superstructure, civil

&
ofsociety. Yetwhilethedistinctionis made by mostauthors
but see Fatten, who emphatically includes the informal

etyhas cometo mean the“non-state, nonmarket“realm

sconomy in his not so civil sod ety in Africal, capitalism is
now generally accepted asthe global "background setting™
inwhich civil society operatez This may be, s Edward Shils

1932 ) putit, because the alternative has proven sven more
uncivil, or it may just be because empirically, this is the
background seting found in most parts of the world.
Recent work has begun to take into account the problem-
aticrelationship between uncivil society and global capital-
1sm, but thiz relationis as vet muchlesstheoriz=d than that

between uncivil society and democracy.

Meanwhile 1t 1= interesting to note that the distinction
between for-profit and nonprofit motives pertaining to
maost definiions of civil society is often left behind

when discussing uncivil society, as for instance in Kofl

Annan’s quote abov
profit activities. The mafia 15, along with Al-Qlaeda and
the
uncivil society. But while disentangling market from non-
market activities may in practice be sven more difficult
in the “uncivil” realm then inthe civil, conceptual clarity
still demands a distincion betwes 3
vated indvility, such as terrorism or hate-spesch, and

e, which includes only uncivil for-

Ku Klux Klan, one of the most-cited examples of

¥ moti-

profit-oriented criminality.
International Perspectives

Uncivil Society and Globalization
Pedahzur and Weinberg discuss the surprising “interna-
tionalism™ of extreme rightwing groups, with skinheads
active in 33 countrics across all continents for instance
2001, 63). Raldor and Murotaks the transnational char-
acter of the religious and nationalist militants they inwves-
tigate as their point of departure, and elaborate on the
ambiguous relationship they have with both sconomic
and cultural glebalization: the insscurities generated
by globalization are an important factor in the growth

of the= movemets; they use the new media and

1587
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international funding networks; yet their ost=nsible aim 1s
[often through the capture of state power] to roll back
globalizatien in favor of religious or sthnic self-rule (2003,
152-1583}. Thus, one of the mest common forms of un-
civil seciety in the twenty-first century may be based on
whatCastellshas called 2 “resistance identity,” based more
on what 1t 15 against than what 1t is for.
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